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1656: English Jewry’s Annus Mirabilis 
by Cecil Roth 
 

The Jews had been expelled from England by Edward I in 1290. For upwards of 

three and a half centuries, the country had been, with certain 

reservations, Judenrein. Then, when the Puritan Revolution had engendered a new 

spirit here, a self-sacrificing Dutch rabbi named Menasseh ben Israel had come to 

England on a mission to Oliver Cromwell and secured his sympathy for his dramatic 

plan for the apocalyptic Readmission of the Jews. Although the Whitehall 

Conference which met to consider the question in December 1655 was divided in its 

views 

… There is no need to give any details here of Menasseh’s mission and his 

vicissitudes. efly: he waited on Oliver Cromwell, and secured his sympathy. But the 

all-powerful Lord Protector was unwilling to risk unpopularity by acceding to the 

petition on his own authority, and tried unsuccessfully time after time to get some 

other body to pronounce in favor of the proposals. All that happened was that, at the 

Whitehall Conference which he summoned to meet in December 1655 to consider the 

question, the judges present pronounced that there was no law which excluded the 

Jews from England. This itself was, from one point of view, a disappointment to 

Menasseh, who had hoped for the dramatic repeal of what turned out to be a non-

existent Act of Parliament! A great deal of interest was aroused. There was a flurry 

of publications, pro and contra. There were some notable expressions of sympathy. 

But nothing tangible resulted. 
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…All this was a bitter disappointment for Menasseh, who had been hoping, 

petitioning, and working for something very different and far more ambitious—a 

formal action readmitting the Jews or, at the very least, even at the last desperate 

stage, authorizing the practice of Judaism. He was so disillusioned that, as a recently 

discovered document shows, he even went so far as to return to the community of 

Amsterdam the scroll of the Torah which had been given him as a symbolic gift to 

the new community; in his opinion no new community (at least in the sense in 

which he conceived it) had been founded. He retired to Holland, abandoned by his 

fellow Jews but fortified by a gift from the Lord Protector, to die a broken man, his 

dearest wish unfulfilled. There can be no doubt that his efforts had been responsible 

for the creation of a new and more favorable atmosphere in England, and also for 

the declaration that there was no law excluding the Jews from the country; but that 

was all. Otherwise, he left the Marrano community much as he had found it, only 

more assured of its position and venturing a little more courageously out into the 

open. 

But in the long run it turned out that what had happened was providential. Within a 

couple of years, Charles II had been triumphantly restored to his throne, and the 

legislation of the Commonwealth was automatically reversed. There cannot be the 

slightest doubt that, had Menasseh been what he would have considered successful 

in 1655/6, and had Cromwell or his Council admitted the Jews formally to the 

country, this would now have been canceled, and Jews who had come to settle in 

England would have been chased out—together with the Marranos already 

established in England. Obviously, the latter’s fears had not been exaggerated. Now, 

since nothing had been done, there was nothing to undo. Under Charles II, after a 

little initial nervousness, the incipient community reverted to the process of slow, 

unostentatious consolidation, being able to insure themselves before long of the 

“Merry Monarch’s” good-natured sympathy. There were one or two attempts made 

12



to disturb them, but by the end of his reign their position was solidly established and 

could be considered reasonably safe. The ultimate factor was not propaganda, not 

Messianism, not legislation, but something entirely different. 
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