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Even in early times, during the Roman Empire, in the city on the site that is now Osijek, there were Jews.  However, there was not a continuous Jewish presence until the 16th century. 
As the Turks broke through toward Vienna in the 16th century, the Jews who were driven out of Spain joined them. Many of the Jews who were driven out – Sephardim who reached the Ottoman Empire – joined with the Turkish army in moving toward the Balkans and the Panonian Plain. However, in general, they also left with the Turks in 17th century, and thus there are few Sephardim who remained in this area.
Into this emptiness which was only looted by the army, where the population left, came other Jews, together with the Austrian army, so that, from the 18th century onward, there were rich Jewish settlements in this region. At the beginning, this settlement was illegal, because the Austrian government did not permit long-term and continuous residence. Northern Croatia, that is, the area between the Sava and Drava Rivers, was a region full of Jewish communities, and, among these, Osijek was one of the first and was the largest. The first synagogue existed at the end of the 18th century in the only communal building. According to documents from 1849, in that year the first meetings of a sort of Board of the Jewish Community of Osijek were held in the part of Osijek known as the Upper City. This document also speaks of the founding of the Community. 
The Jews were given land for the graveyard by the city in 1867. The Jewish graveyard is in the same location today. The oldest monuments in the graveyard dating from pre-1867 were probably placed there during the period from which they date, that is, before the city donated the land. 
The large synagogue, the largest building in the city at that time, was built in 1869. 
In another part of Osijek, in the Lower City, a smaller but independent community was founded.  This community had its own graveyard and built its own synagogue in 1903. 
Later, around 1930, the two communities joined. 

Four periods of time may be discerned in the development of the Community:

1. the period until 1941, when the community grew, prospered, and during which its members, who made up about 8% of the population, gave a significant contribution to the economic and civic development of the city. The community joined the Zionist Movement at an early stage and was represented at the first Zionist conference in Basel. The number of members decreased slightly after the First World War when Osijek became a border city in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. Even then, the community was very active in beginning the initiative for the founding of the Council of Jewish Communities in the newly founded country. 

2. The second period was the difficult and destructive time that began in 1941. The majority of Jews (between 80% and 90%) were killed, most in the concentration camps at Auschwitz and Jasenovac. Of the small number of survivors, only about 10% returned to Osijek, and, in 1948, more than half of these emigrated to Israel. In Osijek, where about 2500 Jews had lived, only about 100 remained in 1948 (the number is similar today). In this period of darkness, the synagogue in the Upper City was badly damaged. 

3. The third period began in 1945. During the next forty years, the Community lived on the margins of society and in poverty. The Community existed on contributions from abroad. There was no religious life. The Community merely survived and did not have the possibility to concern itself with its spiritual life or with guarding its heritage for its heirs. The Community was given three rooms in the building of the Jewish School for its use. Two of those rooms were and are used for administration and for meetings of the Community and one was and is used as a synagogue. In that period, in 1952, at the request of the city administration, that which remained of the synagogue in the Upper City was destroyed. The synagogue in the Lower City was in a decrepit state. Neither the Community nor the Council of Jewish Communities in Belgrade as the umbrella organization in the former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia had the finances to protect the building from total destruction and it was sold to a Christian association. Today, it serves as a church. 
4. The fourth period began at the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s when the Jewish Community emerged from its anonymity and moved away from the edge of existence and became a true religious and minority community which, because of the need to open the society (democracy and tolerance), obtained assistance from the government.  Although their motives probably weren’t pure, they nonetheless gave support to an independent life for the Community and for its development. The rooms in the Jewish School were renewed and the Community offices were placed there. The Community is now trying to maintain its spiritual heritage and that which remained from a once prosperous community in Osijek and its surroundings. Because of its work on the cultural and civic development of the city, the Jewish Community of Osijek received the prize known as the “Golden Coat of Arms of the City of Osijek” in 2003.
