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Part 7 – Declining Fortunes

In 1066 it was a foreign king who brought in foreign Jews to help him establish himself and

his foreign nobility in England. By the 13th century, neither the king nor the nobility saw

themselves as foreign. The Jew, alone, remained forever an outsider.

In many respects, encouraging Jewish commerce and moneylending had worked to the

benefit of the Crown and enabled the establishment of prosperous Jewish communities.

However, in the 13th century, a number of factors combined to diminish Jewish wealth and

the need to accommodate a Jewish presence.

Richard (1189-99), then John (1199-1216), then Henry III (1216-72) each imposed

increasingly extortionate tallages upon the Jewish population. These helped fund the

Crusades and overseas campaigns for the King’s territories overseas. Through the

Exchequer of the Jews and the recording of bonds in the Archae, the Crown had the ability

to identify pockets of pocketable wealth. John, in particular, sought to bleed his Jewish

“chattels” first, before exacerbating the already fractious relationship with his barons.

John was a harsh king, whose onerous impositions on the community included regular

tallages, fines on the wealthy, the cancellation of interest or even capital owed by preferred

Christians to moneylenders. He seized property held by Jews and gave it to his favourites.

After Normandy fell to King Philip II of France, he sought to recover the lost revenue from

the Jews of Rouen. His blackest year was 1210, when upon arriving in Bristol after an

unsuccessful campaign in Ireland, he imposed a £44,000 tallage. Defaulters were exiled,

those accused of concealing wealth were tortured or hanged. In 1213, one local chronicler

reported that the once wealthy Jews of London now “prowled about the city like dogs.”

Many fled.

After a hiatus in the Regency between John’s death in 1216 and his son coming of age in

1227, Henry III started spending money with a vengeance. Even more exorbitant tallages
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were imposed. Wealthy Jews were imprisoned for ransom, the Archae were seized to

enable the king to inventory Jewish wealth. Moneylenders could not collect from their

debtors until hefty imposts had been paid to have their documents recovered. 60,000

marks were demanded in 1244 and another 8,000 the following year to help fund the

suppression of a Welsh uprising. Defaulters were threatened with imprisonment in Ireland.

Families went into hiding and Henry threatened that he would banish absent families and

seize their abandoned property. It is estimated that from 1233 to 1257 tallages accounted

for as much as 12.8% of Henry’s income.

The relentless financial squeeze was only a part of the story. Both John and Henry were at

odds with the barons, whose loyalty, finance and manpower was necessary to run the

country and Crusades. The barons demanded their share of power, leading to baronial wars

in 1215 and 1263, the declarations of Magna Carta and the parliaments of Simon De

Montfort. While the tallages attacked Jewish wealth and property holdings, concessions

made to the barons attacked the Jews’ capacity to lend, trade and replenish. Laws called

Assizes of the Jewry regulated debts and interest repayment, and what might be taken as

surety.

Although Jews could not buy into land as they could not swear the necessary Christian

oaths, the wealthiest Jews had come by considerable property through the failure of

debtors to repay their mortgages. Jewish held property could always be taken by the

Crown. Neither the barons, nor the borrowers, nor the church wanted their property lost to

the perfidious Jews, particularly if that might lead to the Crown’s share of real estate

growing at the expense of their own. From 1240 onwards, restrictions on Jewish acquisition

of land became a necessary Crown concession by Henry to buy the loyalty of his most

powerful and problematic subjects.

In 1066, Jewish foreigners were useful to establish the king. By the mid-13th century their

wealth was diminished and there were more important alliances to be made to secure the

realm. Under England’s new constitution, the Jews, always outsiders, had become

unnecessary and unwelcome.


