
IN 1989, Jeremy Bowen watched defeated 
Soviet troops quietly leaving Kabul. He 
was in Afghanistan again in 2021, a few 

days after the dreadful scenes at Kabul airport 
marking the American (and British) with-
drawal. In the more than 30 years between 
these two humiliating conclusions of military 
interventions in a suffering country, Bowen 
has been there, reporting for the BBC not only 
in Afghanistan but on the battlefields and in 

AN ALIEN with no prior knowledge 
would come away from Harry 
Freedman’s (pictured) new book with 

an unparalleled knowledge of the highs and 
lows of the British Jewish community over 
the last century: certainly a greater familiarity 
than most Britons, and likely better than most 
British Jews. This is due to the level of detail 
in the book, which delves into everything about 
Europe’s “only Jewish community to have sur-
vived [the Holocaust] completely intact”, from 
the expansion of faith schools to the fortunes 
of congregations outside London, along with 
the internecine squabbling that characterises 
most organised religions.   

If you are curious about, say, the origins of 
there being a UK Chief Rabbi, or the philoso-
phies of the different denominations and how 
they have developed in the UK, this book is 
your guide. Freedman, a prolific author of 
books on Jewish subjects, has produced some-
thing that could fairly lay claim to becoming 
the definitive guide to British Jewry, drawing 
on interviews with a who’s who of luminaries 
including the head of the Board of Deputies, 
charity leaders and the odd peer.     

But  Britain’s Jews  is more than a primer. 
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Freedman is specifically concerned with telling 
the story of British Jews in the lead up to, and 
wake of, the Corbyn era. Given that an hour 
can be a long time in politics, especially nowa-
days, readers might recall only faintly the level 
of trepidation felt by many – if not all – British 
Jews regarding the prospect of a 
Labour victory in 2019.       

As Freedman sets out, this 
was not because of a right-
ward shift per se, but due to 
the stench of antisemitism 
felt to hang over the party. 
Fear was visceral; Jewish 
commentators drew com-
parisons with the 1930s 
and families discussed at 
dinner tables whether they 
would be welcome in the coun-
try if Jeremy Corbyn became 
prime minister.   

The author does not interrogate at length 
whether this anxiety was warranted. Rather 
he is interested in how the community 
responded – by raising its voice in an unprece-
dented way. Until recently, he suggests, most 
wanted to blend in (other than Haredi Jews, 
for whom distinctiveness is an essential char-
acteristic). Now, young Jews think nothing 
of talking about their faith, with a confidence 
that belies their history.     

British Jews today are “far more prepared 
to stand up for themselves, to celebrate their 
Jewishness, than previous generations,” he 
writes. Certainly, I have no problem speaking 
publicly about my identity in a way I expect 
my grandparents would never have done. Yet 
I wonder if Freedman places too much 
emphasis on this as a singularly Jewish phe-
nomenon, as opposed to one seen across the 

board among digital natives used to turning 
every experience into social media fodder. 

Perhaps more interesting than the well 
trodden story of Corbyn and the Jews – a 
 subject already covered, of course, by David 
Baddiel in his best-selling Jews Don’t Count 

– is Freedman’s examination of what 
the future might bring if secular-

ism and ultra-religiosity 
squeeze out the mainstream. 

He contends that the bigger 
threat than antisemitism 
is assimilation, “of British 
Jewry gradually dissipating 
and disappearing as it 
becomes absorbed into the 

mainstream”. Equally, there 
are illuminating nuggets, for 

example on the relationship 
between British Jews and Israeli 

and French expats, or how intra-
 communal relations were strengthened during 
the pandemic.     

There are omissions, not least the history 
of the myriad Jewish youth movements, 
which have surely been instrumental in indu -
cing the new confidence he examines. But 
these are few. More, my question is whom 
the book is for.  It’s perhaps too focused on 
the minutiae of Jewish life for readers outside 
the faith, yet would those who already live 
and breathe communal life really feel the 
need to read this?     

That said, as someone steeped in Jewish 
faith, practice, culture and communal life, 
who has written for The Jewish Chronicle for 
more than a decade, it gave me plenty to mull 
over. And as a portrait of a community at a 
particular moment, it is an exhaustive, impres-
sive achievement. 

the shattered cities and desperate refugee 
camps of every Middle Eastern scene of strife: 
from the First Gulf War, and the recurring 
conflicts between Israelis and Palestinians in 
Lebanon, in Gaza, and in Israel itself, to the 
US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 and its 
appalling consequences, and the horrors that 
followed the brief promise of the Arab Spring 
in Egypt, in Libya and, worst of all, in Syria, 
its brutal regime supported by Putin’s bombs. 

In his new book, an enthralling read, Bowen 
fills in the background to the events he has 
witnessed. He takes the reader not just on to 
“the Arab street” but into actual streets and 
towns and villages with names, and people’s 
houses and the bombs that smash them, and 
the hospitals without power where exhausted 
doctors amputate limbs or try to save starved 
babies. He underpins his own experiences 
with deep knowledge of the region and the 
tangled complexities of its past and present. 
The European powers poised at the end of the 
First World War to commandeer the pieces 

of the collapsed Ottoman Empire, which had 
ruled the region for centuries, have been 
responsible for a century of anguish. Britain 
and France parcelled out the Near East 
between them while Britain’s irreconcilable 
promises to Lawrence’s Arabs and the Jews 
who rejoiced at the Balfour Declaration were 
laden with tragedy. The entry of America into 
the region, starting with the 1953 removal, 
with British support, of Mosaddegh from Iran, 
up to Trump’s phoney “deal of the century”, 
has been a long disaster, with autocrats 
propped up and oil often the priority. The 
2003 Iraq War and the toleration of Israel’s 
illegal settlements in occupied Palestine have 
made the West’s high moral line about Ukraine 
look hypocritical to much of the world. 

Bowen’s reporting is always objective but 
it is not without judgement. He ends his 
book: “Powerful states looking in from out-
side need to stop making [the Middle East] 
worse. Do no more harm. Then try to make 
things better.”
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