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THE oldest Ashkenazi shul in 
London this week celebrated its 160th 
birthday. Sandys Row Synagogue was 
established by a group of 50 Dutch 
immigrant families who had settled in 
Spitalfields in the 1840s. In 1854 they 
formed what was known as the Society 
for the Comfort of Mourners, Kindness 
and Truth.  Thirteen years later they 
purchased the lease of a former 
Huguenot church in Sandys Row and 
the shul was consecrated three years 
later.  It became part of the Federation 
of Synagogues but left the organisation 
in 1899. In 1923 it joined the United 
Synagogue. That relationship ended in 
1949 when the shul became independent 
and has remained so ever since.

Sandys Row remained open 
throughout both World Wars and 
enjoyed its heyday in the 1950s. On 
Shabbos and Yom Tov some worshippers 
were often left to sit in the aisles such 
were the numbers that flocked there.

With the move of Jews north and 
eastwards, Sandys Row suffered a 
serious decline in numbers. By the 
1990s it almost closed down, often 

struggling to obtain a minyan. But in 
recent years it has had a new lease of 
life thanks to the efforts of a new board 
of management and a new generation 
of Jews moving back into the now-

gentrified East End.
There have been five chasunas in the 

shul over the last year alone.
There is a daily Mincha preceded by a 

halocho shiur and followed by Tehillim 

and there are weekly Shabbos minyanim 
under the leadership of Rabbi Mendy 
Korer and Rev Malcolm Gingold.

On Tuesday night those efforts were 
recognized in the presence of current 
shul members and guests including 
the Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis, local 
MP Rushanara Ali and Mayor of Tower 
Hamlets John Biggs.

Shul Chairman Mr Harvey Rifkind 
thanked his colleagues on the board as 
well as Rev Gingold and Rabbi Korer for 
their constant input which has contributed 
to the revival of the shul’s fortunes. He 
also thanked Mr David Parlons and Mr 
Danny Fluss for their organisation of the 
weekday Mincha minyan.

In his address the Chief Rabbi 
contrasted the situation which preceded 
the Churban Beis Hamikdosh, caused by 
sinas chinom, with that of the rebuilders 
of Sandys Row many centuries later. He 
said that ahavas chinom, natural love, 
is what has sustained the shul, allowing 
it to flourish against all odds. He lauded 
the inspirational input of Rabbi Korer 
and his care for every individual in the 
community.

The evening ended with Maariv led 
by Rev Gingold and a reception.

Revived East End shul marks milestone

Rabbi Mendy Korer addressing the shul on Tuesday night
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SEVEN years after it was given a 
temporary reprieve Fieldgate Street 
Synagogue finally closed its doors this 
week.  Once a month Shabbos davening, 
as well as being open on the Yomim 
Noraim, could not fend off the inevitable. 
The building has been sold to the giant 
mosque next door. 

The public was invited to help themselves 
to the shul’s appurtenances this week, 
signalling the final curtain on an important 
part of East End Jewish history. 

The shul was founded in 1899.  A 
plaque on the wall commemorates this 
momentous event.

The interior of Fieldgate Street 
encapsulated the history of Jewish 
settlement in the East End.  For example, 
along the wooden panelling edging the 
upstairs ladies gallery are the names of 
humble tailors and carpenters who gave 
donations from their meagre earnings to 
fund the shul.

As Jews left the East End to make 
their parnossah elsewhere, the viability 
of the remaining local shuls was called 

into question. Vine Court, Alie Street, 
Ezras Chaim and Stepney Orthodox 
amalgamated with Fieldgate Street. 

Among the legendary figures of Fieldgate 
Street was the late Reb Leibish Gayer zl.  
He was born in Poland in 1913, came to 
London in 1934 and joined Fieldgate Street 
in1935.  He became the shul’s all-rounder, 
in turn its Chazzan, Baal Koreh, Rov and 
president, fulfilling all these roles until his 
passing in 1992.  He was renowned for his 
compassion and kindness. 

Mrs Lorraine Levy who was at the Sandys 
Row event on Tuesday fondly recalled Rev 

Gayer and her parents’ association with 
Fieldgate Street.

An unsavoury experience surrounding 
his mother’s death in Poland defined 
Rev Gayer’s own attitude to his own 
congregants in Fieldgate Street, who he 
would greatly respect and cherish.  

I last attended Fieldgate Street on 
Tisha B’Av about 15 years ago. Five years 
earlier I spent a memorable Shabbos 
there. I remember some of the heimishe 
gentlemen I met on each occasion. As 
they say, they don’t make them like that 
anymore.  

Farewell to Fieldgate Street


