
The Jewish Experience in Scotland
From Immigration to Integration

The Jews found Scotland a generally welcoming and 
comfortable environment, certainly in comparison 
with what they had left behind. From the 1880s on, 
they sought their livelihoods principally in immigrant 
occupations. In 1891, 34% of them were peddlers and 
hawkers; 19% were tailors. In the 1890s, small 
shop-keeping became significant. About a third of the 
shops in Jewish areas catered specifically to the 
kosher food needs of their clients. In the 20th century, 
most Scottish Jews found their feet economically and 
several of them, such as Sir Isaac Wolfson, the Bloch’s, 
the Goldberg and the Morrison families and others, 
developed substantial businesses on a national and 
even international level. 

The Jews were quick to look after their religious needs. 
Synagogues were built; cemeteries were opened. 
In the last 200 years, more than 275 rabbis and 
ministers (“reverends”), almost all from abroad, 
have served the various communities throughout 
the country. Some of them were men of great 
distinction in the Jewish world and beyond. Rabbi 
Salis Daiches of Edinburgh (served 1918–45), 
followed by Rev. I. K. Cosgrove in Glasgow 
(1935–1973), were especially active in fostering 
Jewish-Christian relations. In time, Scottish-born 
rabbis emerged. One of them, Rabbi Cyril Harris, 
became Chief Rabbi of South Africa (1987–2004). 

In parallel, the community set up multiple 
educational, welfare, social and cultural institutions. 
They developed representational bodies, published 
newspapers, and generated a rich panoply of societies 
and associations to cater for every age and interest, 
from Boy Scouts, through Jewish War Veterans, 
to literary societies and Yiddish theatre. Zionist 
organisations were especially strong. 

By the early 1900s, numbers of young Jews, both 
foreign and Scottish-born, were acquiring a higher 
education and professions, with a preference for 
medicine and teaching. After World War I, dentistry, 
law and accountancy also gained in favour. Horizons 
gradually broadened and by World War II Jews 
were making significant contributions in many 
fields, particularly medicine, law and the arts, out 
of proportion to their numbers. Amongst them were 

a theatre promoter and Chairman of the Royal 
Glasgow Institute of Fine Arts, Michael Simons 
(1915–1918), a Regius Professor of Materia Medica 
and Therapeutics, Dr. Noah Morris (1937–47); 
a Sculptor in Ordinary for Scotland, Benno Schotz 
(1963–1984); a Sheriff of the High Court, Sir Gerald 
Gordon (1976–1999); a well-known playwright, 
C. P. Taylor (1954–1981); a TV producer and General 
Director of the Royal Opera House, Sir Jeremy Isaacs 
(1987–97); a Justice of the High Court, Lady Hazel 
Cosgrove (1996–2006); and the creators of the 
Sharmanka Kinetic Theatre, Eduard Bersudsky 
and Tatyana Jakovskaya (since 1996). 

Jews also entered civil society and politics, producing 
many men and women of distinction – including 
a Glasgow City Bailie, Michael Simons (1883–92); 
a Labour MP for Dundee, Michael Marcus (1929–31); 
a Minister of Fuel and Power, Lord Emanuel Shinwell 
(1945-1947); a Lord Provost of Glasgow, Sir Myer 
Galpern (1958–1959), subsequently Labour MP 
for Shettleston (1959–1979); a ranking British 
Ambassador, Sir Horace Phillips (1968–1977); 
a British Foreign Secretary, Sir Malcolm Rifkind 
(1995–1997); and a  Minister of State for Trade 
and Investment, Lord Ian Livingston (2013–2015). 

This exhibit illustrates the story, however briefly, of 
the Jewish community in Scotland, which emerged 
officially 200 years ago with the opening of the first 
synagogue in Edinburgh in 1816–17. The numbers 
of Jews were small in the first decades of the 19th 
century, reaching 335 in 1841. They were mainly 
merchants and small traders, coming from England 
and from countries such as Germany and Holland. 
They settled first in Edinburgh and then in Glasgow, 
whose community overtook Edinburgh’s numerically 
in 1851 and has remained by far the largest 
concentration of Jews in Scotland ever since.

Economic pressures and harshly discriminatory 
legislation, coupled with growing anti-Semitism and 
outbreaks of violence, triggered a mass exodus of
 Jews from the Russian Empire from the 1880s 
onwards. Large numbers of these Jews flowed through 
Scotland on their way to the United States and other 
destinations. A minority chose to remain and the local 
community expanded correspondingly. 

Most were “Litvak” Jews and came from a broad area 
arching through Lithuania and northern Poland. This 
influx settled mainly in Glasgow, whose Jewish 
population reached almost 9,000 in 1911, and to a 
lesser extent in Edinburgh (2,021 in 1911). But some 
also spread throughout Scotland, forming organised 
communities in Dundee (1878), Aberdeen (1893), 
Greenock (1894), Ayr (1904), Falkirk and Inverness 
(1906), and Dunfermline (1908). World War I brought 
large-scale Jewish immigration to Scotland to a halt in 
1914. Thereafter, only minor waves of Jews reached the 
country, mainly before and after World War II, with the 
arrival of “Kindertransport” (Transport Children) from 
Germany and post-War refugees from Central Europe 
who somehow survived the Holocaust.

Scottish Jewry peaked at about 20,000 in the 1930s 
and remained roughly at that level until the 1960s. 
Thereafter numbers began to decline steadily, at 
the rate of approximately 3,000 a decade, so that 
today there are only 6,000–8,000 Jews in Scotland. 
The reasons for this decline are several and include 
a rapidly aging demographic, a progressive drift 
of younger Jews out of Scotland and growing 
assimilation into the wider population.

When did Jews arrive in Scotland?
Where did they come from?
Where did they settle?
How many Jews are in
Scotland today?
What community frameworks
did they set up?
Have they become part of
Scottish society?
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