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JEWISH MERCHANTS IN GDANSK IN THE 16TH - 17TH
CENTURIES : A POLICY OF TOLERATION OR
DISCRIMINATION ?

Polish lands attracted Jewish settlers already in the Middle
Ages. The tolerant policy of the Polish rulers resulted in several
privileges and charters of rights, granted to the Jews who settled
in Poland.! The first written grant of rights to be issued in Poland
for the Jews, was the priviledge conferred to the Jews of Great
Poland by Beleslaus the Pious, duke of Kalisz, on 16 August, 1264.
In the 16th - 17th eenturies the Jewish immigration was growing
rapidly in Auraber. The Jews were attraeted to Poland because
of the tolerant attitude of the Pelish rulers, magnates and gentry,
whoe were interested in the inereasing profits originating from
trade and handierafts. The attitude ef the burghers tewards the
Jewish immigrants was, hewever, less faveurable ; the seftlement
mevement was strongly oppesed By many towns, inhabitants ef
which ebjected te the eempetition of Jewish traders, bankers and
eraftsmen.

The situation of Gdansk was extremely complicated. Gdarisk,
the biggest and most powerful city in the whole Polish Cormon-
wealth, became in the 1&ih-17th centuries the most important
centre of the economie life of the country. To the harbour of this
city hundreds of tradesmen came swarminhg every year—ameng
thern fnany Jewish merchants. In Gdansk, however, sinee the
Middle Ages, existed the tradition de nom tolenantiis Judhiss ; Jews
had had ne aceess to the Teutonie Knight's state. Was the policy

1 See J. Goldlbengg, Jesissh Privkeges in the Polidh Cogemownwedlth,
Jerusalem 1985, passim,
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of total discrimination continued in the following centuries and
to what extent ?

Only a few studies are dealing with the Jewish trade in the
city of Gdansk. Some mentions are to be found in the works of
the German scholar Paul Simson as well as of the Polish scholar
Jan M. Mateeki. The works on the history of the Jews in Gdarisk
published by S. Eeht and A. Stein are rather laconi¢ on this
subject? New researches in the archives are therefore urgently
needed.

The quick development of the Jewish trade in Gdansk can be
traced since the middle of the 15th century, when the town became
again a part of the Polish state. The Privilbeginm CGssitividanum
issued in 1454 and confirmed in 1457 forbade all foreigners to
trade In the city without a special permission of the Town’s
Couneil, but this rule was to be broken very soon. Already in 1476
the Polish King Casimir Jagiellon granted two Jewish merchants
a safe conduet to trade in Royal Prussia.’ I1n the 16th century the
struggle for free aceess of the Jewish merehants to this region
beeame aeute. In 1530 the Prussian Diet ferbade Jews to travel
in Reyal Prussia ; all transactions with them were interdieted to
the inhabitants e6f Gdansk by the mumicipal authorities. Such
striet diserimination, however, eould net last very leng. In 1551
the Prussian Diet allewed Jewish merehants te attend Prussian
fairs ; the pem&waa was later eenfirmed by the King Sigismundus
Augugtus in 1568.4

In the second half of the 16th century many Jews began to
settle in the proximity of Gdansk, espeeclally in some places
owned by the bishop of Kujavia and the abbot of Pelplin ; such
places as e.g. Old Scottland had developed as important trading
centres. The inhabitants of Gdansk regarded those extensive

? p. Simsoom, Gesthitthee der Stadit Damzify, Bd. 11, Danzig 1918, pp. 161,
436-433, 516, 520; J. M. Makecdddi, Zevéigkki haﬁwtmee FRiRESt pmlskich
z Gdasshaern w XWI i pikrmsajej polwwide XWII wo,, [Comineesidlal Liakss off
Polith. Towrss witth Gdaték in the 16th Cemitwyy and the Fimit Halff of the
fibh Cenitrryly], Wroctaw 1968, pp. 53-54, 170 ; A, Steiim, Die Gesetfiibte
der Judhm in Damdig, Danzig 1933 ; S. Eelntt, Die Gesdlthige der Jiuglen
in Damzifg, Leer/Ostfriesland 1972.
S. Echt, op. cit.,, p. 14.
i{p SlmnSsmm op. cit,, pp. 161 - 162,
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activities as a very troublesome competition with own business.
They played nevertheless every year a more important role in the
big commerce. With it rose alse the role of the Jewish tradesmen.

In Gdansk too, the policy of an absolute discrimination of
the Jewish merchants came soon to an end. The town’s Ceuneil
was more and more interested ln the inereasing profits originating
from the Jewish trade. At the end of the 16th century, in spite
of the faet that the formal intetdiiction of staying in the eity for
all Jews was repeated in 1594, many Jewish merehants settled
in the suburb of Gdansk, ealled Leng Garden ; the eity's authorities
seemned net toe netice them, and even silently allowed to perferm
Jewish religious cerernonies. 1A the beginning of the 17th cenmfury
there were already 400 - 500 Jews settled in Gdansk, ferming with
their families a very substantial eemmunity. The faet was
commented in the neighbouring eity of Teruh, the autherities of
whieh tried in 1606 te interfere in this matter, but the Ceuneil
6t Gdahsk supperted its previeus attitudle, being against any
diserimination of the Jews. The patrieiate of Gdansk believed that
te Banish Jews frem the eity weuld mean a great eeenemie 16ss
for its trade.}

Since the end of the 16th century the role of Jewish merchants
in the commerce with the hinterland of Gdansk was enormous.
The Jews imported to Gdahsk many ltems such as furs and hides,
ashes and other forest products, grains, wool, feathers, wax,
saltpeter, lead, linen ¥ they were buying in Gdahsk cloth, silk,
wine, fruits, spices, herrings and other fish.! They were acting
mostly as factors and servants of Polish magnates and rich gentry ;
this was linked with a special protection, giving them a most
favoured position. Besides those Polish Jews there were coming
to Gdansk the Jewish merechants from foreign eountties, mainly
from the Netherlands (Antwerp, Amsterdain) ; they were called
* Portuguese Jews,” beeause their place ef erigin was Pertugal,
and they were dealing with Iberian goods. They were big

5 Ibidbem, pp. 436 - 37.

6 See Archives of Gdafisk, later AG, 300,5/24 p. 23b, 388a ; 47 p. 142;
60 p. 602b - 604 ; 73 p. 125 - 126, 320 - 321, 345, 370 ; 78 p. 241b, 247h ; 81 p. 319,
410, 904'-906;; 87 p. 80-Za, 148a - 148b ; 90 p. 110b.

t AG 300,5/47 p. 142a ; 73 p. 318b-319b ; 81 p. 904 - 905; 87 p. 80 - 81a.
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importers, shipping to Gdansk spices and wines, articles distributed
later all over the whole Polish territoties. Portuguese Jews had
had no powerful pattomns, but they were welcomed in Gdansk as
suppliers of luxury goods, for which there was a big demand on
the town’s market.?

The constant development of the Jewish trade led to strong
anti-Jewish feelings among the middle class of the urban society
of Gdansk. This middle class was in the 17th century the most
active group in the economic life of the ecity, as the patriciate
began to loose his interest in trade and urban aetivities. The
members of the eity's Council and their farnilies were just adopting
the new style of life as landlords, scholars and sophisticated patrons
of arts. In 1616 the representatives of the commen burghets, the
so-called Third Oreder (Centumviit) claimed the ban on the Jews
as dangerous eompetiters for the merehants of Gdansk. The
members 6f the Bench, being closer te the patrieiate (a plaee in
the Beneh eenstituted the first step iA the politieal eareer in the
gity), appeared to Be mere rmoderate ; they elaimed to restriet for
Jews the stay in Gdansk te ene menth enly. The Ceuneil, hewever,
ebjected te beth projeects. It propesed to limit the Jews’ right te
reside in Gdahsk enly te the suburb ealled Long Qarden. Fot theif
residence they were te pay substantial eharges te the eity; the
Burghers whe were letting them their ledgings weuld alse be
gbliged te pay large duties. The performance of religious
ceremenies was e be strietly forbidden and any burgher, whe
weuld allew them in Ris heme, sheuld be deprived of his eivie
Fghts$

The Third Order started, however, such a fierce action (feeling
the support of the Prussian Diet, which in the autumm of 1616
decided again to close Royal Prussia to Jews), that the city's
Couneil capitulated: on 18 November, 1616 an order for all Jews
to leave Gdansk within one month was issued. Their request to
be allowed to stay until spring to finish their tramsactions was
fejected. Only one exception was made : a Jewish merchant
Eduardo de Pellice who just came to Gdansk with the cargo of

8 P, Simsoom, op. cit,, p. 437.
¥ S. Ectt, op. cit., p. 15.
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expensive Iberian goods and could not returm home because of
the winter break in the shipping on the Baltic, was allowed to stay
in the city until April*®

The ban resulted in a legal action of four rich Jewish merchants
against Gdansk at the Royal Court. Isaac Joenbower from Cracow,
Abraham Salomon from Poznanh, Jelen from Lublin and Wolf from
Lvov claimed damages of 100 thousand guldens for the losses
caused by the edict of the Council. This assess, although possibly
overestimated, shows us the scale of Jewish activities in Gdansk.1*

The Royal Court declared the edict illegal and ordered to
restore to the Jews full rights in Gdansk (22 4 1617). The powerful
city did not accept this sentence. In the spring of 1617 some rich
Jewish merchants met in the city of Lublin to discuss the case;
they decided to negotiate with the Council of Gdansk. In July 1617
a petition was sent to Gdarisk asking for the right to come to the
city 8 days before the big fair of St. Dominic (in August) and to
stay 8 days after its closure. A second petition followed the first
one soon, asking for general freedom of trade for Jews in Gdansk ™

The middle class reacted to those petitions with towering rage,
as the Jewish trade threatened its business interests. The dispute
in the Third Order broke out with an exceptional vehemence.
Besides economic arguments, religious and ethical ones were used.
Members of the Tird Order were screaming, that where Jews only
appear, " nwr allerbd; umgllitkle, kindbemoridt undl veergimssung
chrisitichhes bluitt verfidied.” Evidently an unfavourable stereotype
of a Jew was well-spread among the town-dwellets. Before any
conclusions were reached, the fair of St. Dominic was opened
(4 August) and immediately after its elosing all Jewish merchants
were foreed to leave the town (11 August). Seme of them, however,
stayed in Old Seettland, elose enough to Gdansk to earry on their
Business

In December 1617 the Council, pushed by the King and some
Polish magnates who were supporting the Jews, opened a new
discussion on the Jewish trade. But the Third Order refused even

WP, Simsoon, op. cit, p. 437 note 5.
H A Steiim, op. cit, pp. 14 - 15,
P Simssoon, op. cit, p. 438.
# AG 300,10/21, discussion on 287 1617.
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to debate on it ; its members postulated to ask the opinion of the
other cities, such as Torun and Elblag, well-khowh as great
enernies of Jews

But exactly at this time the general situation of the Jews in
Royal Prussia had changed for the better. The royal pressure
on the Prussian Diet resulted in the cancellation of the restrictions
made in 1616. The authorities of Elblag gave the Jewish merchants
free aeeess to this town. Only in Gdafsk and in Torun the peliey
of discrimination persisted®

In July 1618, shortly before the Dominican fair, it came to
a new dispute. Some Jewish merchafits sent a petition asking for
the right to stay in the city 8 days before the fair and 8 days
after its closure, explaining that during the fair they are not able
to finish their business and toe colleet the money for their goods.
The Beneh was ready to eompromise, allowing the Jews te come
5 days before the fair and te stay 5 days after its elosure, net for
teading, but in erder to unload their geeds and to earry away the
unseld enes. The Third Order, however, ebstinately refused any
adjusternents. The next year (1618) Jews were allewed te stay in
Gdansk 3 days befere and 8 days after the fair; the Tewn's
Ceuneil simply did net ask the Third Order befere granting this
privilRge ™

In the following year (1620) despite the vehement opposition
of the Third Order, the Council extended this right to 4 days
before and 4 days after the fair. In response the Third Order
claimed to close the city to all Jews and even to forbid them to use
the roads on the territories under the jurisdiction of Gdansk.

In March 1621 Jews from Poznahh made another application
to the city's Council, asking for extending their stay in the town
on occasion of the fair of St. Dominie¢. In February 1622 the Council
stated (in order to pacify the publie opinion), that Jewish merchants
were fiot to be allowed to sell their marchandise in the coumtryside
belonging to Gdansk, exeept the time of fairs. It underlined,
however, simultaneously, that it weuld be impossible to banish

M Ibidbemy, discussion on 22 12 1617.

P, Sinmmsoom, op. cit, p. 438.

% AG 300,10/21 pp. 107ab, 109a, 113a, 148a.
#Pp, Simswom, op. cit, p. 438 - 439,
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Jews entirely from the neighbourhood of Gdanhsk, and especially
from Old Scottland, this place being the property of the bishop
of Kujawiin

In the thirties and forties of the 17th century, more and more
Jews every year were granted personal safe-conducts allowing
them to stay and to do their business in Gdansk, mostly because
they were factors and servants of the Polish magnates and the
gentiy™® On 14 May 1630, e.g., the Third Order complained, that
two Jewish merchants were trading in Gdansk against the law.
The Couneil answeied, that they had letters of introduetion issued
by some Pelish lords. They weuld eenelude their business and
then gquiekly leave the tewn. th May 1681 the Third Order
eomplained again, peinting out, that the Ceuneil allewed seme
Jews te trade in Gdansk. In Oetober 1682 the Third Order asked
" geng wmsendEht ¥ et 16 give Jews frée hand o earry fh&r
business in Gdansk exeept during the fair. The request was
fepeated en January 17, 1633. ih Deeember 1633 the gquestien
was raised again. The Third Order deelared in a very aggressive
tene that constantly inereasing Rumber of Jewish merehants
intFude inte the eity and everyene of them has seme letters of
introduction issued By a Pelish 1erd, stating that he is his servant
and faeter. This was true : a8 g rule Jews were aeting I Gdansk
en B@Bﬁhff 8f under the eqver of Polish lords ﬁ_ﬂﬁl were §8ﬂlﬂ§ their
grains, Buying 1uxury geeds for them, arranging credit, te.

In 1640 the Prussian Diet, pushed by the towns’ delegates,
tried again to limit Jewish activities in Royal Prussia. The Third
Order in Gdansk belived it to be a good backing for its own
action. In Decerber 1640 its members asked once more to exclude
Jews from the city, exeept for the time of the fair in August.
On January 3, 1641 the Council issued a large statement on this
mattet. The Cotuneil reminded the middle class, that the Prussian
Diet had to revoke its resolutions directed against the Jews,
because of the blg pressure exerted by the Polish gentry and some
powerful persons from the Polish government. The Council sees

# AG 300,10721 p. 321 ; 22 p. 23ab.
H AG 300,1/234.
# AG 300,10/24 pp. 63a, 67a, 90b, 298a, 319b, 391a.




54

no real possibility to exclude Jews from the eity, the mere s6
that they are living and carrying on their business freely in Old
Scottland, in the vicinity of Gdansk. They are alse condueting
their trade with Torun and Elblag. To banish them frem Gdansk’s
commerce could mean a serious eeonomie harm for the inhabitants
of the eity ; moreover, the patrons of Jews, Polish magnates, eould
in revenge aet te the detrimnent 6f Gdansk in the Peolish General
Diet. The same day the Beneh repeated its metion frem May 27,
1639, which eeould reselve the problem to everybedy's ecomtent.
Except the fairs, free aceess to Gdansk sheuld be given te Jewish
fefehants delivering impertant geeds ; they sheuld sell them iA
Geansk wholesale and enly te the eitizens of the eity, Aot te
facters of to any fereign tradesmen. Fer sueR purpese Jewish
merehant sheuld Be allewed te siay 4-% days in the eity. The
brokerage and meney-dealing sheuld be ferbidden t8 Jews. The
Third Ofder persisted, hewever, in repeating its eld epinien, that
the Jews shetld net Be allewed ie eome i@ Gdansk exeept for faifs
(Mareh 3, 1641). The Eatnell coneluded the diseussion n Mareh 5,
1641, stating that the Jewish Brefers and meney-dealers weuld
net Be allewed 8 coRduct their Business i Gdansk; But Jewish
merchants who Bring geods t8 the city, whe are servants et Belish
Iprds; who are endowed With letiers of intioduction, Rave to Be
welcomed in Gdansk ; it s {8 the advantage of the city itselk™ The
patriciate ot cdansk a8k alse spenly the side oF thdse Jews, whe
were linked {8 the Bolish genity. The Third Order, representing
gdansies middie mﬁmg@eiaég; tried 1A vain i8 limit the competitisn
gf Jewish merchanis. On Becember 18, 1643, the Third Order
aitacked apain the Jews, Both from Beland a3 well as frem abread
( BOFtUgHRSR JoWs ) accusing them of taking every day & bigger
sHare ot protits in the Gommerce ot @Eng%K-. The cCERpiymviA
HRanimously voied 18 lose the Eity 18 Jews=

In the next years the middle class concentrated on the struggle
against the Portuguese Jews, feeling that it would be too difficult
to fight the Polish Jews. In the beginning of February 1645 the
question was raised again. The Couneil tried to reassure the Third

# AG 300,10/26 pp. 127, 138, 141, 170, 174.
# Ibidbem, pp. 174, 284, 201,
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Order affirming that actually was staying in the city only one
Jewish tradesman from Portugal (or rather from the Netherlands),
with some servants however. If the nurmber of Jews would grow
and in the case they would really penetrate the hinterland of
Gdansk, as they were accused to do, proper measures would be
taken immediately. Perhaps the Portuguese Jews after all were
really trading toe far, beeause on September 7, 1646, the Ceuneil
issued an official warning, forbidding them to travel into Peland.
The impessibility to limit the trade cenducted by Pelish Jews
was at the same time onee mere stressed. The Beneh baeked up
the Ceuneil ; after seme weeks the Third Order alse admitted,
that Polish Jews sheuld be tteated better than the fereign enes
But in the next years (1648, 1649) the old demand te limit the
Jewish trade te the faifs was many times ensedesd®

As we have seen, the impossibility to exelude Jews from the
commerce of Gdansk resulted from their close links to the gemtry.
Research in the books of Gdarnsk’s vice-mayor in the first halt
of the 17th century shows on the basis of more than 160 entries
that ea 75% of the Jewish merehants were servants of Pelish
magnates and neblemen. in the years 1606/1807 a Jewish merehant
Abraham Beer was selling grains in Gdansk ; he was a leasehelder
of the starosta of Uszpel, Peter Gorajski. 1A 1683 a Jewish
tradesman Samuel Chlebewiez eame te Qdansk te arrange the
eontraets for supplying grains and saltpeter on behalff of the
eupbearer of Velhyhia, Wawrzyniee Drewinski. Many entries frem
the ferties of the 17th eentury eeneern the sale of grains By Jews
on behalf of Polish neblemen : in 1641 aetive in Qdansk was, 8.8,
a jew frem the eity of Pita, Lewek, servant of a nebleman Miehat
Kurecki from Great Poland ; anether Jew, Jaceb frem the eify
of Brzeté acted as a servant of a nebleman Jam Sadurski frem
Kujavia ; in 1645 a Jew Pinkas Samalevis was selling grains en
behalt of several Polish neblemen. Jewish merehants were net
enly selling preduets of Pelish maners, they were alse buying
imperted gosds and industrial articles as well as arcanging loans
for their lords. 1 autumn 1612 twe Jews frem Lithuanian Brzesé
Bought in Gdahsk seme armaments (ameng ethers 100 helmets)

# Ibidtemn, pp. 448, 553, 561, 564 ; 300,10/27 p. 9 -1, 89b.
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for a Polish lord, whose name was not mentioned. In September
1647 a Jew from Cracow, Josef Bensicki, pawned in Gdahsk jewels
belonging to Lukasz Opalinski, a magnate from Great Poland.*

An important role was played by the Jewish merchants in the
trade with money and in the monetary speculation. Gdansk was
a major centre of such activities and supplied the whole cowttry
with precious metals as well as with bullion® At the beginning
of the 17th century several money trading companies operated
in Gdahsk, buying good old coins and exporting them to the Low
Countries as well as to Silesia and Turkey. At the head of one
of these companies were two Jews: Jacob Salemen and Afen
Vogel, as well as two citizens of Qdansk : Christopher Kanter
and Hans ven Celdun. This partnership draws eur atteation te
the faet of collaberation between the Jews and Gdansk’s burghers.
The partnership with Jewish businesmen was very attractive for
the eitizens of Qdafisk : Jewish merchants and meney-dealers had
fAafy eenneetions in Peland as well as in fereign eeuntries and
eould Be used as perfeet middlemen in business. The members
ef the middle elass whe with sueh vehemence demanded to elese
the eity for Jews, were in the same time eager to jein them in
ereer t0 earry some profitable Business. Sueh ee-eperation i§ the
Best proef, that the anti-jewish aetiens ef the Third Order
resulted mestly ffem geonemic reasens, and net frem religisus
6r ethnie Bf@ﬁ'{'ﬁ!ﬁ%

My observations on the geography of the Jewish trade with
Gdansk correspond with the data in J. Matecki’s book on Gdansk’s
trade : the most numetous group were the Jews from Great
Poland, especially from the cities of Poznah and Kalisz. In the
second place there were Jews from Red Ruthemia (saltpeter and
ashtradie), then the Jews from Little Poland (Lublin, Cracow,
Sandomietz, ete.) trading with grains, lead, forest products. Rather

# AG 3005724 p. 388a; 37 p. 125- 126 ; 39 p. 66ab ; 81 pp. 319, 351, 410 ;
86 p 58 ; 89 p. 489b.
See A. Attmaanm, The Bulliivn Flow betweesn Eurepse and the Ko,
100)0) 1750, Goteborg 1981, pp. 61 fff.
% See M. Boguxocld{aa The Monettayy Critiss of the 17th Cenituyy and Its
Sociizll andl Psyttobdgizidal Conssegraaeses in Polantd,  The Journal of European
Economic History,” vol. 4, 1975, No. 1, p. 143.
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few were coming from Masovia and Lithuania. It is possible,
however, that further research will change this picture?®

To summ up: since the end of the 16th century Jewish
merchants played an important role in the trade of Gdansk. The
policy of discrimination was claimed by the middle class in
Gdanisk, as the development of the Jewish trade mmeant for it
a strong competition. The upper stratas of urban society were
rather for toleration, as they were noe mmore direetly nterested
in trade. They alse feared te bring the anger of the King and
of Polish magnates upoen the eity. Jews as factors and servants
of the Polish lords enjoyed their high patronage. Gdansk’s attitude
towards Jews was muech mere determined by soeial and econemie
factors than by the religieus and ethaie feelings. But the ewlfural
gap between the burghers and Jewish visiters existed, and the
unfaveurable stereotype 6f a Jew was used during discussions
By the representatives of the middle elass, even if enly to suppert
the eesnemic argurments.

It was, however, impossible, to banish the Jewish trade from
the city. The Council warned many times that attempts to
diseriminate Jews would harm the business and cause serious
losses to Gdansk. The failure of the endeavours to close Gdarisk
to the Jewish merchants was essentially due to the fact, that they
were acting on behalf of the Polish gentry. This fact resulted in
the poliey of toleration towards the Jews in spite of some attempts
to avoid their economic competition by the way of administrative
feasues.

AG 300,10/21 p. 316ab; 300,524 p. 23b; 32 p. 34b; 35 p. 12db;
46 p. 604ab ; 47 p. 127, 142a ; 73 p. 318b - 319b, 320a, 345a, 370a ; 78 p. 247b;
81 p. 410, 1013 - 1014, 1207 - 1208 ; 87 p. 80b - 81a, 148a - 149a ; 89 p. 489b.





