
What must medieval Jewish magnate 
David of Oxford have been thinking 
as he sat in his stone mansion in 

Great Jewry Street on the morning of 11 June 
1222? The Archbishop of Canterbury, Stephen 
Langton, was also in Oxford that day, presiding 
over a meeting of the Oxford Synod, the church 
council, attended by all the leading clerics of the 
day. On the meeting’s agenda were the anti-Jew-
ish measures announced in 1215 at the Fourth 
Lateran Council in Rome by Pope Honorius III, 
and reiterated in 1218. One of the prime movers 
of the Fourth Lateran Council’s anti-Jewish meas-
ures had been Stephen Langton himself. 

These stipulated that Jews throughout Chris-
tian Europe should be banned from holding 
public office, hiring Christian servants, entering 
churches, and eating or drinking with Christians. 
The papal bull also demanded that they must 
henceforth wear a distinctive badge in public, 
marking them out as Jews. In March 1218, Eng-
land’s 11-year-old king, Henry III, became the 
first European monarch to mandate the ‘badge 
of shame’, issuing orders that “all Jews, wherever 
they walk or ride, in or outside the town, should 
wear on their chest, on their outer garments, two 
emblems in the form of white tablets made of linen 
cloth, or parchment, so that in this way Jews may 
be clearly distinguished from Christians”. 

The order was sent to the sheriffs of Oxford-
shire, Gloucestershire, Warwickshire, Lincoln-
shire, and Northamptonshire, and the mayor and 
sheriffs of London. But clearly Pope Honorius 
III was not satisfied. A year before the Oxford 
Synod, in April 1221, he demanded the enforce-
ment of his decrees regarding the Jews. 

Anti-Jewish sentiment was on the rise in many 
countries at this time, enflamed in part by the cru-
sades. Although Stephen Langton had previously 
forbidden attacks on Jews by English crusaders, 
religious ‘pilgrims’ on their way to the Holy Land 
had continued to do so without sanction. In June 
1221, crusaders had attacked the Jewish quarter in 
Erfurt in Germany, razing two synagogues to the 
ground and killing 26 Jews. Many others com-
mitted suicide rather than face forced conversion 
(as the Jews of York had done three decades before 
in the appalling massacre of 1190).

The general climate for Jews was not much 
more favourable in England. On 17 April 1222, 
less than two months before the Synod meeting, 
a Christian deacon called Robert of Reading had 

been burnt at the stake in Oxford for converting 
to Judaism in order to marry a Jewish woman. 
Now Archbishop Langton was in Oxford, and 
neither David nor his contemporaries could have 
had many illusions about what the consequences 
might be for the Jews of England. 

The Synod took place at Osney Abbey, at 
that time the most imposing building in Oxford. 
Larger even than the castle, it was described by 
one medieval visitor as “a most beautiful and 
large fabric, second to none in the kingdom … Not 
only the envy of other religious houses, but of most 
beyond the sea”.

The outcome of the Synod was far reaching 
for the English clergy, and its reforms would 
come to be known as the Magna Carta of English 
canon law. But the Synod’s decisions also had 
profound and highly negative consequences 
for the Jews. The council upheld the papal bull 
and forbade the Jews henceforth from building 
new synagogues, employing Christian servants, 
mixing socially with Christians, or holding public 
office. It also mandated the wearing of the ‘badge 
of shame’. 

In reality most of these new rules were not 
immediately enforced, or even enforceable. There 
were no Jewish ghettos in medieval England, 
and Jews and Christians existed cheek by jowl in 
many towns throughout the realm. They lived in 
adjacent houses, walked the same streets, bought 
their food in the same markets, and traded at 
the same regional fairs. Christians made use of 
Jewish scholars in their study of the Bible, and 
Jews made use of Christian artists to illuminate 

their own sacred texts. Jewish moneylenders and 
pawnbrokers were also an essential source of 
credit for people of all religious persuasions and 
from all walks of life. 

Even the hated badge was at first rarely 
imposed. Instead, many individual Jews as well 
as whole communities were able to negotiate to 
pay a fine not to wear the badge, a win–win that 
provided useful extra income for the Church. 

But the Synod decrees of 1222 neverthe-
less created a dangerous template for official 
anti-Jewish measures in England from then on. 
As the 13th century progressed, these measures 
were applied with increasing determination by 
Church and Crown. Religious animosity towards 
Jews in general and resentment towards Jewish 
moneylenders in particular found expression in 
blood libel accusations, executions, and violent 
attacks on Jewish communities. By the 1250s, 
with the country heading for its second major 
constitutional crisis and antisemitism on the 
rise, the 1222 decrees were reissued and this 
time more stringently imposed, resulting in ever 
greater suffering and misery for England’s Jewish 
population. 

Centuries before the Windrush generation, the 
English state had already perfected the dismal art 
of the hostile environment to drive out unwanted 
‘foreigners’ by instituting ever harsher limits on 
Jewish social and economic activity. The noose of 
anti-Jewish legislation grew progressively tighter 
from 1253 on (just as it would seven centuries 
later in Germany in the 1930s), and culminated 
in 1275 in the catastrophic Statutes of Jewry, 
which decreed that Jews were forbidden to own 
or rent property other than the one they lived in, 
were no longer allowed to inherit assets of any 
kind, and were now banned from all forms of 
moneylending.  

The 1275 statutes rang the death knell for 
medieval Anglo-Jewry. An unholy alliance of reli-
gious zeal, fiscal reform, and financial need, they 
combined in the mind of one man, the powerful 
new king Edward I, encouraged by his equally 
zealous and rapacious wife, Eleanor of Castile and 
their religious advisors. The interests of Church 
and Crown were perfectly aligned from then on 
to make life for the Jews not just difficult but 
increasingly impossible. 

Mass arrests during the coin-clipping scan-
dal of 1278–79, in which around 600 Jews 
were imprisoned and 269 Jews were executed, 
amounted to a full-scale anti-Jewish pogrom. Just 
12 years later, in July 1290, King Edward ordered 
the mass expulsion of what remained of the once 
thriving Anglo-Norman Jewish community, and 
on 1 November of that year, the last English Jews 
fled the country on pain of death. 

The treatment of the Jews of England might 
be little more than a deplorable footnote in the 
history books were it not for the fact that many 
of the negative stereotypes and prejudices of the 
13th century persisted in the English Christian 
imagination long after the Jews themselves had 
gone. Entrenched in the myths of ritual murder 
and host desecration, they were enshrined in 
stained glass, statuary, and common folklore. 

Nor were these prejudices confined to Eng-
land. The 1222 Synod may have been following 
orders from the Pope in Rome, but the model 
of anti-Jewish legislation that followed would 
be exported to other European countries who 
from then on followed suit. State-sanctioned 
anti semitism (compounded by random acts of 
anti-Jewish violence) was one of England’s most 
shameful and least acknowledged early mass 
exports. 

This year, in a remarkable if belated act of rec-
ognition, the Church of England is marking the 
800th anniversary of the 1222 Oxford Synod by 
making a formal apology for its role in dissemi-
nating and inculcating antisemitism. 

As the historian Tony Kushner has pointed 
out, the apology, however welcome, is a little 
strange. “The Anglican church would not come 
into existence until over three centuries after 
these decrees. What’s more, the synod was a ‘local’ 
response to the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, 
which provided papal guidelines for Jewish–  
Christian relations. In short, the dominant 
Protestant voice in the UK is now apologising for 
pre-Reformation Catholic initiatives.”

In fact, as Kushner also points out, the 
groundwork for this year’s apology had already 
been partly laid in 2019, when the Church of 
England published a document on Christian–
Jewish relations, accepting the role of ‘Christian 
anti-Judaism’ in both historic and contemporary 
antisemitism. 
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Righting Historic Wrongs
On the 800th anniversary of the 1222 Council of Oxford, Rebecca Abrams 
considers its implications for the Jews of England
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It’s a strange feeling, watching someone you 
don’t really know, but have seen many times, 
portraying someone you know really well, but 

is completely not them. This is what we’ve experi-
enced recently, in two very different formats.

My grandfather Ewen Montagu was in naval 
intelligence in the Second World War and, as one 
of his many double-cross operations, constructed 
the scheme that came to be known as ‘The Man 
Who Never Was’. Times journalist Ben Macin-
tyre’s book about it has recently been made into 
Operation Mincemeat, due out in cinemas on 
7 January. 

The purpose of the scheme was to 
convince the Nazis that the invasion 
of Italy in 1943 would take place via 
Sardinia rather than the actual route 
of Sicily, by using a dead man’s body, 
dressed as a Royal Marine and carrying 
convincing but fake documents, set 
adrift off the coast of Spain to make it 
look as if his plane had crashed. Spain, 
officially neutral but unofficially allied 
with the Nazis, was an effective conduit to 
Berlin, and the plan worked, saving thou-
sands of lives. Swallowing the deception, 
the Germans transferred troops and Panzer 
divisions to Sardinia, leaving Sicily a far easier 
goal than it otherwise would have been. It 
makes a great story, and the film has a great cast 
– Colin Firth plays my grandfather, alongside 
Matthew MacFadyen, Jason Isaacs, Penelope 
Wilton, Kelly MacDonald, Mark Gatiss, James 
Fleet, Simon Russell Beale, and Paul Ritter. If you 
didn’t know anything about the people involved, 
it’s a great film as well. 

But if you do know them, it’s hard to take 
the Hollywoodisation of their lives. I don’t 
know whether Grandpa would have been more 
annoyed by the way he, a seasoned and trust-
ed intelligence officer, is presented in the film 
as a dilettante lawyer, dropped in for this one 
operation, or by the way his marriage is presented 
as cold and loveless, with him packing his wife 
and children off to America shortly before the 
operation to get them out of the way, in order to 
create a storyline about his falling for the young 
colleague who supplied the photo for the ‘wallet 
litter’ that went towards creating a convincing 
persona for the marine officer that the corpse 
became. In fact, my grandparents had decided 
in the summer of 1940, during the height of the 

London Blitz (rather than as late as 1943), 
that it would be safer for my father and 
aunt to be evacuated to America, and 
better for the children to have at least 
their mother with them, rather than 
being sent away alone. Later in 1940, 
Grandpa, who had started the war sta-
tioned in Hull, was personally selected 
for transfer to the Admiralty by the 
Director of Naval Intelligence, and 
was in charge of naval counter-es-
pionage for the rest of the war. Far 

from not being able to speak, let alone 
write to each other, we still have all the many 
letters our grandparents wrote to each other 
revealing their misery at being apart and how 
much they missed each other. Granny addresses 
her letters to ‘Darlingest’ and Grandpa, going 
one better, sends his letters to ‘Darlingestest’. At 
the point when he was in Hull and she and the 
children were about to cross the Atlantic with all 
the concomitant dangers of U-boat and torpedo 
attacks, he wrote to her: “I want to say that I love 
you and to thank you for 17 wonderful years”. She 
replied: “How lucky I’ve been to have had 17 years 
of fun and happiness and how few other people 
have had so much.” 

Although I really didn’t enjoy the many 
misrepresentations of the film, another recent 
interpretation of the story was surprisingly 
enjoyable – Operation Mincemeat, the musical, at 
Southwark Playhouse. What an unlikely subject 
for a musical, you might think, but I loved it. 
Grandpa was a great believer in not taking him-
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If this apology helps to raise awareness of Eng-
land’s centrality and complicity in this longest 
and most lethal form of xenophobia, it can only 
be a good thing. If it helps to communicate that 
antisemitism should be of concern not only for 
Jews but for everyone in a society that wants to 
call itself civilised, it is a vital step forward and 
very much a case of better late than never. 

Rebecca Abrams is the author of The Jewish Journey: 4000 
Years in 22 Objects and co-editor of Jewish Treasures of Oxford 
Libraries. Her new book Licoricia: The Rise and Fall of a Jew-
ish Medieval Businesswoman will be published in July 2022. 

The decision to apologise now for laws made 
in England in the Middle Ages marks ‘a formal 
break with historic prejudices’ in the words of 
Jacob Vince, a lay synod member from Chich-
ester, who was one of those proposing the move. 
The apology also reflects growing recognition that 
modern antisemitism in on the rise across Europe 
and in the UK. 

England was the first country to impose 
the wearing of a distinctive badge, and the first 
country to expel its entire Jewish population. The 
blood libel, which has been the pretext for the 
murder of thousands of innocent Jews over the 
centuries, was also a medieval English invention. 

Not-the-Israel-Tour Camp
Shira Parnes describes the Noam summer programme in the Peak District.

In the summer, I was fortunate to embark on 
an incredible trip with Noam. Although ‘Israel 
Tour’ had been cancelled due to travel restric-

tions, I was excited to learn that the best of Tour 
would be brought to a UK-based programme. 
We spent two weeks in the beauty of the Peak 
District, with its treasured landscape leaving a 
significant stamp upon my memory. During this 
time, we took several hikes around the crystal 
waters of a nearby reservoir, where we participat-
ed in raft-building and canoeing. These were part 
of our Out of Bounds Activities, or OBAs, with 
one of my favourites being the 3G swing. Our 
nerves were put to the test as we were raised on 
a giant swing overlooking the whole residential 
site as well as the surrounding South Yorkshire 
countryside. Other OBAs included laser tag, 
archery, and rock climbing. We also enjoyed a 
plethora of evening activities, varying from a 
movie night where we watched Titanic to singing 
songs around a bonfire. A particularly enjoyable 
one involved the madrichim throwing an  
apocalypse-themed ‘Kef’ … and slime, condi-
tioner, and flour in the process! Each ‘Kvutsa’ 
(group) was also given the opportunity to plan 
and run their own programmes, enabling us 
to gain proficiency in planning activities whilst 
simultaneously developing our own leadership 
skills. Learning about current issues was another 
thing we all felt passionate about. In particular, 
we were inspired by dynamic speakers from 
Yachad, Keshet UK, Extinction Rebellion 
Jews, and JWA, who delivered interesting track 
sessions, helping us to reflect upon how we 
can integrate chesed (acts of loving-kindness) 
into our daily lives. After an active and eventful 

week, the Shabbat preparations began: dressed 
in our Shabbat finery, we enjoyed a talent show 
and had a lovely meal to which we very much 
looked forward. On Saturday, after cake and 
juice for breakfast, we did the morning service 
together alongside other year groups, and I had 
my first experience of being called to Aliyah to 
the Torah. The second Shabbat concluded with a 
last night party, followed by an all-nighter where 
we enjoyed making our final camp memories. I 
am so lucky to have the lifelong friendships and 
opportunities I gained through camp and would 
like to thank Noam, the Posner fund, the Koch 
Fund, and my parents for making this unforget-
table experience a reality.

Shira (third from left) and friends enjoying the water.
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Making Mincemeat
Sarah Montagu on her grandfather’s role in the famous 
World War II deception and the new film about it.
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anything about 
the people 
involved, it’s a 
great film…”

Ewen Montagu with 
his children Jeremy and 
Jennifer.

Poster for the Warner 
Bros film starring Colin 
Firth, in cinemas from 
7 January.


