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Borderland Przemyśl

Borderland  Przemyśl

The San and Dniester Rivers. The upper reaches of those 

two great rivers are separated by a just 10 kilometre swath 

of land. And it is those rivers that constitute the symbolic 

arteries of the history of Przemyśl and its region. Flowing 

north, the San River feeds the Vistula River, and so, also 

the Baltic Sea basin,  inseparably connecting us with 

Poland.  The Dniester  River, that rolls its waters to the 

Black Sea, draws the Przemyśl region into the turbulent 

history of the south-eastern  Borderlands.  The extremely 
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rich, but also very often painful experience, has become 

the borderland heritage of our city.  The  location of the city, 

at the junction of Poland, Russia and Hungary, always put 

Przemyśl at the outskirts, at the borderland of each of 

those countries. The fight for control of that region was an 

inseparable part of the history of our city for a long time.   

As early as  the early Middle Ages, Celtic and 

White Croat tribes crossed the Przemyśl Gate.  The 

Lendians settled here,  maybe even establishing their own 

political structure in the area of the so called Red Ruthenia.  

This is where the Magyar troops, which like the Huns 

ravaged  Western Europe with their raids,  were stationed.  

This is where  the troops of Vladimir  I of Kiev   came from 

the Kievan Rus,  seizing the Red Ruthenia in 981.  After 

recapturing Przemyśl in 1018, Boleslaw Chrobry 

(Boleslaw I the Valiant) and his son, Mieszko II,  

established their borderland bastion in the city, erecting the 

Romanesque palatine-rotunda on the castle hill.  A similar 

role was seen for the city by Bolesław II the Generous.  

During the rule of the Ruthenian Dukes, till the middle of the  

14th century, Przemyśl played the role of the borderlands 

o f  t h e  R u t h e n i a n  

influence. 

Not  unt i l  the 14th 

century, under the rule of 

Casimir III the Great and 

t h e  s u c c e s s i v e  

expansion to the east, 

did Przemyśl find itself 

as not being  on the very 

outskirts of the country, 

but it was never too far 

from the Borderlands  to 

lose touch with them. By 

the seizure of Pokuttya,  

i n  1 3 4 9 ,  a  n e w  

neighbour was acquired, 

but as a consequence,  

the threat from Moldavia, Wallachia and finally  the Turks 

themselves greatly increased.  The organisation of the 

south-eastern lands of the Kingdom of Poland, conducted 

by Casimir III the Great, placed the Przemyśl Land next to 

Halicz, Lviv, Sanok and Chełm Lands, in a group of five 

lands of the Ruthenia Voivodeship, the capital of which 

remained Lviv.  Together with the brotherly lands of the 

Ruthenia Voivodeship,  knights and gentry were obliged to 

serve in times of  war, 

which  qui te of ten 

occurred in the region. 

One of the biggest 

threats, even a scourge 

in the Przemyśl Land, 

were the Tatar raids and 

attacks. The Tatars 

entered the Przemyśl 

Land from the Dniester 

River Valley,  traversed 

b y  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  

Wallachian route.  1498 

w a s  o f  s p e c i a l  

importance to our city, 

our region and the whole 

year when the Turkish hordes, supported by the Moldavian 

army, invaded, avenging the campaign by John I Albert in 

Bukowina.  This Turkish invasion, the first in the history of 

Poland, destroyed the Borderlands of the Kingdom of 

Poland, from the Podolia region to the Przemyśl Land. 

Przemyśl itself suffered a lot.  It was  the first and only time 

in history, when the city was seized by the Turks. Many 

times the Tatars raids brushed Przemyśl, giving origin to 

a legend about the  Tatar leader buried in on the Zniesienie 

Hill in a mound, whose name still recalls this already largely 

forgotten scourge that had tormented the Borderlands for 

almost five hundred years! This is where Father Makary 

Demeski, the Carmelites Brother, set off with his desperate 

mission on behalf of the city, to try to buy out those in Tatar 

captivity in the Kantymir Murza camp. The epitaph in 

St.Teresa Church reads as if it were an eye witness of 

those events: As soon as the Father reached the 

encampment, Kantymir was informed that there was 

a monk to see him to negotiate on  behalf of the Przemyśl 

city. He ordered the monk to be brought to him….. The 

tyrant took his weapon out and at the very start inflicted 

a heavy wound to the Reverend's face. Then he ordered 

him to be dragged aside and killed…. as  one who did not 

Jan Herburt – the Prefect of Przemyśl

Marcin Krasicki – the Voivode of Podole 
and the Prefect of Przemyśl 
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Oil painting in the Reformist Church entitled “ The sermon by Father Chrystyan 
Szykowski in the Przemyśl Market Square just before the battle with the Tatars” 

by  Mikołaj Litwiniuk



Godlewski, allowed the steady concentration of royal 

troops in the Lviv region and the cornering of the Charles X 

Gustav army  by Jerzy Sebastian Lubomirski’s  and Stefan 

Czarnecki’s troops.  Przemyśl, faithful to the king, once 

again rose to the challenge when, in 1657, Jerzy Rakoczy 

and his army began marching on  Poland  from 

Transylvania. The city defended itself fiercely, gaining 

a new patron, St. Vincent.  Especially tragic in history of 

Poland and its Borderlands was the year 1672, when, after 

the fall of Kamieniec Podolski, the symbol of the Polish 

antemurale christianitatis (the Bulwark of Christianity), the 

Turkish threat made us enter into the disgraceful Treaty of 

Buchach.  When the defender of the stronghold, "Hector of 

Kamieniec”, colonel Jerzy Wołodyjowski  died, hope left 

many. Unusual fortitude, exceptional  bravado and 

renounce Jesus till his very death.  The Reverend’s body, 

brought from the place of martyrdom, was buried with 

honours in the city Church in a procession attended by the 

whole of the city of Przemyśl and its clergy.  The Bohdan 

Zynoviy Mykhailovych Khmelnytsky’s uprising brought 

another threat upon the city, which was  successfully 

overcome thanks to the adamant attitude of its citizens and 

the local nobility.  The Cossack standard belonging to 

colonel Kapustyński’s  troops was hung as the victory 

trophy in the Mother of All Przemyśl Churches, that is the 

Cathedral.  During the Swedish Deluge Przemyśl’s 

steadfastness  and its persistence to support the legal ruler 

was admirable. The incredible 

attitude of the Bishop of 

Przemyśl, Andrzej Trzebicki, a 

faithful friend of John III 

Sobieski, aroused  the fighting 

spirit  in our royal city and the 

nobility in the  Przemyśl Land.  

It is here, on the San River,  

the Swedish Deluge was 

brought to a halt. The 

d e s p e r a t e  d e f e n c e  o f  

Przemyśl, led by Jerzy 
Historic spectacle entitled  “Defence of Przemyśl in 1657” - Wincentiada Festival 2006.

Oil painting in the Reformist Church entitled  “The Year 1672 
– the Battle with the Tatars at Kormanice” by Mikołaj Litwiniuk

Father Makary's epitaph 
in St. Teresa Church

desperate courage were needed not to yield to the 

defeatist mood which overwhelmed most of the Polish 

society.  In our region a special place in our memory is 

occupied by John III Sobieski , the Grand Marshal of the 

Crown, and Father Krystyn Szykowski.  The fate of the 

Grand Marshal of the Crown is linked to Przemyśl by the 

tragic year of 1672, when, during his brilliant campaign 

against the Tatars, he smashed their troops all the way 

from Narol through Lubaczów, to Komarno and the 

Dniester River. In this unusually difficult campaign he was 

unexpectedly helped by Przemyśl, which, under the 

leadership of guardian Father Krystyn Szykowski, 

defeated the Tatar troops stationed near Kormanice.  As 

the legend says, this was when Sobieski came to 

Przemyśl: Entering the Reformists Monastery he ordered 

the guardian to be sent to him. When the monks let him 

know of the will of the Grand Marshal, the guardian was 

kneeling in the choir stalls. “Right now I am serving a 

Greater Lord than the Grand Marshal!”,  he said and 

remained buried deep in prayer. So the Grand Marshal 

went up to the choir and patting the guardian on the 

shoulder addressed him in  the following words: “It would 

have been better for you to remain in armour than in a 

A fresco in St. Franciscan Church in Przemyśl entitled  “Rakoczy's Raid in 1657”



hood”. The guardian replied: “Whether in a hood or in 

armour, the one that fears God is always happy”. 

General access to weapons, and, unfortunately, weak 

legislation, gave rise to an  alarming tendency to the  

individual administering of justice. Well, " a court is a court, 

but justice must be on our side”.  The disputes were settled 

rather by  force than by law.  This trait, characteristic for the 

borderland region, was best described by Władysław 

Łoziński: 

What a world, what a world! Dangerous, wild, lethal. 

A world of oppression and violence. A world with no 

authority, no government, no order and no mercy. Blood is 

cheaper than wine, a man less valuable than a horse.  It is 

a world where killing comes easy, but not being killed is 

difficult. Those, who were not killed by the Tatars were 

killed by thugs , or their own neighbours. This is the world in 

which it is difficult to be righteous, and quite impossible to 

be calm and peaceful.  

The blackest character in the history of the Przemyśl Land 

will forever remain the Devil from Łańcut, that is Stanisław 

Stadnicki. Unfortunately, there was no bigger 

troublemaker in the history of  Sarmatian Poland than our 

compatriot. He totally deserved the notoriety attributed to 

him. However, there were many more like him in the 

Przemyńl Land.  Well, the Carpathian Mountains and the 

Borderlands were a place where everyone could escape to 

and find a safe haven.  It wasn't that far, and by defending 

the Republic of Poland one could repay his sins, just like 

Kmicic did. Our compatriots took part practically in all 

military campaigns and battles in the Borderlands: in  

Kleck, Łopuszna, Sokal, Obertyn, Gwoździec, Cecora, 

Chocim, Smoleńsk, Cudnów, Wiedeń, Parkany,… Quite 

a large percentage of the Przemyśl nobility accompanied 

our fellow compatriot from Laszki Murowane, Maryna 

Mniszchówna, in the most insane escapade in our history, 

that is the Polish–Muscovite War.  They were, however, 

mostly great persons, who put their strengths, means and 

blood in the royal service in the Borderlands region. There 

are no Red Ruthenia families  who would not take part in 

the defence of the Borderlands – the families of  

Melsztyńki, Tarnowski, Pilecki, Ostrogski, Zamojski, 

Herburt, Drohojowski, Fredro, Bal, Korniakt, Lubomirski, 

Ligęza, Krasicki, Mniszech, Sieniawski, Koniecpolski, ….  

Numerous provincial gentry fulfilled their borderland duty.  

The symbol of the borderland soldier became Mohort, the 

main character of the poem by Wincenty Pol under the 

same title, a character whose story was told  to Pol by 

Ksawery Krasicki during the time when the poet lived in the 

nearby Kalanica. 

Not by threat but the attendance 

the troops were strong – as Mohort was an example 

of military service  -  each serving under him 

Loved the service and was not bored by it, 

And despite knowledge took calm,  

Solemnity, courage and the whole heart into battle.

References to the most famous Borderlands knight in our 

literature, Jerzy Wołodyjowski, are more than clear. The 

Borderlands location and the threats to the Republic of 

Poland  stemming from it, loomed large in the minds of 

each and every inhabitant of the Przemyśl Land. They tried 

to voice the problem in every possible way. That's what the 

Przemyśl Bishops did: Piotr Tomicki, Wawrzyniec Goślicki, 

Andrzej Krzycki, and Piotr Gamrat (otherwise a very 

interesting character of the Polish Renaissance) even put 

forward a proposal to tax clergy to raise money to defend 

the Borderlands.  The Turkish threat was strongly voiced 

on numerous occasions by one of the most prominent 

publicists in  Polish literature, Father  Stanisław 

Orzechowski, in "Turcyki”  or "Policyja Królestwa 

Polskiego”.  It was he who coined the phrase that is the 

quintessence of the attitude of our predecessors living 

complaisantly despite ethnic and religious differences:  

gente Ruthenus, natione Polonus (Ruthenian by origin, 

Polish by nationality).  After the difficult 17th century, which 

was abundant in wars, and after traumatic experiences 

linked to the Northern War and the civil war, when it was 

unclear who the Polish nation were to support, , the city, 

like the whole Land of Przemyśl, was in  total decline.  It is 

highly probable, though we have no pretence to the Father, 

as this was the picture in most cities of the Republic of 

Poland in the middle of the 18th century, that it was 

Przemyśl, which served our fellow countryman, Ignacy 

Krasicki, born in Dubiecko, as the background to his 

"Monachomachia” (War of the Monks) mock-heroic poem:

In a town, which name I would not say,

As it has nothing to do with the matter; 

In a town, which is what I call an assemblage of void,

In a dignified seat of both a peasant and a Jew

In a town (a burg-city, as the gentry kept

The old castle, a frivolity monstrosity )

There were three taverns, four gates' remains, 

nine monasteries, and some scattered houses.

Despite the Bar Confederation going on south of us, 

Przemyśl remained in its 18th century lethargy till the 

events of 1772, which came like a bolt from the blue. After 

the First Partition of Poland Przemyśl found itself under the 

rule of the Habsburgs, a servitude that was to last for 146 

years! The legend of the Borderlands still however 

remained alive in the souls..... 

Orzechowski's Mansion in Przemyśl


