
cdr

Stigmatizing Space: Jewish East London at the Fin de Siecle

Item Type Book chapter

Authors Ewence, Hannah

Citation Ewence, H. (2025). Stigmatizing Space: Jewish East London at the
Fin de Siecle. In D. Templin (Ed.), Arrival neighborhoods in Europe
since the mid-19th century: migrations, cities, infrastructures
(79-99). Routledge.

Publisher Routledge

Rights Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International

Download date 2026-08-17 04:37:17

Item License http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10034/627516

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10034/627516


1 
 

Stigmatizing Space 

Jewish East London at the Fin de Siècle 

Hannah Ewence 

Late one spring afternoon in 1904, journalist George Sims stepped out of Aldgate Station, 

East London to streets strewn with “paper and straw and rubbish”; the remnants of the 

sprawling Petticoat Lane market held earlier that day. Despite the litter all was otherwise 

calm, the stallholders and their customers having dispersed to the comfort of their homes 

in expectation of a peaceful sabbath. This quotidian street scene, the journalist mused, 

was, in all probability, known to most Londoners, given Petticoat Lane’s fame as one of 

the capital’s great street markets. But as Sims traversed further along the Lane, eventually 

reaching Wentworth Street, a far stranger sight unfolded. “Here”, Sims explained, “all the 

shops are open and the narrow thoroughfare is packed with the stalls of Jewish hawkers”. 

The street throngs with people who form a “seething crowd”. The air buzzes with a 

cacophony of voices speaking “the German Hebrew jargon”, rising to a crescendo which 

drowns out lingering fragments of English. It is a spectacle, a glimpse of the uncanny, in 

the very heart of East London.1 

Sim’s sense of having been displaced – uprooted from the familiar to be unwittingly 

transplanted into an alternative reality – was far from unique in turn of the century 

London. The multitude of observers who, for a variety of reasons both personal and 

political, found their way to the Jewish East End during the years of mass immigration, 

typically reached for language which similarly expressed a sense of dislocation.2 The 

tangle of streets, alleys and courts which stretched from Bishopsgate in the west to 

Stepney High Street in the east, and which petered out in the London Docklands, made up 

the core arrival neighborhood for Jews fleeing Tsarist Russia. In contemporary discourse 

the quarter became variously known as “the ghetto”, or “little Jerusalem” and was 

christened by Sims himself as “Alien-Land”.3 Yet the 150,000 or so Jews who migrated 

into the neighborhood between 1881 (when renewed antisemitic violence and 

persecution on the continent led to a sharp spike in westward migration) and 1905 (a 

year which marked the passage of prohibitive anti-immigration legislation in Britain) 

were far from the first newcomers to settle there. Indeed, London’s East End had, for 
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several centuries, acted as a gateway to the capital for a variety of newcomers, both 

domestic and foreign.4 

The spatial lexicon which attached itself to the East End at the fin de siècle – although 

rooted in a well-established linguistic tradition of marking out the neighborhood as 

“other” – nonetheless assumed a new form with the arrival of “Ostjuden”. This went 

beyond stamping it simply as a “Jewish quarter”. “A walk through this curious bazaar on 

a Sunday would give one sensations enough to last for some time”, insisted the guidebook 

Through London by Omnibus (1900). “The motley crew speaking and shouting almost 

every human language, the diversity of the costume, the curious jumble of the goods for 

sale on the stalls, and smell of fried fish, garlic, and the like, make up an experience that 

requires to be gone through to be appreciated.”5 Although the sensory assault of visiting 

the Jewish East End made obvious the ethno-cultural character of the quarter, the labels 

applied by visitors and onlookers was not so much about identification as racialization, 

exoticization and – at its worst – denigration. Such language used the landscape of the 

East End as its point of reference, transforming familiar landmarks into conspicuous sites 

of difference. 

In recent decades, scholars in a variety of academic disciplines have developed a 

profound awareness of the intersections between ‘race’ and ‘space’. As Caroline Knowles 

wrote in 2003, using space as a category of analysis “teaches us things about race that we 

cannot know by other means”.6 These links can be seen at play historically as well as in 

our contemporary world. The successful domination of colonized peoples and lands by 

European imperialists, for example, depended upon the racialization and denigration of 

native peoples to ‘justify’ the territorialization of land. Imperial dominance, as with all 

forms of socio-spatial dominance, Jennifer Nelson tells us, depends upon “groups marked 

as racially inferior” being “defined, confined, regulated, and eradicated […] through the 

control of space”.7 This can also be seen in the perpetuation of ethnic “ghettos” in twenty-

first century cities, such as banlieues in the peripheries of French cities and in the most 

deprived quarters of large North American urban centers. These sites of spatial exclusion 

foreground social exclusion which can be multi-generational. More notably, such sites, 

themselves often borne of prejudice and intolerance, operate as a material expression, 

even ‘justification’ of such prejudice. Hence immigrants and minorities become 

unwittingly ‘responsible’ for their continued marginalization from mainstream society. 
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That is not to say that those relegated to peripheral sites have not developed their own 

agency in such processes. The reclaiming of the term “ghetto” for example, within African 

American culture, is one example of the ways that ethnic minority communities have 

found to empower themselves in race-space discourse. 

This chapter is an attempt to draw these competing threads together. It seeks to trace the 

emergence and distinctiveness of ethnic labels applied to Jewish migrants and Jewish 

sites in London’s East End, but also to examine how such labels were reclaimed by Jews 

themselves at the time and since. The first section foregrounds the discussion by 

exploring how and why the East End came to be a stigmatized space, before moving the 

discussion on to consider how this stigmatization morphed into and intermingled with 

antisemitism. The second and third sections explore depictions of the Jewish East End 

offered by contemporaries of the Eastern European Jewish arrivals, placing a particular 

spotlight on discourses which surrounded the gateways and entry points to the 

neighborhood, following those discourses through to the sites and spaces of the settled 

community. Here I argue that rhetoric infused with ‘the colonial’ and ‘the imperial’, which 

sought to frame immigrant Jews and the sites they inhabited as expressions and 

extensions of the colonial world, dominated. Newspapers, motivated by a sensationalist 

zeal, capitalized upon the salacious potential offered by the ‘exotic’ newcomers; social 

commentators fixated upon their ‘strange’ habits and culture. Despite this pernicious 

welcome, Jews themselves (as the fourth section argues), found ways to transform the 

East End into a site of belonging, making a claim on the neighborhood as the heartland 

for London Jewry which has endured into the present day. It cannot be forgotten, 

however, that East London was more, and is more, than a “Jewish space”. Indeed, its 

paradoxical stigmatization and celebration is testament not least of its melting pot 

demographic but also of its symbolic value as a neighborhood fetishized for appearing to 

exist ‘beyond’ and ‘outside’ convention. It is this designation to which the first section of 

this chapter now turns. 

 

The East End as a Locus for Otherness 

The East End was spatially pre-destiny to become the quintessential place of arrival for 

London and, by extension, England. Locationally the neighborhood lies immediately due 
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north of London’s Docklands, and yet sits outside of the City of London. As a long-

established site for the ‘dirty’ industries, the neighborhood has historically been home to 

the laboring classes, transient immigrant communities and those living at the margins of 

society.8 This positionality – between wealth and working-class industry – helped to 

create a unique identity for the neighborhood. As Anne Kershen has argued, the area “has 

been peripheral to the mosaic of London since Roman times. It was then, and has 

remained ever since, a place on the edge, a bridge between the included and the 

excluded.”9 

Characterized in the nineteenth century by dense housing, tenement blocks, large 

factories, and low-grade workshops, London’s East End emerged as the archetypal 

Victorian slum. Building projects in the area had proliferated across the century to keep 

pace with the demands of the industrial revolution – to establish sites of industry, housing 

for workers, and the means for transporting goods in and out of the area. The 

neighborhood was a magnet for those who sought opportunity, but it was also a terminus 

for all of those who were ‘down on their luck’ as well as the socially outcast. By 1903, 

American journalist and novelist Jack London readily decried it as London’s 

“underworld”, and its inhabitants “the people of the abyss”, drawing upon a florid 

vocabulary to creatively capture the ‘essence’ of the neighborhood.10 Writing about his 

own ‘descent’ to visit the district, he christened the East End “The City of Degradation” 

[…] where “[t]he bad corrupts the good, and all fester together”.11 

London’s literary interest in the neighborhood was pre-dated by several decades by a 

variety of other writers who sought to indulge public appetite for the macabre. Charles 

Dickens, for example, heavily referenced sites within and characters of the East End in his 

mid-century novels. In Our Mutual Friend (1864-5), for example, East London was cast as 

the place “where accumulated scum of humanity seemed to be washed from higher 

grounds”.12 Similarly, for Arthur Conan Doyle’s Dr Watson, London was “that great 

cesspool into which all the loungers and idlers of the Empire are irresistibly drained”.13 

These water-filled analogies capitalized upon the East End’s literal proximity to the docks 

whilst also alluding to its metaphorical ‘low-ness’ within the social hierarchy of the city. 

Fictional presentations drew upon the reality of the squalor and decay, transposing the 

‘dirtiness’ of the environment to the ‘quality’ and character of the people found there. 
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For some nineteenth century observers, the “filth” which defined place, seeping from the 

fabric of the buildings and decaying streets, worked to infiltrate and corrupt the very 

moral tapestry of East End society. Scandal papers, such as W. T. Stead’s “The Maiden 

Tribute of Modern Babylon,” published in four parts in the Pall Mall Gazette in July 1885, 

exposed the rampant London trade in child trafficking and prostitution.14 Discovered in 

some of London’s poorest quarters, it served to confirm the idea that sexual impropriety 

went hand in hand with urban decline. It mattered little that it was an industry created to 

meet the demand generated by middle- and upper-class men, generally resident in other 

districts of the capital. Other commentators, however, were more sympathetic in their 

thinking about the apparent link between immorality and slum conditions. According to 

surgeon William Acton in his landmark thesis of 1857, it was precisely the distress caused 

to women by urban conditions found in slum neighborhoods prolific in East London 

which often drove them into prostitution.15 This awareness of economic necessity did 

not, however, prevent Acton from eviscerating “[c]ertain quarters of the town” of London 

for being “positively infested” by “juvenile offenders”.16 

In popular Victorian discourse, degeneracy assumed to be manifest in congested locales 

such as East London took numerous forms; sexual deviancy, licentiousness, alcoholism, 

insanity and criminality were some of the most common charges laid at the feet of the 

urban poor. “Othering” the offender in some way enabled commentators to construct the 

myth that these were imported problems rather than innate within British society. The 

urban working classes in neighborhoods like the East End were, as a result, frequently 

viewed through the same lens as colonial people.17 Similarly, the presence of immigrant 

groups in the district provided a ready scapegoat for other forms of anti-social behavior. 

Irish migrants, who were by far the largest incomers to London across the nineteenth 

century, earned a reputation for habitual “drunkenness”, whilst the streets around 

Limehouse East London, populated predominantly by the Chinese community, became 

known as a “warren” of opium dens.18 Jews, in turn, were marked out as “sly” and 

“conniving”, and particularly prone to criminality. Dickens’s notorious character Fagin, 

the villain in Oliver Twist, exhibited all of the assumed traits of the duplicitous, cunning 

Jew. Thought to have been based on the infamous East End criminal Ikey Solomon, the 

fictional Fagin is presented as ‘wicked’ not least in his thirst for personal enrichment but 

in his violence towards and exploitation of women and children.19 Strikingly similar 
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associations were infamously resurrected in suspicions that East End serial killer Jack the 

Ripper, who murdered at least five women in 1888, may have been a Jew.20   

Throughout and beyond the nineteenth century, the East End was, hence, a locus for 

“otherness” – societal, sexual, and racial. This “otherness” fed from the demographic 

‘reality’ of the area (as a site which attracted the marginalized) but feasted upon the 

various apprehensions which haunted the British psyche. As Phil Cohen has observed, 

“no area in Britain has been more written about, more exploited as a source and site for 

the projection of public anxieties about the proletarian combination or sexual 

promiscuity, the state of the nation or the degeneration of the race”.21 This heady 

symbiosis elicited fear and loathing from public observers, whilst simultaneously 

exercising a magnetism which drew the more intrepid to venture into its streets and 

alleyways. But the large-scale migration of Eastern European Jews into the quarter as the 

nineteenth century drew to a close propelled interest in the East End into mainstream 

public consciousness.           

 

Gateway and Entry Point 

Jews have been resident in East London since at least the time of their readmittance to 

England in 1656 at the behest of Oliver Cromwell. Sephardic Jews who had fled Spain and 

Portugal during the time of the inquisition, together with Dutch Jews from the bustling 

centers of Amsterdam and Antwerp made up a substantial number of the early settlers.22 

The construction of Bevis Marks, England’s first purpose-built synagogue, in Aldgate, End 

London in 1701, was a sign of Jewish permanence in the capital. Its cathedral-like 

grandeur and ornate splendor also spoke of a certain level of confidence within the 

fledgling community that Judaism might be practiced openly and without apology, 

spatially manifest as it was within the built environment of London.23 Although Jews in 

England did not enjoy full emancipation until the mid-nineteenth century, they had at 

least earned the right to be seen.24  

This question of visibility, however, took on a new significance as the demographic of the 

London community began to change – quite dramatically so – by the late nineteenth 

century. Once defined by the predominance of a small number of elite, aristocratic 

families – known colloquially as ‘the cousinhood’ – the arrival of working class, often 
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Orthodox Ashkenazi Jews from the Russian Pale of Settlement shifted the socio-economic 

and cultural make-up of the community considerably. Newspapers, especially those 

serving communities directly affected by immigration (the British-Jewish community and 

the metropolitan English working classes), developed a catalogue of descriptors for the 

new arrivals; descriptors which fixated upon the migrants’ clothing, their physical 

appearance and, by extension, their social class. The site of arrival at the London docks 

gave these descriptors an immediacy and a locational specificity but it was the politics of 

immigration control which invested them with the power to shock and provoke. As 

London daily The Evening News and Post reported in 1891, “German steamers come up 

the Thames, at least four days out of six, and are allowed to shoot their living cargoes of 

poverty-stricken, half-famished, and woe-begone passengers at any of the numerous 

landing-places on either side of the river”. Beside the checking of luggage for “contraband 

goods”, and the checking of bodies for disease, “there is positively no restrictions 

whatsoever placed upon the landing of these people”.25  

The lack of restrictions so fiercely lamented by the newspaper, had been a talking point 

within British politics since the early 1880s.26 No modern, functioning legislation existed 

in British law that could prohibit the landing of “aliens” should such a need arise. After 

1881, as a consequence of brutal and widespread pogroms directed against Jews within 

the Russian Empire, coupled with the passage of draconian legislation further restricting 

their freedoms, largescale migration into Britain became a real and pressing issue.27 

Britain had earned a reputation amongst Jews in Eastern Europe as a liberal country and 

a place of refuge, albeit a less favored choice of destination compared to the United States. 

This reputation, together with the benefits of cheaper transit when compared to a 

transatlantic passenger ticket, drew as many as 300,000 Jews to Britain between 1881 

and 1914. Although the majority of European migrants arrived in Britain at ports along 

the Humber in the Northeast of England, those who disembarked at London garnered the 

lion’s share of attention.28  

The capital’s port, as a locus for migrant activity – both incoming and outgoing – drew 

those interested in the “alien’s question” (as the debate around immigration restriction 

became known). Whilst for the more sensationalist onlooker, the docklands appeared as 

little more than a perforate boundary through which “undesirables” might pass with ease, 

others viewed this entry point as the foci for human sympathy. George Sims, the intrepid 
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visitor to Petticoat Lane, for example, offered a view of the drama unfolding daily at the 

docklands as a tale of tragedy and suffering. To Sims, Jewish immigrants arriving there 

were clearly a “downtrodden people” recently “escaped from bondage”. He took care to 

detail the arduous and dangerous nature of their journey away from that “bondage”; a 

journey which required them to navigate borders and disinfection stations, rouge 

officials, people smugglers, and “sharks” intent upon defrauding or robbing them of their 

worldly possessions. Even their moment of arrival was one fraught with danger as 

Yiddish-speaking tricksters lay in wait to prey upon their naivety.29 The notoriety of the 

East End as a hotbed for crime and deception hence extended to the district’s peripheries 

at the docks, tainting the experience of newcomers hoping to enter through the city’s 

maritime gateway.  

The philanthropic ethos which underpinned the activities of London Jewry at the fin de 

siècle operated to rescue many new arrivals from such perils. The Poor Jews’ Temporary 

Shelter, established at a permanent site on Leman Street in 1886, routinely sent a 

representative to shepherd friendless and penniless Jews away from the docks towards 

the somewhat safer interior of the East End “ghetto”. From there, newcomers could seek 

work and housing, and begin to put down roots.30 Leaving the docklands behind was, 

therefore, a rite of passage for migrants, eager to leave the traumas of the journey behind 

and to step into their new lives in the bustle and noise of the Jewish quarter. Yet as Sims 

observed, moving forward into that new life, complete with all of the uncertainty that 

might mean, presented migrants with a new ordeal to endure: “With their faces woe-

begone, their heads bent, [the arrivals] appear more like a gang of convicts marching to 

the mines than free men and women making their acquaintance with the capital of the 

British Empire.”31 

As debates about immigration control intensified after 1900, the East London docklands 

assumed a heightened importance as a near-prophetic site; a location where the fate not 

only of immigrant Jews but also the British nation was determined. As adventurer-

aristocrat Viscount Mountmorres observed, in sensationalist tones, in early autumn 

1902,    

Often in the grey hours of early morning a scene of intensely dramatic force may 

be witnessed in the docks. Crowds of English men and women, numbed and 
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broken by the struggle for existence, make their way through the litter of foreign 

commerce which cumbers the ground on every side to where a liner is embarking 

her emigrants with all the customary noise and confusion.32 

Then, shifting his gaze, Mountmorres continued:  

Simultaneously out of the haze a huge vessel of such gargantuan proportions as to 

completely dwarf the liner is slowly warped in. No sooner is she made fast then 

out of her bowels swarms a horde of dirty, half-starved, evil-smelling immigrants 

– Poles, Russians, Germans, Italians, every nationality under the sun. They swarm 

out and over the ship’s side until they cover the docks as a cloud of locusts a field 

of green corn.33  

As Mountmorres’ tirade aptly demonstrated, London’s docks could be made ‘useful’ to 

advocates of immigration restriction as the site of Britain’s final capitulation to the 

‘uncontrollable’ influx of global migration. There, at the crossroads of the world where 

Britain’s maritime border met and converged with international flows of human traffic, 

London’s docklands were cast as the ‘weak spot’ in the nation’s defenses; a weak spot 

which enabled ‘evil’ and ‘degenerate’ racial others to supersede the departing English.34 

The usurping of the national stock was, in the view of Mountmorres and those 

sympathetic to his point of view, happening in plain sight. East London and its docklands 

were, hence, viewed not merely as an entry point for immigrants but critically as the 

portal through which the racial dilution and displacement of the English was being played 

out.  

 

Arrival Neighborhood, Colonial Neighborhood 

The racialization of incoming migrants, offered in striking contrast to the ‘quality’ of the 

English ‘stock’ departing, was a common theme within populist commentary about 

British ports at the turn of the century.35 In London, however, it was heightened firstly by 

the city’s status as Britain’s foremost city and, secondly, by its status as the “heart” of the 

British Empire.36 Statistical returns about the onward migration of new arrivals from 

their point of disembarkation, printed by the national newspapers at regular intervals, 

confirmed that a majority of migrants headed for the capital and its eastern districts of 

Stepney and Whitechapel. This classic pattern of settlement was, to a large degree a 
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consequence of ‘chain migration’; newcomers seeking to secure and renew bonds with 

family and with Landsmann from the villages and towns they had left behind in the Pale. 

For some London newspapers, however, especially those more prone towards 

sensationalism, far more sinister motives lay behind such settlement patterns. Writing in 

the late 1880s the Pall Mall Gazette, for example, declared the phenomenon of large-scale 

movement to East London a “matter for grave alarm”, claiming it signified an “invasion of 

England” via its capital’s quintessential arrival neighborhood. Arriving Jews from the 

Russian Empire were painted as dangerous adversaries who had taken “possession of the 

capital”.37 In its attempts to legitimize its invasion fantasy, the newspaper turned to the 

writings of historian and Cambridge scholar John Robert Seeley, whose imperialist thesis 

The Expansion of England (1883) had enjoyed enormous popular and critical success in 

the five years since its publication.38 For the Pall Mall Gazette, however, the situation in 

East London was the exact reverse of British imperial expansion. “Professor Seeley has 

described what a gradual process the expansion of England has been, and how we had 

annexed half the world before we had any idea what we were about,” the paper declared. 

“The invasion of England has not been less on the sly; and it is only now, when the 

foreigner is starving our people out of heath and home, that we are beginning to be more 

aware of his presence.”39   

This inversion of the British imperial mission, which positioned immigrant Jews as a 

duplicitous colonizing force, played in particular upon the significance of London as the 

beating heart of the British Empire.  To ‘lose’ London to ‘foreigners’ was catastrophic, not 

least for what it meant for the people of East London who, the paper suggested, were 

being directly displaced by the newcomers. Yet this conceptualization of the East End as 

the frontline of the imperial metropolis – as a liminal space in which the metropole met 

the frontiers of empire – was a powerful and persuasive idea which found a ready 

audience within and beyond the world of journalism. The 1890 text In Darkest England 

and the Way Out written by the founder of the Salvation Army, William Booth, was hugely 

influential in popularizing rhetoric about the East End as playing host to an empire which 

had ‘come home’. In the opening chapter, Booth insisted that “the stony streets of London 

if they could but speak, would tell of tragedies as awful, of ruin as complete, of ravishment 

as horrible, as if we were in central Africa; only the ghastly devastation is covered, corpse-

like, with the artificialities and hypocrisies of modern civilization”.40  
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This metaphor of London, and its slum quarters in particular, as an “urban jungle” where 

Western civilization was suffocatingly overlaid by the barbarities of the East, provided a 

highly engaging and useable language for describing the city. Across the fin de siècle, the 

paradox of the “urban jungle”, which insisted that the metropolis at the very pinnacle of 

modernity and civility contained within its bounds an alter-ego in the form of an 

uncivilized, unfamiliar and even dangerous cityscape, fed off the insidious anxieties about 

the consequences of increased urbanization, imperial expansion and immigration. It was 

a metaphor which translated particularly well into the language of the press, bringing 

otherwise one-dimensional rhetoric on the city to life.41 

Throughout the final decades of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, the press 

replicated and accentuated this fascination with the “urban jungle” and an encroaching 

empire with much success. It was useful as a functional, malleable and captivating frame 

of reference for the East End which exploited imperial fantasies and anxieties to suggest 

that the “dark heart” of the empire existed in the metropolis. It was a commercially 

lucrative ploy which sold newspapers in their thousands.42 However it was with the 

arrival of seeming multitudes of Jewish immigrants into the capital that the metaphor 

assumed an urgency and a palpable relevance which the popular press in particular gave 

themselves over to wholeheartedly. This approach was characterized in a provocative 

Daily Mail article published in 1897, in which the newspaper sought to clarify the extent 

of the ‘alien problem’ in the metropolis:   

There are possibly some streets in London where there are no Jews; there are 

many where Jews are common; and there are a few where, as far as you can hear 

or see, there are none but Jews. In the East-end of London they swarm.43 

As the flagship publication for a new type of popular newspaper, designed to appeal 

directly to the working classes, the Daily Mail had few qualms using the language of right-

wing popularism to denigrate the immigrant Jewish community. Depicted as a mass, 

visibly and audibly swarming across London invested Jewish newcomers with a 

territorializing agency; an agency akin to that of colonizers sweeping across new lands 

for the purpose of conquest. 

In other quarters of the metropolitan press, immigrant Jews also came to represent the 

threat of political subversion. A lengthy investigative article in The Standard in September 

1901, under the inflammatory headline “Anarchist Colonies in East London” claimed to 
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expose this agenda. Utilizing sensationalist rhetoric which made only a feeble attempt to 

mask the identity of those accused, the newspaper described how “the anti-social 

confraternity in the neighborhood of Whitechapel” had “thrown out feelers” across the 

district until the streets “swarm[ed] with both Socialists and Anarchists”.44  Not only had 

the Jews, with their “Yiddish Jargon” invaded the East End but, according to the Standard, 

they were now infiltrating its very socio-political infrastructure, inciting working class 

East Londoners to violence and encouraging the overthrow of authority: an urban jungle 

indeed. Such rhetoric once again displaced and replaced the East End with the barbarous 

‘East’, reframing the issue as one which concerned not only the security of the nation but 

the stability of the Empire.   

 

From Place of Arrival to Site of Belonging 

Despite the culture of intolerance which swirled around the “alien” newcomers, defining 

the spaces and sites of their arrival, immigrant Jews rapidly found ways to transform the 

East End into a place that they could call ‘home’. This process was, in part, expedited 

because those Jews arriving during the peak years of immigration from the Russian 

Empire settled into an ethnic enclave that was already well formed. Earlier generations 

of immigrants – many of them Jewish, but which also included a diverse array of people 

from across Europe and the colonial world – brought language, cultures and traditions to 

East London, helping to infuse it with a richness and vitality that was virtually unmatched 

across the rest of the British Isles.45  

Amidst this vitality was a core collective of institutions, businesses, ritual sites and spaces 

that directly served the local Jewish community, facilitating their religious, educational, 

dietary and financial needs. Synagogues, mikvahs (ritual baths) and Jewish cemeteries 

sprung up across the district from the seventeenth century onwards, providing a 

framework for Jewish spiritual life. Whilst Bevis Marks, the founding synagogue for Jews 

in England after their readmittance, continued to serve the Sephardic community, later 

synagogues were principally designed by and for Ashkenazi Jews. These synagogues took 

many forms, from the classical Georgian grandeur of the Great Synagogue in Duke’s Place 

to the discrete appearance of Princelet Street Synagogue, which was built inside an old 

Huguenot master weavers’ house and had little about it to suggest its religious function.46 
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Whilst the opulence of the former (and other synagogues like it) was off-putting to many 

within the migrant community, the far humbler environs of Princelet Street allowed 

stringently Orthodox migrants to practice their religion without distraction. Indeed, some 

Anglo-Jews, themselves far more comfortable with a ‘light touch’ Judaism, similarly 

preferred that the “strange habits” of the newcomers remained confined to East End sites 

of worship constructed for and by the migrants themselves.   

Whilst some communal institutions were markedly discrete, almost to the point of 

invisibility, others made a distinct impression on the cityscape of East London. The Brady 

Street cemetery established in 1761, for example, occupied four acres in the heart of 

Whitechapel, and served as the final resting place for some of the most prominent 

members of the London Jewish community.47 The Jews’ Free School, relocated to a site on 

Bell Lane, Stepney, in 1822, was similarly hard to overlook. Its tall, red-brick façade was 

large enough to accommodate up to 4,000 children and, at one time, was the largest 

school in the world.48 Moreover, its position in the heart of the East End established its 

importance as a key institution for the anglicization of the immigrant community.   

These examples are all indicative of a minority community confident enough in their own 

surroundings to not only put down roots by the ‘claiming’ of space but, in doing so, 

expressing a wish to be accommodated in East London – and Britain more broadly – on 

their own terms. Hence, whilst the Jews’ Free School is often heralded as a vehicle for the 

rapid anglicization of immigrant children, the very fact of its existence speaks of a 

community determined to negotiate a form of citizenship that still recognized their 

children and the education they received as distinctive from the English mainstream. The 

same might be said of the predominance of Chevras littered across East London by 1900. 

These humble spaces of worship, established by immigrant Jews in makeshift spaces, out-

houses, tenements and basement rooms, unapologetically bore the hallmark of the Old 

World left behind in the Russian Pale. “Usually each Chevras [sic] is named after the town 

or district in Russia or Poland from which the majority of its members have emigrated,” 

explained social observer Beatrice Potter (later Beatrice Webb) in her survey of the East 

London Jewish Community.49 The symmetry extended beyond name alone. 

Here, early in the morning or late at night, the devout members meet to recite the 

morning and evening prayers […] Scarves of white cashmere silk, soft, bordered 

and fringed, are thrown across the shoulders of the men and disguise the cut of 



14 
 

the Western clothes they wear. A low, monotonous, but musical-toned recital of 

Hebrew prayers, each man praying for himself to the God of his fathers […] and 

you may imagine yourself in some far-off Eastern land.50 

Within these environs, devout, Yiddish-speaking Jews freely practiced and upheld their 

religious traditions, often in spite of the protestations of the established Jewish 

community.51 

Synagogues, cemeteries and schools formed the cornerstones of Jewish life in the East 

End. However, street-life in the district moved to the rhythm of production and 

consumption. Artist and writer Rachel Lichtenstein described the commercial scene 

which would have been on display in one of the quarter’s busiest shopping streets, Brick 

Lane, between the 1880s and the outbreak of the Second World War:     

There were printers, hairdressers, drapers, greengrocers and tobacconists. 

Milliners, leather manufacturers, wine sellers and boot repairers among others. 

Most of the shop signs were written in Yiddish and English and the street was 

known as “Little Jerusalem”.52 

This commercial vitality came with the arrival of Eastern European Jews who offered 

their skills in occupations such as tailoring and furniture-making, for the mutual benefit 

of the area and the wider East London economy. In turn, these occupations adapted to 

and became interwoven within the pre-existing industries of the East End, giving birth to 

a hybridized labor market and street scene. However, many of the newly arrived migrants 

also suffered from a culture of exploitation, unsanitary workplace conditions and chronic 

fluctuations in the labor market which could leave them without work and without 

recourse to any financial assistance, security or compensation during ‘slack’ periods. 

Whilst to some onlookers, this vibrancy appeared perplexing and even dangerous, others 

recognized that this late-nineteenth century incarnation of multiculturalism was an asset 

for East London. Victorian Anglo-Jewish novelist Israel Zangwill was one of the first to 

champion this view of the East End. In his seminal work Children of the Ghetto (1892), a 

novel which sought to examine with microscopic intensity every aspect of East End 

Jewish life, Zangwill settled upon Petticoat Lane market as the very nexus of this cultural 

amalgamation. “The Lane was always the great market-place,” he wrote in an early 

chapter, “and every insalubrious street and alley abutting on it was covered with the 
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overflowings of its commerce and its mud […] The famous Sunday Fair was an event of 

metropolitan importance, and thither came buyers of every sect […] A babel of sound, 

audible for several streets around, denoted Market Day in Petticoat Lane, and the 

pavements were blocked by serried crowds going both ways at once.”53  

For Zangwill, the market acted as a place of exchange on various levels; exchanges of 

goods and services, but also of speech, language, noise, cultures even, as people passed 

through. The market – a microcosm of the East End itself – performed an important 

function of bringing people from all concerns of the metropolis together, enacting and 

enabling the assimilation of newcomers on the one hand, whilst facilitating the 

transmission of their cultural norms and traditions to wider society on the other.54  

This subtle interchange and exchange, so typical perhaps of immigrant neighborhoods, 

continued on often in spite of the persistent denigration of the East End by hostile 

commentators. This is borne out in the long-term legacy of the quarter. Whilst the anti-

alien, pro-restriction campaign did indeed achieve its aims, insofar as legislation to 

prevent the landing of ‘undesirables’ at British ports was passed in 1905, this apparent 

success in boarding up the gateway to London’s quintessential arrival neighborhood did 

little to quash the strength of popular memory about the quarter.55 As the demographic 

of the East End changed, with the stream of Jewish incomers stymied and largescale out-

migration to suburban districts in full flow, memoirists began to lay claim to an image of 

the East End which was rich in detail, often lovingly sketched and only fleeting in recalling 

the many hardships of growing up in the “ghetto”. As former Eastender Willy Goldman 

recalled in his memoir East End, My Cradle, “There are surviving landmarks in my 

Stepney, but it is the gaps that tug at the heart.” This confession comes even after Goldman 

questions his nostalgia for a past that was, in many ways, “bloody”.56   

Investment in collective remembrance of the East End has also taken spatial form. A 

“Memory Map of the Jewish East End,” the digitized outcome of a collaboration between 

a team of interdisciplinary researchers, seeks to plot sites across the “lost landscape” of 

Jewish East London which appear most frequently within individual recollections of the 

quarter. So far, 70 sites have been identified and tagged onto an ordinance survey map of 

1913, ranging from places of education and worship to the location of businesses and 

focal points for community interaction.57 Some of the memories plotted on the map are 
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also provided in audio form, offered against a klezmer soundtrack.58 This soundscape of 

the quarter imagines a Jewish East End where day to day life played out to the musical 

traditions of the shtetls of Eastern Europe. This romanticized view, knitting together “Old 

World” and “New”, presents a vision of the arrival neighborhood as an environment 

where dual identities and traditions could flourish. Similarly, the memory map itself is a 

locus for ethnographic nostalgia, constructed through a constellation of memories about 

‘place’. Interviewee Alex Moss, for example, recalls Brick Lane market as noisy, filled by 

people “shouting and screaming”, yet somewhere where he felt “safe” because he was 

with “Jewish people”.59 A self-affirming image of the Jewish East End, defined by its 

bustling street life and sense of community, is, hence, captured and cast within the 

mapping project, revalidating a notion of the arrival neighborhood as a site of belonging.  

Temporal shifts, architectural change and demographic trends have caused the Jewish 

East End to recede in its material and physical form. Families died out or drifted away to 

the north and northeast of London, Essex, Hertfordshire and other counties on the fringes 

of the capital, following the dream of upward social mobility that suburbanization 

seemed to offer.60 In their place came new immigrant groups, especially during the peak 

years of commonwealth immigration after 1945. Migrants from Sylhet in East Pakistan 

(now part of Bangladesh) as well as other incomers from the Indian sub-continent took 

over the factories, workshops, tenement blocks and houses vacated by departing Jews or 

restored those left derelict after bombing assaults during the Second World War. The 

streets around Brick Lane acquired a new ethnic ‘tag’, becoming known as 

“Banglatown”.61 Unlike the Jews before them, however, this was a label happily claimed 

by the Bangladeshi community. In an act which conveyed both their rootedness and their 

sense of self-confidence, the local community campaigned for the erection of an archway 

decorated in the colors of the Bangladeshi flag which now frames the southern end of 

Brick Lane.62 

The boroughs which made up the ‘classic’ East End (Stepney, Poplar and Bethnal Green), 

were also the objective of symbolic change as the twentieth century progressed, 

collectively renamed as “The London Borough of Tower Hamlets” in 1965. This apparent 

‘rebranding’ of the East End was, on the surface, merely an administrative technicality. In 

another sense, however, the decision to assign a new label might be seen as an act 

designed to detach ‘place’ from its insalubrious past. Yet the East End lives on, evolving 
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to become a neighborhood which encapsulates and is defined by the legacies of ‘arrival’. 

Tower Hamlets is, for example, one of the most ethnic diverse boroughs in the United 

Kingdom. Approximately 55% of the population are Black, Asian or minority ethnic. 

Whilst the majority are British-born, four in 10 residents of the borough were born 

outside of the UK. This includes white arrivals such as Italian nationals who make up one 

in five of the borough’s economic migrants. The borough also remains the most densely 

populated local authority area in the country and has experienced some of the fastest 

population growth nationally. With it, however, comes large-scale deprivation, poverty 

and poor health outcomes which continue to afflict the borough’s population in an echo 

of the peak ‘slum’ years of the nineteenth century.63  

Jews are no longer the ‘target’ population for racialization and denigration in the East 

End. The Jewish “ghetto” has gone. Xenophobes or those seeking a scapegoat for domestic 

issues which afflict the quarter, or Britain more broadly have shifted their attention to 

other groups.64 Equally, British Jews have themselves come ‘full circle’ in their attitude to 

the district, moving from a longing to forget to a longing to remember. Walking tours of 

the Jewish East End – adapted to become ‘virtual’ and conducted over Zoom during the 

pandemic – continue to attract scores of participants.65 Historical, literary, cultural, and 

ethno-anthropological scholarship on the district is similarly flourishing.66 Whilst the 

Jewish East End Celebration Society, a charity founded in 2003 “dedicated to recording 

and remembering the cultural heritage of the Jewish East End” was wrapped up in 2018, 

this was a consequence of illness amongst its committee members rather than a lack of 

enthusiasm for its work.67 As an arrival neighborhood, then, the East End remains alive 

in Jewish cultural memory just as it remains a lived reality for those groups who inhabit 

the quarter today. It is more than the sum of its labels – “slum”, “ghetto”, “little Jerusalem”, 

“Tower Hamlets”, “Banglatown” – but, ironically, it is these labels which have kept it ever 

present in the British imagination.    

Conclusion 

At the peak of its significance as London’s foremost arrival neighborhood in the late 

nineteenth century, the East End assumed a multitude of spatial personas in the British 

imagination, from “slum” to “Little Jerusalem”. These labels emphasized the area’s 

distinctive identity as a site which received and absorbed those on the peripheries of 
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society: the working classes, sex workers, petty criminals, immigrants and others who 

sought to carve out an existence, often against the odds. In this sense, the neighborhood 

was a tabula rasa onto which the ideologies and anxieties of wider society were projected. 

Hence, as the British government grappled with the issue of restricting immigration 

nationally, the East End (as the most well-known immigrant neighborhood) became the 

‘poster site’ for the restrictionist campaign. Equally, in response to heightened public 

anxiety about public health and living conditions, social commentators looked to the East 

End as the urban neighborhood which encapsulated the very worst of these problems. 

Interwoven within such discourses was the figure of the ’alien Jew’; a figure variously 

denigrated as “dirty”, “duplicitous”, “territorialising”, and racially “degenerate”. This 

amalgamation of antisemitism and xenophobia borrowed from pre-existing prejudice 

about the East End, but also extended it to cast the London neighborhood as the site of 

existential crisis for the nation. According to this alarmist rhetoric, if left unchecked 

immigrant Jews would be the ‘cause’ of Britain’s racial ‘dilution’ and ‘capitulation’ to 

external forces.  

Despite this pernicious culture, the immigrant Jewish community strove to carve out 

spaces in the East End which enabled religious, cultural and economic life. Whilst by no 

means oblivious to the hostile discourse which circulated about them in the local and 

national press, in government enquiries and in literary and social commentary, many new 

arrivals embraced opportunities to ‘negotiate’ modes and forms of citizenship and 

belonging which allowed immigrant Jewish life and culture to continue. The emergence 

of Chevras as bespoke places of worship for immigrants, for example, spoke of this 

determination to “claim” space which could be utilized in the service of the community. 

Equally, the enterprise that many of the newcomers demonstrated by starting businesses 

which enhanced the commercial scene in the East End, suggests a dogged entrepreneurial 

spirit. Whilst not all Jewish newcomers prospered in what was an often-brutal labor 

market, their children and grandchildren typically found that a combination of education 

and anglicization eventually enabled them (if not their forefathers) to leave the East End 

behind for more affluent districts.  

The Jewish East End, quintessential arrival neighborhood for Victorian and Edwardian 

London, has, partly as a consequence of this mass suburbanization, all but vanished in 

twenty-first century Britain. Beigel Shop at the northern end of Brick Lane, which lays 
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claim to being “the original and first beigel bakery” in the district (reputedly founded in 

1855) and which now exists principally as a mecca for tourists and late-night revelers, is 

perhaps the best-known remaining landmark of “little Jerusalem”. Other remnants exist, 

but on the peripheries of common knowledge: the Soup Kitchen for the Jewish Poor on 

Brune Street, once a critical site of survival for the most impoverished, now converted 

into a block of flats, the King Edward VII memorial drinking fountain in Whitechapel, 

erected by way of subscriptions raised by local Jews, and the Brady Street Cemetery. 

Reaching this site now requires careful instruction. As one East End tour guide explained, 

the cemetery lies ‘hidden at the back of a car park entrance to a block of flats’ and can 

only be accessed by special permission. It has received only one new internment in the 

last one hundred years; a deliberate move by the Jewish community to prevent the site 

being redeveloped.68 Other sites, such as the Jews Free School, destroyed during the 

London blitz in 1941 have been erased from the landscape. Others still, such as the Bevis 

Marks synagogue are endangered by proposals for neighboring high-rise architecture 

which, if permitted, will encroach upon its cherished “heritage environment” as well as 

its access to natural sunlight.  

Despite, however, these physical threats, vanished sites and absences, the Jewish East 

End has, in various other senses been ‘redeemed’. The denigration that the quarter 

suffered throughout its heyday as a site of arrival for Jews from Eastern Europe has ebbed 

away to be replaced by a valorization of the neighborhood as the ‘container’ of cherished 

ethnic memory. It is this memory, rather than the deteriorating physical remnants, which 

bears the responsibility of keeping London’s quintessential arrival neighborhood alive.  
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