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Origins of European Jews in Britain 

 

JEWISH DIASPORA 

(extract from separate piece entitled - ARABS and JEWS) 

 

According to the Bible, the patriarch Abraham came to the Land of Canaan with his family and followers in 

approximately 1800 BC. In flight from famine, his grandson Jacob (renamed "Israel") migrated to Egypt with his 

twelve sons and their families, but to escape slavery and persecution, the Israelites returned to Canaan 

under Moses and Joshua, arriving about 1270 BC. After the collapse of the united kingdoms of Israel and Judah 

(1050-930 BC), the two known remnants of the twelve Israelite tribes came to be referred to as Jews and 

Samaritans, living respectively in the territories of Judea and Samaria (including Galilee). 

 

The Jews are named after the southern Israelite kingdom of Judah (tribes of Judah and Benjamin) and the 4th 

century BC change from "Israelites" to "Jews" is made explicit in the biblical Book of Esther. The kingdom of 

Samaria was home to the remaining ten tribes, but following Samaria's conquest by Assyria in 720 BC, these 

were allegedly dispersed, lost to history and henceforth known as the Ten Lost Tribes.  

 

After a revolt against Babylonian occupation, the subsequent fall of the kingdom of Judah in 582 BC resulted in 

the first diaspora, with the deportation of the Jews to Babylon and the flight of many others to Egypt, Syria and 

other neighbouring territories. Some 50,000 Jews were allowed to return to their home city of Jerusalem in 459 

BC, while others returned throughout the ensuing 500 years, however throughout much of Jewish history, most 

Jews have continued to live in the "Diaspora" (scattered population).  

 

Between the 5th-1st centuries BC, Jewish merchants and sailors travelled with the Phoenicians to north Africa, 

Iberia (modern Spain), southern Gaul (modern France), Italy, Greece, modern Romania, and Crimea, while as 

Roman soldiers and slaves they reached rnodern Serbia, Croatia, Hungary and Austria by the 2nd century AD. 

Following revolts against the Roman occupation of Palestine in 66 AD and 132 AD, Jews were dispersed 

throughout the Roman empire (as many as one million estimated to be living in Egypt), with Alexandria as the 

largest Jewish city. 8000 Jews lived in the imperial city of Rome and 180,000 in Asia Minor (modern Turkey).  

 

Jews from Babylon dispersed throughout Mesopotamia (modern Iraq), Syria, Lebanon, Persia, Afghanistan, 

Bukhara, Kurdistan, Armenia and Georgia, becoming known as "Mizrahi" (eastern), and Jews moved southwards 

across Arabia to form an isolated community in Yemen. From 562 BC to 1069 AD, Jewish diaspora communities 

also developed in India (Cochin, Bombay and Calcutta) and from 75 to 1126 AD in China (Kaifeng and Hangzhou). 

 

From the Phoenician port of Massilia (Marseille), Jewish merchants travelled up the Rhone valley and were 

established in northen Gaul (France) by the 5th century, reaching England by the 8th century and were well 

established in Flanders and the Rhineland by the 11th century, where the community became known as 

"Ashkenazi" (from the biblical name of a great-grandson of Noah, but used to mean Germany). By other routes, 

Jews have been recorded in Baltic ports by the 6th century and established in Poland and Lithuania by the 10th 

century. During the 11th century the Jewish populations in France and Germany were increased by the arrival of 

refugees from Palestine and Syria, seeking prosperity and safety from the growing persecution by both Christian 

crusaders and Muslim military forces. 

 

Frequent persecution of the Jews in Europe, at the instigation of the Church, reached a peak during the 12th 

century Crusades, and 13th century expulsions from England, France and Germany finally drove the Jews 

eastward, and the Jews of Hungary and Austria northward. As conditions deteriorated, the rulers of Poland and 

Lithuania encouraged Jewish immigration, primarily to bring commercial and craft skills to rebuild their economies 

after the preceding Mongol invasions (Scottish immigrants were similarly welcomed for their administrative and 

military skills). The Ashkenazis joined smaller established Polish, Lithuanian and Russian Jewish communities, 

bringing the Yiddish language (a form of German with additional Hebrew words) and by the 15th century these 

together formed the core of the Ashkenazi community. 

 

The 8th century expansion of the Arabic Islamic empire across north Africa brought larger numbers of Jews to 

join the earlier established community in Iberia, which became known as "Sephardi" (a biblical name used to 

mean Spain). The Moors and Jews flourished together at the western end of the Mediterranean, until during the 

11th-12th centuries the 300,000 Sephardis were expelled first by the Moors and finally by the Spanish in 1492. 
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From Spain they moved back into north Africa and across the Mediterranean to Italy, the Ottoman empire (Greece, 

the Balkans, Romania, Turkey, Palestine, Syria) and also to India, where in each place they joined the smaller 

established Jewish communities. They brought the Ladino language (a form of Spanish with additional Hebrew 

words), which subsequently incorporated Arabic, Slavic, Greek and Turkish words, according to location.  

 

"Marrano" Jews (who in Spain had been forced to practise their religion in secret) fled to Hamburg and the 

Netherlands, from where they also travelled to Dutch colonies in the east Indies and the Americas, where in New 

Amsterdam (now New York), a significant community was established. 

 

Judaism as a monotheistic (one single god) religion dates back to Abraham, but its practices were not formally 

structured until after the destruction of Jerusalem and the expulsion of the Jews by the Romans, when the world 

centre of Jewish learning became Babylon (just south of modern Baghdad), home to the largest population of 

Jews since the previous expulsion in the 6th century BC. Both Ashkenazi and Sephardi practices adhered to the 

Babylonian Talmud, despite the geographical distances and political barriers between them, which did not appear 

to have hindered communication between the 3rd-16th centuries. 

 

In the 4th century AD a large community of Jewish converts was established in Ethiopia to avoid the alternative 

of forced conversion to Christianity and similarly in the 8th century the Khazar kingdom is recorded to have 

converted to Judaism to avoid allegiance to either the eastern Orthodox Church or Islam. During the 10th-11th 

centuries, it is likely that Khazar Jews moved westwards into Europe with the Mongol invasions, joining the 

Ashkenazi communities. 

 

It has been calculated that at the end of the 11th century, over 90% of all Jews were Sephardi, which still held 

true four centuries later, despite their dispersal. But the birth rate greatly increased among the Ashkenazi after 

their relocation to eastern Europe and immigration continued (as the result of further mass expulsions from the 

west and the south) so that by the end of the 18th century they formed two-thirds of the worldwide Jewish 

population. When the Catholic Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was absorbed into the Russian empire, their 

numbers were considered a threat to the authority of the Orthodox Church. In 1791, the "Pale of Settlement" 

(generally corresponding to the former Commonwealth) was established on the western borders of Russia to 

contain and control the Jewish population.  

 

Economic hardship and state-sponsored pogroms in Russia and Poland between 1821-1919 led to westward 

emigration of Jews to Germany and Britain and then onward to North and South America, South Africa, (and from 

1882 to Palestine). In 1897 the Pale was home to 5 million Jews, of which half were in modern Ukraine (by 1980 

less than 300,000 including 70,000 in Ukraine). 40% of the Jews who died in the 1917-1919 pogroms were killed 

by the Ukraine army. 

 

In 1939, there were over 9 million Jews in Europe and 90% of Jews in the world were Ashkenazi, largely as the 

result of emancipation in western Europe and increased persecution of Sephardis in the Ottoman empire. During 

the 1941-45 "Holocaust", 6 million European Jews were exterminated by German Nazi forces, and after World 

War II, many of the survivors emigrated (particularly to North and South America, as well as to Israel), so that by 

2010 there were only around 1.5 million Jews in Europe. In 2010 about 75% of all Jews were Ashkenazi, the vast 

majority concentrated in the United States and Israel. In modern Israel, Ashkenazi has come to mean of European 

origin, and Sephardi has come to mean all others, including Mizrahi (west Asian), Arabic and north African. 

 

 

ORIGINS of EUROPEAN JEWS in BRITAIN 

 

From before and during Roman times and throughout the Middle Ages, all state-sponsored religions (including 

Egyptian, Roman, the Roman Church, Eastern Church, Orthodox Church and Islam) were frequently intolerant of 

all other religions and regularly persecuted their adherents. The Roman and Orthodox Churches actively 

encouraged hostility towards the Jews, particulary in the Easter liturgy, where the Jews were held responsible for 

the killing of Christ. 

 

However, during the Middle Ages, Jewish immigrants were generally tolerated by the European ruling classes 

because their communities could often provide commercial, financial and craft skills that were of benefit to the 

local, regional or national economy. In many instances of political need, Jews were actually invited, welcomed, 
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encouraged and protected by princes or kings, but this special treatment often aroused jealousy and suspicion in 

the local population, increased by the habit of the Jews to maintain a closed community and to not assimilate 

(which had traditionally helped them to protect their religion and culture in the face of adversity). 

 

From the 10th century, the Crusade movement to rescue the Holy Land from the infidels (those not faithful to 

Christianity) was originally directed at the Saracen (Muslim) occupiers of Jerusalem, but the Church encouraged 

local religious fervour to be also directed against the Jews, particularly those who had become established in 

Europe and especially those who lived along the route marched by the crusading armies from their homelands in 

England, France and Germany, on their way to the Levant. Persecution and expulsions pushed the Jewish 

population eastward, where it settled and multiplied, until the Russian Orthodox church revived the persecution 

with pogroms (state-sponsored riot and massacre) from the 17th century.  

 

After two centuries of increasing persecution, all Jews were expelled from Catholic England in 1290, until 

Protestant England under Oliver Cromwell permitted Jews to again live in the country from 1657. Shortly before 

this, Marrano Jews (Sephardi Jews who practised their religion in secret) from the Netherlands had set up as 

merchants in London. In the late 18th century, the industrial revolution in Britain encouraged the arrival of 

Ashkenazi Jews from Germany, who financed and established manufacturing businesses in east London, Leeds 

and Manchester, particularly in textiles and clothing, which subsequently attracted an immigrant Jewish workforce, 

especially from north-eastern Europe. 

 

Mass migration for economic reasons started in the mid-19th century, when poverty was perhaps a greater threat 

to the Jews within the Russian empire than the pogroms. In Poland, industry developed in the hinterland of the 

north coast, but although coal was plentiful in the south and west of Poland, before the development of the railways 

it was much simpler to import coal from England. The coal came in ships from Sunderland and because cargo 

ships are unstable when empty, Baltic timber was used as ballast for the return journeys. However sometimes 

ships' captains would prefer to take a full load of emigrants paying low fares, rather than having to buy the timber. 

Sunderland did not have much to offer Jewish immigrants, so most came straight off the ships, heading for the 

railway station knowing only the word "Leeds", where thousands from northern Poland and Lithuania found work 

in the rapidly growing clothing industry. 

 

Following the French Revolution, western Europe saw the gradual emancipation of middle-class and wealthier 

Jews, with a few individuals achieving significant roles in public life. Despite frequent setbacks (such as the 

Dreyfus affair), western European Jews continued to assimilate into society and most were taken by surprise at 

the rise of Hitler and the German Nazi movement, simply not believing that such ferocious hatred of the Jews 

could still exist and again be state-sponsored. 

 

The westward flight of Jewish refugees caused by the rise of Hitler is now commonly understood, but it was 

preceded by a much greater migration in the later 19th century, caused by the pogroms in the Russian empire. 

The majority of the emigrants from eastern Europe wanted to go to America and travelled overland to Hamburg 

or by sea to Liverpool, the two principal ports for trans-Atlantic passenger shipping. More Jews arrived in Liverpool 

than the available number of places on the ships, so many had to wait and eventually settled in Liverpool or nearby 

Manchester. Some would stay awhile and then continue to America after finding a marriage partner. South Africa 

also became a popular destination after the discovery of diamonds and then gold, and service businesses were 

needed to support the mining communities. Frequently immigrants would remain in Britain and have children and 

this next generation would then emigrate to America or South Africa during the early years of the 20th century. 

 

During the final quarter of the 19th century there was continuous tension between the declining empire of Austria-

Hungary and the expansionist ambitions of the Russian empire, which was most powerfully felt in Galicia, on their 

common frontier. Educated Jews in Galicia were citizens of Austria-Hungary but spoke Polish. They were 

reasonably emancipated, but well aware of Russian persecution, so when Russia invaded Galicia in 1914, those 

Jews who could afford to travel fled westward to join those with foresight who had departed in previous years. 

Most went to Vienna, where they were not particularly welcome, so many subsequently went further west to Zurich 

and Paris, or north to Prague and Berlin. Many of the Jews who came to Britain in the 1930s were the children of 

Jews who had fled from the east a generation earlier. 

 

(For more detail, see also separate pieces entitled: Arabs and Jews, Ages in European history, European 

immigration, Russian empire and Poland) 


