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The Country and Its
People

        
The Poles are a
Slavonic race; a branch of the great Slavonic family whose
possessions once stretched from the Baltic to the Adriatic and from
the Elbe to the Borysthene, or Dnieper. The Slavs are an
Indo-Germanic family and their cradle stood in Asia. For 2000 years
they inhabited the countries bounded by the Carpathians, the
Baltic, and the Black Sea, and washed by the Oder, the Vistula, the
Niemen, the Dvina, the Bug, the Dnieper, the Dniester, and the
Danube.

        
The Slavs began to
make history somewhere between the second and fifth centuries, for
the first mention of their existence in Europe is made by an
historian about the year 376.

        
Those Slavonic
tribes which occupied the country bounded by the Carpathians, the
Bug, and the Oder, and including both banks of the Vistula, were
the early ancestors of the Poles. The origin of the word Pole can
be traced back to the tenth century: it was first applied to the
country they inhabited: 
polska meaning a plain. The Poles were
therefore “the dwellers of the plains.” The country was indeed one
vast plain and could scarcely boast of any natural boundaries -
with the exception of the Baltic in the North and the Carpathians
in the South. The great river of Poland is the Vistula, whose basin
formed the centre of their country and covered an area of 282,000
square miles. Apart from the Poles, who, as has been pointed out
above, are of Aryan descent, the country is inhabited by: Red
Russians (or Tittle Russians) - who belong to the Eastern Slavs
whilst the Poles are of the Western branch  - White Russians,
Lithuanians, Letts, Jews, Germans, Armenians, and Esthonians.

        
Ancient Poland was
divided into four great districts or regions: Teutonic Poland,
which was comprised of Bohemia, Mecklenburg, Holstein, the Marshes
of Brandenburg, and Silesia; it stretched from the Elbe to the Oder
and from the Danube to the Baltic. These districts, in the course
of time, passed under other laws and dominations until now they
help to form the German Empire. In the basin of the Oder was Great
Poland: it comprised Pomerania, the countries afterwards invaded by
the Prussians, the Duchy of Masouria where Warsaw was founded,
Cujavia with Posen and Gnesen. Then there was Little Poland with
Cracow, the kingdom of Galicia and Red Russia. Lithuanian Poland,
which was added later, comprised Lithuania, Courland, Samogitia,
White Russia, and Black Russia. All these regions and countries
constituted Poland in the days when she was a mighty realm.
Gradually her frontiers were tightened until she was divided and
swallowed up by her ambitious  - and shall we say unscrupulous? -
neighbours, but the national spirit which had animated the country
has never been crushed. A political commonwealth may be destroyed,
a country conquered, a nation exiled, but a race and the racial
spirit can never die.

        
The importance of
Poland in European history is due not only to the vastness of her
territories but also to her antiquity. For a long time Poland
represented the spirit of independence and love of liberty which
characterised the ancient Slavs. Rightly, therefore, says M.
Salvandy, the historian of John Sobieski: “ The Polish nation is
one of the most ancient in Europe if we trace back her history to
her remote origin and beginning.” The invasions of barbarians, of
Scandinavians, of Normen, Danes, and Varangians did not affect her.
It was Poland too who, together with Hungary and Venice, saved the
other nations from the invasion of Tshengis-Khan and his hordes.
Out of gratitude for their services, the other nations have since
swallowed up Poland, Hungary, and Venice.

        
In the history of
nations, Poland represented the element and love of liberty: a
Slavonic race, generous and chivalrous, the Poles were very jealous
of their independence and constantly on their guard to defend this
independence against the servitude of many laws, governments, or
even civilisation. The primitive democratic groups were united and
fused into one, but the people, the nation, still remained the
supreme ruler. Poland has never been anything but a republic,
presided over by an elective chief. The nation elected the chiefs,
who enjoyed the title of king. It was always the nation as a whole
who, whilst electing or deposing their figurehead kings, actually
ruled, reigned, governed, and administered, decreed and decided on
war or peace. The first chief whom the nation placed upon the
throne was a peasant of the house of Piast. Poland originally had
all the elements required to constitute order, force, and progress.
In ancient times the ruling, principal idea of Poland’s existence
was the aim of unity on the one hand, and faith in the common goal
on the other. On the one side there was the King, anointed by the
Church, head of the
 voluntary army and representing the
principle of unity, whilst on the other there was the nation,
consisting of an association of men called upon in turn to fulfil
their duty.

        
One could scarcely
find another nation which started her national and political life
under such favourable auspices. While the rest of Europe was
producing feudalism  - the negation of unity and equality in the
political, and the negation of the social ego in the intellectual,
world - Poland, from the earliest times, stood for independence and
liberty. Such were the beginnings of Poland when she knew only 
one nation and one people, neither masters
nor slaves but equal members of the free and indivisible Republic.
Unfortunately, however, in the thirteenth century, Poland was
divided among the sons of Boleslaw, and in the midst of internal
wars forgot her destiny and her national aims. In the storm and
stress of the wars waged between the four chiefs, the military
acquired power and privileges and constituted itself a nobility,
thus depriving the people, who had reigned hitherto, of their
ancient prerogatives. Henceforth the nobles ruled, elected the
kings, declared war and concluded peace, administered the country
and enjoyed all the liberties and power.
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The origin of the
Polish nation has been traced back by the sagas and legends to the
year 496, the date of the victory of King Clovis at Tolbiac and the
foundation of the French as a people. These two nations, the French
and the Polish, who have a great deal in common, are thus supposed
to have been born on the same day. All these old annals, however,
give but vague and somewhat confused information; they have come
down to us through the mist of centuries, and no serious historian
has accepted them as solid fact. The sagas and legends of early
Poland, however, are too romantic and interesting in themselves to
be omitted in a popular treatise, therefore we shall deal with them
here, at least briefly.

        
Lech

        
It is said in one
of the early sagas that a certain Lech, accompanied by his brothers
Czech and Rus, arrived in the country one day, many centuries ago,
and founded the town of Gnesen or Gniezno. In passing through the
depths of a forest, Lech is supposed to have found an eagle’s eyrie
(Gniazdo), so he adopted the eagle as a symbol of his power and as
his coat of arms, and founded a town on the spot. He is then
supposed to have sent his brothers Czech and Rus to the East and to
the West, and they, in their turn, founded the nations of Bohemia
(Czechs) and Russia. Lech’s own people were called after their
first ruler the Lechites. Thus Lech is supposed to have been the
first chief of the Poles -  about the year 550 - and to have roamed
with his legions to the West and to the North of the Vistula; to
have conquered Brandenburg, Silesia, Prussia, Pomerania, Holstein,
and Saxony, and to have founded the first capital of the Polish
kingdom: Gnesen, the cradle of Polish greatness.

        
After Lech, Ismar
is said to have fought against the Danes at the head of a big and
numerous fleet, to have seized all the Danish isles in the Baltic
Sea, to have compelled the Danish King Sivard to pay him tribute,
and to have conquered the greater part of Denmark. Towards the end
of the seventh century, we again see Poland divided and ruled over
by twelve governors: voievodas or military chiefs. One of these
voievodas, however, a certain Crak or Cracus, gathered all the
power into his own hands and is said to have founded the city of
Krakovie (or Cracovie, or Cracow), where he established his
residence. He called his city Cracow in imitation of the croaking
of the ravens. After Cech II, the son of Cracus, the latter’s
beautiful sister, Wanda, took the reins of government into her
hands. She had a number of suitors, one of them being a German
prince named Ritagor or Rytiger, who had sworn to secure the
beautiful Wanda by fair or foul means. “ Und bist du nicht willig,
so brauch ich Gewalt.” Wanda, in reply, placed herself at the head
of her army and defeated her too impetuous suitor in a bloody
encounter. Rytiger perished on the battle-field, while Wanda is
supposed to have thrown herself into the Vistula. Once more Poland
was divided and ruled over by twelve governors or military chiefs,
and it was during their reign that the Hungarians and Moravians
ravaged the country. Then the Poles again chose one single leader,
a certain Lescus or Leszek. He was a brave and clever artisan whose
real name was Przemislav; he is said to have defeated the
Hungarians (some legends say Alexander the Great) in an ingenious
manner. He formed figures of men with lances, swords, and shields,
and then exposed them in the sun in such a way that the rays were
reflected upon them. The enemy, frightened at the sight of these
numerous imaginary soldiers, hastily retreated. After Leszek I, the
Poles elected a young man of obscure origin as their ruler under
the name of Leszek II. He triumphed over his rival in a horse-race,
which reminds us of the story of the election of Darius. Leszek II
was of humble birth, yet power neither turned his head nor made him
proud; he always kept the ragged garments which he had worn before
his rise to power and would often gaze at them, the reminders of
his humble and obscure origin. He is said to have perished in a
battle which, together with the Bohemians, he fought against
Charlemagne. His successor, Leszek III, sought the friendship of
Charlemagne and greatly distinguished himself by conquests. He left
the throne to his two sons, one of whom, Popiel I, was a weak,
cowardly, and effeminate prince, who allowed his favourites to rule
in his place. His brother, Popiel II, poisoned his two uncles, but
then, in expiation and as a punishment, perished himself in his
palace built in the lake Goplo, where he was devoured by rats. This
legend reminds us of that of Bishop Hatto.

        
The Piasts

        
After an internal
struggle, the Poles elected as their chief Piast, a simple peasant
of Kruszwica, who possessed a small piece of land, which he himself
cultivated, and a few bee-hives. The name of this peasant soon
became the highest title of nobility in Poland, and he was the
progenitor of a dynasty which reigned in Poland until the year
1370, in the Duchy of Moravia until 1526, and in Silesia until 1575
- that is to say, it existed for about seven centuries. For twenty
years Piast is supposed to have ruled over Poland, to have
established internal peace on a firm footing, and to have greatly
contributed to the general amelioration of manners and customs.

        
Piast was succeeded
by his son Ziemovit in 860. This prince subdued the neighbouring
tribes, aggrandised his lands situated in the districts of Gnesen
and Kruszwica, and fought against the Moravians, the Hungarians,
Prussians, and Pomeranians. The successors of Ziemovit were Leszek
IV and Ziemomisl. The latter is said to have had a son who was born
blind, but who miraculously recovered his eyesight in his seventh
year; “he was the symbol,’’ say the ancient chronicles, “ of Poland
opening her eyes to the light of the Gospel.” For this son of
Ziemomisl was Mieczyslaw I (Mieszko). Poland was at that time
pagan, and the Germans were doing their utmost to spread
Christianity among the Poles, hoping thus to establish their
influence in the land. The German princes established military
posts among the conquered neighbouring tribes; posts commanded by
the guardians of the frontiers and who were called Markgrafs.
Unable to resist the foreign influence, seeing so many changes
among his neighbours, and above all afraid of the superior power of
the Germans, Mieczyslaw decided to make an alteration in the
customs of his country. He then became the Clovis of Poland. He
repudiated his pagan wives and married a Christian princess,
Dombrovka, the daughter of the Duke of Bohemia, who arrived
accompanied by several ecclesiastics. Mieczyslaw himself then
adopted Christianity and was baptized by Bohowid. He placed the
holy sign of Redemption on the mountain Dysa-Gora, built nine
churches and endowed them with considerable domains. Theologians
were invited from France and Italy to instruct the people in the
new religion. The people were converted to the new faith - Datin
Christianity  - thanks, chiefly, to the indefatigable efforts of
Jordan, Bishop of Poland, assisted by Mieczyslaw himself and his
wife Dombrovka, and especially by St. Adalbert, Bishop of Prague,
who traversed Cracow and Poland on his way to Prussia, whither he
went to preach the Gospel. The total conversion of - the Poles,
however, only took place in the tenth century under Boleslaw the
Great or the Brave. Under Mieczyslaw, Poland comprised Silesia and
Moravia, and her frontiers extended, on the one side as far as the
lands of the Prussians, and on the other to the frontiers of
Bohemia. After the death of Dombrovka (977), Mieczyslaw married
Oda, the daughter of a German Markgraf, and was soon compelled to
acknowledge himself feudatory to the Emperor Otho I. However, he
felt this humiliation very keenly and it was his son, Boleslaw, who
again freed Poland from the German yoke.

        
Boleslaw (Boleslas)
the Brave or the Great (999-1026)

        
Mieczyslaw died at
the age of sixty-one and was succeeded by his son Boleslaw Chobry
or the Brave, who may be considered as the real founder of the
kingdom of Poland. Boleslaw may with justice be looked upon as the
Napoleon of Poland, for he was at once a great warrior and a fine
administrator and legislator. He covered Poland’s arms with glory,
organised the country judicially and politically, and developed the
nation’s wealth and prosperity. He was great not only in victory
but also in defeat; he was always powerful and ingenious. During
the first year of his reign, Boleslaw had to fight against
Vladimir, Duke (or Prince) of Kiev, a descendant of Rurik - but he
soon arranged a truce with the Russian Prince, as he was compelled
to use his armies against other enemies; the Bohemians had invaded
Silesia and seized Cracow, but he drove them back and extended his
frontiers beyond the Carpathians. Pomerania then acknowledged him
as master, and the fame of his courage and daring exploits spread
far and wide until at last it reached the ears of the German
Emperor, Otho III. This monarch had a great admiration for the
Polish hero and decided to see with his own eyes the brave Duke and
contemplate his almost fabulous greatness. Fortunately the Emperor
had once made a vow that he would go on a pilgrimage to the shrine
where the holy remains of St. Adalbert reposed. St. Adalbert,
Bishop of Prague, had left his bishopric and gone out to preach the
Gospel to the heathen Prussians and had suffered martyrdom, for he
was killed by a pagan Prussian. Boleslaw had purchased the Bishop’s
remains and had had them transported to Gnesen, where even now they
are looked upon as a sacred relic. The events of the martyr’s life
are described on the gates of the cathedral there. Boleslaw went
out to meet the Emperor, and together they entered Gnesen, where
they were received by the clergy, the nobility in rich and splendid
array, and by a brilliant army; fair ladies resplendent in gold and
precious stones completed the imposing cortege. At the banquets
which Boleslaw held in honour of the Emperor, a new service of gold
and silver plate was used each day and was then sent to the
Emperor’s house as a gift. The Emperor was so impressed by the
power, magnificence, and generosity of Boleslaw that he testified
his gratitude by elevating the Duchy of Poland into a Kingdom.
Boleslaw was solemnly anointed king by the Bishop of Gnesen, whilst
the Emperor himself placed the crown upon the head of his friend
and ally. Thus Boleslaw became the first King of Poland, ally of
the Emperor, free of all tribute. The Emperor also gave him the
lance of St. Maurice, in exchange for which he received an arm of
St. Adalbert.

        
The new King soon
had an opportunity to show that he well deserved the title newly
conferred upon him. He successfully fought and conquered Bohemia,
Moravia, and Misnia (or Servia), and added them to his kingdom.
Eater on Germany became alarmed at the success of the Polish King
and the triumph of Polish arms, and the then Emperor, Henry of
Bavaria, “ who did not know the Joseph of Poland” and was jealous
of his greatness, joined a confederacy formed to humble the pride
of brave Boleslaw. The latter, however, won a victory over the
Germans and defeated them several times in a war which lasted about
fifteen years. At last he concluded a peace with them at Merseburg
(1013), by which it was agreed that the lands beyond the Oder were
free of German control. This left Boleslaw free to turn his army
against the Pomeranians and Prussians, whom he subdued, compelling
the latter to embrace Catholic Christianity. As a sign of his
domination in Prussia and Germany, he erected in the river Ossa, in
the neighbourhood of Rogozno and Laszczyn, and also in the Elbe and
the Sala, iron pillars with the inscription: 
Hie est Polonia.

        
Yet even then
Boleslaw was not allowed to lay down his arms. Sviatopolk, Prince
of Tver, who had been expelled from Russia by his brother Yaroslaw,
son of Prince Vladimir the Great, sought refuge at the Court of
Poland - and Poland’s brave King decided to help the exiled Prince.
Boleslaw defeated Yaroslaw on the banks of the Bug and reinstated
Sviatopolk - but when the latter failed to show his gratitude, he
took Kiev, which, at the time, rivalled Constantinople in
magnificence and splendour. He made his triumphal entry into Kiev
in 1018 and is said to have struck the golden gates of the city
with his sword; it was the sword that the Emperor Otho had given
him, and because of the shock the sword received it was
henceforward called the “ broken sword “ and religiously preserved
among the royal treasures at Cracow until 1795. For eight centuries
the Kings of Poland girded on this sword for the ceremony of
coronation. The crown and sword of Boleslaw have escaped the
covetousness of the rulers of Petrograd, Vienna, and Berlin; these
glorious antiquities are still awaiting the renascence of Poland -
which, perhaps, may not be far off.

        
Among the treasures
which Boleslaw carried away from Kiev were the bronze gates -
originally brought from Constantinople. They were placed in the
cathedral of Gnesen and it is upon these gates that the history of
the martyrdom of St. Adalbert is written. The last six years of his
reign Boleslaw spent in strenuous efforts to repair some of the
evils he had been compelled to cause by his constant wars. He did
his best to improve the moral and temporal state of his nation; to
raise and develop the prosperity of Poland. He built new cities and
invited merchants from Greece to visit the country so as to further
commerce. He devoted much of his attention to administration and
the course of justice, and called upon twelve of his wisest nobles
to assist him. He personally travelled through his kingdom and
inquired into the manner and method with which the local
magistrates administered justice. And yet the power of the King and
of his Council in no way interfered with the individual liberty of
his subjects, or with the communal freedom: the inhabitants of the
various communities, in accordance with the immemorial custom,
still assembled to deliberate upon public affairs. Boleslaw made
roads throughout Poland to facilitate the visits of mercantile
caravans, and Normen, Danes, Englishmen, Germans, and Russians came
to Poland. The country was prosperous - but the habits and customs
of the inhabitants were simple; the churches and private dwellings
were built of wood. Land was given to the prisoners of war, who
were thus turned into agriculturists; they then received their
liberty, for according to the custom of the people the land could
only be cultivated by free men. Boleslaw also invited Benedictine
monks from France and founded monasteries on Lysa-Gora, at
Sieciechowa, and Tynec.

        
He was a true
father of his people and he not only conquered but organised and
conserved his conquests. The ideal which upheld him in his wars
against the Russians and the Germans was to make Poland the centre
of the Slav nationality. Boleslaw died in 1025. He was accepted as
the greatest sovereign of his age, and his people deeply mourned
him. He died and was buried at Posen.

        
Mieczyslaw II
(1025-1034)

        
Mieczyslaw II, who
ascended the throne vacated by his great father, was a weak,
pleasure-loving prince, incapable of governing a turbulent nation
or of waging war against ambitious and rapacious neighbours. He had
married Rixa, the daughter of the Count Palatine of the Rhine and
niece of Emperor Otho III, and was absolutely under her sway.
Poland, under his rule, suffered all the horrors of war and lost a
great portion of the conquests of his brave father, especially
Moravia. The Russians and Pomeranians then decided to have their
revenge, and Mieczyslaw was rudely awakened from his 
dolce far niente and dreams of sensuality
and voluptuousness by these several defeats and losses. The life he
led hastened his end and he died of insanity. Then his wife Rixa or
Ryxa (Recheza) took the reins of government into her own hands and
ruled as regent for her young son. She was a German, hated and
despised the Poles, and was therefore very unpopular. During the
weak reign of Mieczyslaw II, the Polish nobility or the Szlachta,
which afterwards played such an important role in Polish history,
had become very powerful, and under Rixa this power greatly
increased. The Poles finally revolted against the foreign Princess
and she was compelled to flee the country together with her son. A
period of anarchy followed: the peasants rebelled against the
nobles and seigneurs and the pagans vented their wrath upon the
Christians; churches were sacked and ecclesiastics massacred. The
Russians on the one side, and the Bohemians on the other, availed
themselves of this state of confusion in Poland and invaded the
country, burned, pillaged, and ravaged it.

        
Some years passed,
during which the country, torn by factions and parties, each
striving for the supreme power by the force of arms, suffered much.
Paganism had its stronghold in the province of Masovia, which was
governed by one Moislav, a former cupbearer of the late King of
Poland, who, although he governed despotically, yet defended it
against invasion. At last, tired of the state of anarchy prevailing
in the country, the bishops and nobles gathered together and
decided to recall Casimir (or Kasimierz), the son of Mieczyslaw II.
A deputation was consequently sent to Rixa, who informed them that
her son was studying at Liege. Casimir returned to his native land
and was crowned at Gnesen in 1041. This Prince restored peace to
the . country, reconciled the various factions and enhanced his own
prestige by an alliance with Yaroslaw, Prince of Kiev, whose sister
Maria (or Dobronega) he married.

        
Henri I of France
having married another sister, Casimir thus became brother-in-law
of the King of France. That Casimir had, before his accession to
the throne, taken the cowl at Cluny is probably only a legend, but
be that as it may, he invited the monks of Cluny to come to Poland
and founded two monasteries for them, one on the Oder in Silesia,
and the other near Cracow. Moislav or Maslav (or Masos) for a time
refused to recognise the authority of Casimir until the latter
defeated him at Plock in 1047. Casimir was surnamed the “
Restorer,” for he restored peace and calm to the country and ruled
with wisdom and sagacity; he re-established the bishoprics,
abbacies, and convents and contributed to the prosperity of the
land. He died, after a reign of sixteen years, in 1058 and was
buried at Posen.

        
Boleslaw II
(1058-1080), Surnamed The Bold

        
Casimir the
Restorer was succeeded by his eldest son, Boleslaw, who evidently
inherited the fighting qualities of the first Boleslaw. He took up
the cause of many of the weak princes and offered them his
protection. Such were Bela, Prince of Hungary, Yaromir, Duke of
Bohemia, and Tsyaslaw, Prince of Kiev. Boleslaw was successful in
his campaigns in Bohemia, Hungary, and Russia, but on his return to
Poland he so cruelly punished the originators of certain disorders
which had arisen during his absence that Stanislaus, Bishop of
Cracow, considered it his duty to rebuke him. The King was so
infuriated at this that he murdered the Bishop with his own hands.
Gregory VII, then Pope, was not the man to let such a crime pass
unpunished, and Boleslaw was excommunicated, accursed, and
dethroned. Abandoned by all, the King fled to Hungary, where he
died in misery. Some say that this once powerful King, who had led
a life of luxury, found an asylum in the monastery of Willach,
where, under an assumed name, he performed menial tasks for the
monks, who only after his death discovered his identity. The Pope
not only dethroned Boleslaw but he refused to permit the successors
of the murderer-King to assume the regal title. Therefore for two
centuries Poland was again a Duchy.

        
Upon the expulsion
of Boleslaw, the Poles raised his brother Vladyslaw I to the
throne. He repulsed successfully various foreign invasions at
different points of his frontiers. Vladyslaw had a son named
Boleslaw, by his wife Judith, who was the daughter of the Duke
Vratyslaw of Bohemia; this young Prince was but nine years old when
he first accompanied his father on his campaigns, and he showed
thus early great bravery and courage. In 1102 he succeeded his
father as Boleslaw the Wry-mouthed, because of a peculiarity of his
mouth caused by an illness.

        
Boleslaw III
(1102-1139)

        
Boleslaw III was
one of Poland’s greatest kings and a worthy successor to the first
and second Boleslaw. He reigned for thirty-seven years and for
practically all that time waged war against his neighbours, the
Germans, Pomeranians, Bohemians, and Russians, and was victorious
in thirty-seven battles. In 1112 and 1113 he accompanied the
Crusaders to Palestine and also undertook a pilgrimage to the tomb
of St. Gilles in France. Before his death, he divided his patrimony
among his four sons; a proceeding which led to many feuds and
conflicts, to the great detriment of the nation. He died in
1139.

        
The period which we
have briefly sketched in the preceding pages extends over three
centuries and is known as that of Conquering Poland. Under the
first rulers of the house of Piast, Poland was bounded by the
Carpathians and the Baltic, and comprised the lands situated
between the Oder, the Bug, and the Niemen. Gradually, however,
under the first Christian kings, her frontiers were extended as far
as the banks of the Dnieper and the Elbe: she ruled, too, over the
pagan inhabitants on the shores of the Baltic, such as the
Pomeranians and the Prussians. Quite frequently also she included
under her sway the neighbouring countries of Bohemia and Hungary
and often acted as the protector of the feeble and the oppressed:
she assisted the Russians in their struggle against their tyrants
and the Germans in throwing off the yoke of their Emperors.

        
For three centuries
the chief of the state on the one hand and the nobles on the other
endeavoured to accumulate property and power, forces which were
originally, as was the custom in all Slavonic countries, the
possession of the community. Gradually the system of private
possessions was established and the foundations of class
distinctions and of a powerful nobility -  rivals of the King -
were laid. The Kings too endeavoured to concentrate all the power
in their own hands and to exercise . all the prerogatives which
before had belonged to the community at large. The King began to
consider himself the hereditary possessor of the land, which he
divided among his children. The royal power reached its summit in
1025, after which it slowly waned. The bishops, palatines,
governors of provinces, high dignitaries, and nobles each tried to
accumulate as much power as possible and to restrict that of the
King, until finally the nobility won the day. This nobility was
only a race tradition: it was a class of Lechites who took the name
of Slechites, hence Szlachta,

  1
 and formed the elite of the army; they were called nobles in
Katin and were distinguished by a golden chain which they wore
around the neck. The lowest peasant could acquire this distinction:
all that was required of him was the possession of a horse, a
shield, a cuirass, and a complete equipment: thus power ennobled
men of lower station.

        
The lower classes
of society in Poland were of many gradations. In military service
they were the equals of the nobles and enjoyed similar rights:
their disputes were settled by the same jurisdiction and courts:
they could possess private property, and their hereditary rights
were respected; they could move about freely from village to
village and settle wherever they pleased. There were also serfs,
prisoners of war, or men condemned for debts and other
transgressions. This condition was, however, only a temporary one,
for by cultivating the land the serf acquired his liberty, and his
descendants formed part of the nation. The serf, thus liberated,
performed military service and was entitled to aspire to the
dignity of noble. The population of Poland was a movable one,
roaming about from one district to another. Although a fairly large
kingdom, Poland had no fixed capital; it was only in 1080 that
Cracow became a kind of centre; it was also in accordance with the
last instructions of Boleslaw III that in future the head of the
State had to reside in that city.
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