
Colchester: A Smaller Medieval English Jewry 
by David Stephenson 

In approach ing the s tudy of the medieval Jewry of Col­

chester , it has to be accepted at the outset that it is not possi­

ble to p roduce a survey comparable in scope to Dr 

L i p m a n ' s magisterial work on the Jews of medieval Nor ­

wich . 1 T h e Colchester Jewry was by no means as large as 

that of Norwich , and thus at tracted less con tempora ry 

notice: the volume and variety of the surviving records for 

Colchester is far more restricted than is the case for the 

Norwich communi ty . Indeed, it may seem that a s tudy of 

the Colchester Jewry is rendered somewhat superf luous by 

Dr L i p m a n ' s work, which he desc r ibes 2 wi th justice as 'a 

portrait of a medieval Anglo-Jewish c o m m u n i t y which 

might also broadly represent life in o ther similar Jewries of 

the period ' . 

T h e r e are nevertheless m a n y respects in which the Col­

chester commun i ty meri ts a t tent ion. Firs t , t hough never 

one of the major centres of medieval Engl ish Jewry , it con­

sistently suppor ted at least a handful of families, inc luding 

at times some individuals of the first rank in t e rms of 

wealth. Again, Colchester itself presents some features of 

interest which make it wor thy of s tudy: it was a town of 

some consequence, a char tered bo rough , the centre of a 

local cloth manufacture wi th a nat ional reputa t ion (Col­

chester russet ) , 3 and the seat of a major abbey and a for­

midable royal castle. As a t rad ing centre , Colchester was on 

the edge of the popu lous area of East Anglia , and wi th in 

reach of London , whilst t h rough its port of the N e w H y t h e 

it was linked to the seaports of the East coast and wi th the 

Low Countr ies , for already in the th i r teenth cen tury there 

were Flemings amongst the borough p o p u l a t i o n . 4 Placed 

thus in so favourable a s i tuat ion, the restr icted g rowth of 

the Colchester Jewry may prove somewhat supr is ing . In­

deed, a s tudy of the Colchester c o m m u n i t y , precisely 

because it fell into ra ther a different category from that 

analysed by Dr L i p m a n , may well suggest ref inements of 

some of his more general conclusions. Final ly , not the least 

important aspect of the present investigation is that it serves 

to give us a much firmer grasp of some previously puzzl ing 

aspects of the medieval history of Colchester . 

T h e r e has in fact been one previous a t tempt to survey 

the medieval Jewry of the town: this took the form of a 

chapter in Dr E . L . C u t t s ' history of Colches te r , 5 wr i t ten in 

the late n ineteenth century. T h e chapter was substantial ly 

the work of the great scholar Joseph J acobs , 6 but is never­

theless full of inaccuracies, some of which are h ighly 

mis lead ing . 7 T h i s , and the progress which has been made 

since Cu t t s ' day, in pr in t ing and drawing at tent ion to the 

sources for the history of medieval English Jewry, makes a 

fresh look at the Colchester c o m m u n i t y desirable. 

O u r initial p rob lem is to form some idea of the size and 

distr ibution of that commun i ty . Popula t ion size is par­

ticularly difficult to est imate, for there exists no th ing which 

even approaches a census of the c o m m u n i t y before the list 

of proper t ies prepared at the expuls ion in 1290, which 

clearly por t rays the Jewry in a run-down s t a t e . 8 For the 

most par t , therefore, we are forced to calculate on the basis 

of scattered and often incidental references to individuals in 

chancery enro lments , in cases recorded in the rolls of the 

Exchequer , and, later, the Exchequer of the Jews, and in 

the few Starrs and similar documen t s which have survived. 

Such sources are of uneven d is t r ibut ion , and any one 

category of t hem may not disclose the existence even of m e n 

of substance in the c o m m u n i t y . For example , i t is only the 

chance survival of the text of a deed of 1 2 5 8 9 which tells us 

of the existence of Isaac, Joseph and Benjamin, sons of 

Yehiel , who made over for fifteen years their r ights to parts 

of a house in Stockwell Street to a fourth son of Yehiel , 

Samuel . 

It is moreover qui te possible that such sources as we 

have men t ioned neglect al together the poorer m e m b e r s of 

the c o m m u n i t y — those wi thout sufficient means to br ing 

them to the notice of the government or to cause them to 

feature in deeds or legal wrangles . T h e size of such a class 

can only be a mat ter for conjecture . 

Never the less , it is p robably the case that a broad 

enough spec t rum of sources has survived for some periods 

to enable us to g l impse most of the adult males of the com­

mun i ty who were of m u c h account . At no t ime can we trace 

more than a dozen such men , so that al lowing five to a fami­

ly we must assume a total of not m a n y more than sixty souls 

at any one t ime . T h e list of Jewish proper t ies at the expul­

sion names seven males , some of w h o m may no longer have 

been resident , as m a n y of the proper t ies were being rented 

to Chr is t ians . But , broadly speaking, the p ic ture of a 

sh runken c o m m u n i t y of about half its former size, or less, at 

the expuls ion, would accord wi th the apparent s i tuat ion in 

other t o w n s . 1 0 

Of course , calculations based on an assumpt ion of f ive 

to a family are ra ther more reliable for the larger com­

muni t ies such as N o r w i c h , for in t hem aberrat ional factors, 

such as childless couples , unmar r i ed males , prot racted sur­

vival of the aged or part icularly prolific marr iages , would 

tend to balance each other out . In a smaller c o m m u n i t y the 

chances of error caused by the in t rus ion of such dis tor t ing 

factors are relatively high. Dr L i p m a n calculates the 

populat ion of the Norwich Jewry by examin ing the totals of 

fiscal levies from the whole of Engl ish Jewry and the 

percentage of these totals paid by the N o r w i c h c o m m u n i t y , 

then calculating the same percentage of a total popula t ion of 

4-5,000 for the Jewries of E n g l a n d . 1 1 Again, this me thod 

cannot be applied wi th an confidence to the smaller com­

muni t ies , where the dis tor t ion of the result caused by large 

f iscal cont r ibut ions from one or two very rich individuals 

would be propor t ionate ly greater . T h u s Colchester paid the 

n in th largest cont r ibu t ion to the N o r t h a m p t o n D o n u m of 

1194, but by 1221 seems to have fallen well back in te rms of 
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relative weal th , be ing sixteenth and last in the list of con­

tr ibut ions to an aid for the marr iage of the k ing 's s i s t e r . 1 2 As 

Dr L i p m a n has po in ted out , these figures are p rob lemat ic 

as they record receipts , not assessments; even so, the d rop 

in Colchester ' s ranking is s t r iking, and may well relate to 

the fact that Isaac of Colchester , by far the richest m a n in 

the c o m m u n i t y , was f lourishing in 1194 bu t had recently 

died in 1 2 2 1 . 1 3 

A factor which may make even tentat ive conclusions 

about popula t ion size less meaningful is that of mobi l i ty . It 

is clear that m a n y of the Jews of medieval Eng land were 

highly mobi le , wi th financial interests and family links in 

many places. Such a spread of interests is impl ied by 

reference to a Josce of Colchester , Jew of L incoln , w h o held 

houses in O x f o r d . 1 4 One w h o wandered even more widely 

was Aaron of I re land, son of Benjamin of Colchester , w h o 

in 1283 gave up t enemen t s in that town to the k i n g . 1 5 

Again, Herbe r t Loewe a r g u e d 1 6 that Isaac son of Benedict , 

p rominent as a Colchester Jew a round the midd le of the 

th i r teenth cen tury , is to be identified wi th Isaac son of 

Benedict G a b b a y of L inco ln . T h e identification pe rhaps 

falls short of absolute proof, bu t it is at least certain that the 

son-in-law of Isaac Gabbay , Josce son of Aaron , held houses 

in the centre of Colchester , yet also had interests in L inco ln 

and L o n d o n , at at t imes lived in D u n w i c h . 1 7 

T h e r e is one piece of evidence which poin ts to some spec­

tacular in ternat ional connect ions of the Colchester Jewry . 

In the Ashmolean M u s e u m , Oxford, is an object known as 

the Bodleian Bowl, of 13th-century da te , wh ich was found 

in a moat in Norfolk in the 17th c e n t u r y . 1 8 T h i s b ronze 

bowl has a H e b r e w inscr ip t ion, wh ich , t h o u g h difficult to 

in terpre t , contains the informat ion that i t was the 'gift of 

Joseph, son of the holy Rabb i Yehie l . ' T h e bowl is ap­

parent ly of F rench w o r k m a n s h i p , and assuredly refers to 

Rabbi Yehiel of Par is , a famous T a l m u d i c scholar, w h o , 

wi th his son Joseph , went to Palest ine in 1260. I t has in the 

past been assumed that the bowl was used in the Yeshiva at 

Acre , founded by Yehiel and directed, after his death in 

1267, by Joseph and that i t m a y have come into Eng land as 

part of some Crusade r ' s booty . But we have already noted a 

Colchester d o c u m e n t of 1258 recording the t ransact ion in 

which Rabbi Yehiel ' s sons Rabb i Isaac, Rabb i Joseph and 

Benjamin make over to their b ro the r Rabb i Samuel their 

shares in a house in Stockwell Street , left to t h e m by their 

grandfather . I t may well be , therefore, tha t the Bodleian 

Bowl represents a gift by Joseph to the Colchester Jews , 

amongst w h o m lived his b ro ther . 

If an es t imate of their n u m b e r s proves difficult, i t is 

possible to be ra ther more confident in the mat te r of the 

d is t r ibut ion of the Jews t h roughou t the medieval t o w n , — 

and here Dr L i p m a n ' s conclusion that the Jewish com­

muni t ies were to be found in the vicini ty of market p l a c e s 1 9 

is fully bo rne ou t . In Colchester the medieval market was 

held in the H i g h Street , r u n n i n g east to west t h r o u g h the 

centre o f the t own . T h e r e was no marke t square , bu t the 

central point of the market was close to the M o o t Ha l l , at a 

point where St R u n w a l d ' s chu rch stood in the midd le of the 

s t r e e t . 2 0 R u n n i n g off H i g h Street to the no r th were the 



lanes now known as East and West Stockwell Streets . It is to 

the area just descr ibed that the bu lk of records of Jewish 

proper t ies relate. T h e 1258 deed of the sons of Yehiel 

already no ted , men t ions a p roper ty in Stockwell Street , 

whilst another , roughly con tempora ry deed records the pur­

chase by Isaac son of Samuel of a house in East Stockwell 

S t ree t . 2 1 Again , at the expuls ion , one S imon held a house in 

Stockwell Street , wh ich may conceivably have been one of 

the two proper t ies just d e s c r i b e d . 2 2 Ano the r mid-cen tu ry 

deed relates to an exchange of p roper ty be tween M a s t e r 

Richard of Pe ldon and Aaron son of Samue l , w h o h a n d s 

over a messuage in East Stockwell S t r e e t . 2 3 T h e r e are m a n y 

more references which locate Jewish proper t ies ra ther 

vaguely ' in the marke t ' . T h i s applies to several s tone houses 

in St R u n w a l d ' s par ish: we have references to their acquisi­

tion by Aaron son of Samuel , and the i r disposal by his sons 

Samuel and Josce in the 1 2 7 0 s . 2 4 T h e s tone houses were 

sold to Wi l l iam Fi tz W a r i n , w h o probably held other pro­

perties in the market area, and in 1290 three m e m b e r s of 

the Jewish c o m m u n i t y were ren t ing houses or stalls from 

the same W i l l i a m . 2 5 

It was once believed that the Stockwell area was the sole 

site of the Colchester Jewry — on the a s sumpt ion that the 

commun i ty was forced to reside in a restr icted quar te r . But 

in fact Jews are found ho ld ing p roper ty in o ther areas. 

T h u s , in the deed which marks the exchange of proper t ies 

between Richard of Pe ldon and Aaron son of Samue l , the 

messuage acqui red by Aaron is clearly descr ibed as lying 

between the market on the no r th side and Culver Lane on 

the south side — that is to say, it lay on the sou th side of 

High Street, opposi te the Stockwell Streets . A cen tu ry later, 

i t was r eca l l ed 2 6 that one of the Jews of the expuls ion 

period, Armer in , had held a house 'opposi te Cornh i l l ' — 

which was the ex t reme western end of the H i g h Street , 

perhaps two h u n d r e d yards from the Stockwell Streets . In 

addit ion, of course , the Jews held proper t ies in various par ts 

of the town which had been pledged as securi ty for loans: 

such as the house which Urse l he ld in St Pe te r ' s par ish , of 

the pledge of Ra lph de H a y e . 2 7 

A new est imat ion of the l imits of Jewish se t t lement 

enables us to suggest an answer to the mystery of two large 

th i r teenth-century coin hoards discovered in Colches ter . In 

1902 and 1969 two hoards of silver pennies , total l ing 

24,000, were discovered close together u n d e r shops on the 

south side of the H i g h Street opposi te the site of the 

medieval M o o t H a l l . 2 8 I t has , in the past , been argued that 

these hoards could not have been connected wi th the Jews 

because they were not located in the Stockwell Street 

'Jewry' , and some fanciful al ternat ive theories have been ad­

vanced. One such theory would connect the hoards wi th the 

constables of the c a s t l e , 2 9 r epu ted to hold a s tone house in 

the vicinity of the places of deposi t . T h i s whole explanat ion 

rests on a series of u n p r o v e n conjectures , wh ich it is not 

necessary to examine here . But the stone house alleged to 

have been held by the constables of the castle was p robab ly 

amongst those held by the sons of Aaron son of Samuel , 

who brought them from Richard of Pe ldon . 

T h e knowledge that Jews , and in par t icular Aaron and 

his sons, had houses on the south side of H i g h Street makes 

i t very likely that the hoards were deposi ted by t h e m . T h e y 

had a mot ive : to conceal their cash in order to save it from 

the increasingly puni t ive tallages of the c rown . Again , the 

expulsion of the c o m m u n i t y in 1290 would explain bo th the 

fact that the hoards remained h idden and that no deposi ts 

later than that date were m a d e . Indeed , the dates of deposi­

tion which have been provisionally worked out make Jewish 

origin seem all t he more likely. T h r e e major deposi t ion 

dates seem likely: 1248, 1256 and 1 2 6 8 - 7 8 . 3 0 N o w the f i rs t 

of these coincides wi th the impr i sonmen t of u n n a m e d Col­

chester Jews per preceptum regis pro auro ad opus regis.31 T h e 

second date comes wi th in a year of the d e m a n d for a tallage 

on the Jewish c o m m u n i t y , which may well have taken some 

mo n t h s to bear f iscal f r u i t . 3 2 Final ly , we know that the early 

and mid 1270s were a per iod of increasing pressure on the 

c o m m u n i t y , and pe rhaps especially on Josce and Samuel 

the sons of Aaron w h o in 1274-5 were paying their arrears 

of tallage by selling their h o u s e s . 3 3 Such measures do not 

mil i tate against the idea that these or o ther Jews had a large 

hoard of cash: in the darken ing a tmosphere of the 1270s, 

the impulse to conceal weal th and to liquify assets mus t 

have been s t rong. Whi ls t absolute p roof of Jewish origin for 

the hoards is lacking, it is therefore suggested that this 

seems the most likely explanat ion of t h e m . 

T h e r e is one possible except ion to the general dis t r ibu­

tional pa t te rn of Jewish houses and associated bu i ld ings as 

set out above, t h o u g h the informat ion comes from a late and 

cur ious source . In a copy of several chronicles and k indred 

sources relat ing to the Colchester abbey of St J o h n , wh ich 

was wr i t ten in the abbey in 1 5 2 6 , 3 4 there appears a sort of 

universal chronicle ex tending to AD 1382. T h e subject 

mat te r is diverse, bu t includes little of local relevance, wi th 

the pr inc ipa l except ion of the following entr ies: 

Anno domini Mccl Willelmus Spaldewic abbas huius 

ecclesie Index Iudeorum et Iusticiarius Regis Itinerans et 

de fforesta Regis a domino rege henrico tercio constitutus 

est. 

Anno domini Mccli Purgatum Capitolum Iudeorum iuxta 

Colecestriam in loco qui nunc Campus Sancti Johannis 

vulgariter nuncupatur ab antiquo situm et quod ad con-

silia et ludicia sua facienda Rex Anglie henricus secundus 

dudum eis concessit idem Willelmus Abbas in honorem 

Sancti Thome Martiris consecrari fecit ipso die passionis 

eiusdem sancti. 

T h e capitulum Judeorum is fairly clearly the site of a 

beth din,35 and its ' p u r g i n g ' and consecrat ion as a Chr is t ian 

chapel is of ou t s tand ing interest . But there are p rob lems 

about this narra t ive . In ternal ly it is perfectly consis tent : 

1250-51 are years wh ich do indeed fall wi th in the abbacy of 

Wil l iam of S p a l d w i c k , 3 6 and , as we shall see, there is 

no th ing improbab le in the donat ion to the Jewish com­

m u n i t y of this bu i ld ing in the reign of H e n r y II (ob. 1189). 

T h e p rob lem arises from the fact that a reference to a chapel 

of St T h o m a s in the s u b u r b of Colches ter , found in the St 

John ' s abbey car tulary, clearly relates to the per iod before 

12 5 0 - 5 1 . 3 7 N o w St J o h n ' s G r e e n , wh ich i s p robab ly h o w 

one should t ranslate campus sancti Johannis, was indeed in 

the s u b u r b of medieval Colches ter s tanding just a few hun ­

dred yards beyond the sou the rn walls of the town . I t was 

there that a chapel of St T h o m a s stood in 1 3 7 9 , 3 8 bu t all 
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trace of this has since d isappeared . I t wou ld seem that the 

only way of reconcil ing the apparen t conflict of evidence is 

to suppose that the pre-1250 chapel of St T h o m a s was sited 

elsewhere, pe rhaps close to the bu i ld ing in which the beth 

din funct ioned, bu t that in 1251 the Jews were ejected from 

the latter and the events recorded in the chronicle took 

place. Such deve lopments would indeed be consistent wi th 

generally increasing hosti l i ty towards the Jews on the part 

of the royal government . 

If the account in the St J o h n ' s chronicle is to be t rus ted , 

then it provides us wi th a g l impse of the Colchester com­

muni ty in the days of its incept ion. References to individual 

Colchester Jews appear from the 1180s o n w a r d s , 3 9 so that a 

date for their se t t lement , at wh ich a royal grant of p roper ty 

might be m a d e , late in the reign of H e n r y II is perfectly 

reasonable. Relative to o ther Jewries , Colchester is of fairly 

late g rowth , and this may explain w h y the c o m m u n i t y 

never became very large. 

T h e N o r w i c h Jewry was established by the 1140s, hal f 

a century before that of Colches ter , and seems to have ex­

tended its role as the provider of cash for rural l andowners 

and t ownsmen alike t h roughou t Norfolk and Suffolk. 

Ipswich, for example , was t reated as an offshoot of N o r ­

w i c h . 4 0 In the same way, south and central Essex fell wi th in 

the sphere of influence of L o n d o n ' s Jewry . However , the 

expanding town of Colchester , wh ich received its char te r of 

incorporat ion in 1189, lay be tween these two early centres 

of Anglo-Jewry, and , by the late twelfth cen tu ry had 

become economical ly significant enough to attract a resi­

dent Jewish c o m m u n i t y , cent red on the enormous ly 

wealthy figure of Isaac of Colchester . 

T h e c o m m u n i t y w h i c h t h e n d e v e l o p e d , t h o u g h 

relatively small , was remarkably buoyan t . Every generat ion 

produced one or two central figures of weal th and impor­

tance: first I s a a c , 4 1 t hen Urse l and his sons, wi th Isaac son 

of Benedict and Aaron son of Samuel , and then , in the later 

th i r teenth cen tury the sons of Aaron: Samuel and , par­

ticularly, J o s c e . 4 2 T h e c o m m u n i t y was , moreover large 

enough to requi re organizat ion: the funct ioning of the beth 

din has already been noted , whilst it is clear that there was a 

s y n a g o g u e i n t h e t o w n ; 4 3 a s we l l a s t h e J e w i s h 

chirographers necessitated by royal financial adminis t ra­

tion, we hear of a Benedict ballivus Judeorum, 4 4 and of an 

Isaac capellanus.15 It was in m a n y ways a self-sufficient little 

communi ty , marked off from the Chr is t ian burgesses not 

only by religious difference bu t by the fact that its m e m b e r s 

came u n d e r the jurisdict ion of the sheriff of Essex ra ther 

than that of the bo rough ' s bailiffs and other officers. 

T h e degree to which the Jews stood apart from the 

main pa t te rns of life in the town can however be exag­

gerated. An examinat ion of the ident i ty of the Chr i s t i an 

chi rographers is ins t ruct ive in this context . Of the six 

Chris t ian ch i rographers of Colchester whose names are 

known, three and pe rhaps four, are known to have been 

bai l i f fs . 4 6 G iven that our knowledge of th i r teen th cen tury 

bailiffs of Colchester is very pa tchy , this is a very h igh pro­

por t ion. Dr L i p m a n has unde r l ined the impor tance of the 

chi rographers as agents of control of the J e w r y , 4 7 so that we 

may say that a l though the Jews were beyond the jurisdic­

t ion of the bailiffs qua bailiffs, they were nevertheless sub­

ject to the au thor i ty of m e n of the bailiff class. 

Again the famous h u n t i n g incident of 1267 seems to 

por t ray the Jews as more closely integrated wi th the burgess 

c o m m u n i t y than migh t be imagined . In that year, we learn 

from the forest r o l l , 4 8 a g r o u p of Chr is t ians and Jews ap­

parent ly co-operated in dr iv ing into the town a doe chased 

by the dogs of J o h n de B u r g h , lord of L e x d e n . However , a 

word of caut ion may be necessary here : some aspects of the 

incident will not bear the in terpre ta t ion which has been pu t 

on t h e m . T h u s , too m u c h should not be m a d e of the fact 

that one of the Jews involved, Isaac Cape l l anus , had two 

Chris t ians amongst the sureties for the payment of his f ine 

for this forest offence. T h i s need not imply f r iendship. In 

the f i r s t place, t he two m e n , R ichard Prue t and Saer f i tz 

Ra lph , had to be in court on this occasion, for they were the 

borough bailiffs for 12 7 7 , 4 9 w h e n the case was finally dealt 

wi th , and t hus were charged wi th responsibi l i ty for br ing­

ing the Chr is t ian offenders to cour t . Secondly, bo th were 

connected wi th the adminis t ra t ion of the Colches ter archa: 

Saer f i tz Ra lph was one of the ch i rographers in 1275, and in 

1273 Richard Prue t paid the Jewish Excheque r 2s in order 

not to be m a d e Chr is t ian c h i r o g r a p h e r . 5 0 I t is t hus not at all 

unl ikely tha t in these m e n we have t he Chr i s t i an 

chi rographers of 1277. I f so, t hen they were appropr ia te 

sureties; capable of keeping a close eye on the finances of 

the malefactor. T h e i r role as suret ies m a y not , in shor t , 

have been assumed voluntar i ly . 

But if the extent of friendly relations can be over­

est imated, i t r emains t rue that Colches ter does not seem to 

have been marked by the violence against Jews which 

character ized so m a n y other t owns . T h e r e is a suspicion 

that the ou tbreaks of 1190 found an echo in C o l c h e s t e r , 5 1 

but beyond that the records are silent. No t radi t ion of con­

flict survived, and indeed the folk-memory of the presence 

of Jews seems to have been short : in contrast wi th o ther 

towns , where the ident i ty of some bui ld ings as Jews ' houses 

was recalled for centur ies , the latest reference to a former 

Jew's house in the Colchester records comes in 1 3 3 7 . 5 2 

A P P E N D I X : A H I T H E R T O U N K N O W N J U S T I C E 

O F T H E J E W S ? 

In the ent ry for 1250 in the St J o h n ' s abbey Universa l 

Chronic le wh ich has been quo ted above, Wi l l iam of 

Spaldwick is alleged to have been created a Just ice of the 

Jews. Examina t ion of C . A . F . Meek ings , ' Just ices of the 

Jews , 1218-68, a provisional list ' B.I.H.R. X X V I I I (1955), 

reveals no Just ice of that n a m e . But from that list we only 

know for certain of two justices of that per iod , Ph i l ip Lovel 

and Rober t de H o , whereas there were often four m e n in 

office s imul taneous ly . It is t hus not impossible that the 

chronic le ' s record of Wi l l iam of Spaldwick ' s appo in tmen t is 

a valid one , giving us evidence of a h i the r to u n k n o w n 

Just ice of the Jews . 
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