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The first time I ever saw a live lion was in a cage at Duffy's circus.  I was then about ten. Duffy's circus used to travel all the towns and villages in Ireland; and when once a year it came to the City of Cork it would pitch in a field near the Fardyke.  It was there, outside the big tent, that I first laid eyes on the King of Beasts, pacing up and down in his cage. As he turned to face me I was startled by his extraordinary resemblance to Zeida. His beard wasn't as long or as well-kept as Zeida's, but his mane was thrown back in the same way as the old gentleman's white locks.  He strode with the same tense movements and carried himself with the same proud mien. His leathery face was creased just like Zeida's. There was even a vocal resemblance: the thunder in the lion's roar was uncannily like the gravel in Zeida's angry growl.  But more than anything I was struck by the likeness of their eyes.  They had the same shape. They had the same colour, grey-blue. They looked out at me with the same imperious expression and with the same fierce glint in them.

Zeida was the name by which we knew our grandfather, the Reverend Meyer Elyan, my father's father.  Born in a little Lithuanian town, Zhogger, he came to Cork in 1881, and lived there all the rest of his life.  He died in 1928 at the age of 84 and was buried in the Jewish cemetery outside the city, on a hill looking down on the luscious green valley of the River Lee. 

What brought him from Lithuania to Ireland, from Zhogger to Cork?   That, indeed, is a story in itself, enough to fill a book. Pity he didn't write it himself.  I heard him tell parts of it, but even these I can now only dimly recall.   Lithuania was at that time part of the Czarist Empire.  The persecution the Jews suffered there made them strive to get the hell out of it.  Anywhere.  America, of course, was the objective of most of them, but there were two basic problems to be overcome:  how to smuggle yourself out of the country, and, once out, how to raise the money to travel further.  

These too were Zeida's problems.  He had smicha, a diploma from the highest religious authorities to officiate as a rabbi.   He was also a shochet, qualified for the ritual slaughter of animals, and a mohel, qualified to perform circumcision. His problems were partially solved when he learned that a man of his qualifications was needed by the Jewish community in the city of Cork, Ireland. He had never heard of the place, but from a look at the map he saw that it was almost half-way to America. What's more, Cork, he found out, was a port of call for ships from Europe to America.  That settled it.  

To listen to Zeida telling the story of his early days in Cork was one of the greatest joys of my childhood.  Speaking in a mixture of Yiddish and English, the stern look in his grey eyes, now touched with a trace of bloodshot, would melt as he recalled events of thirty years back. The little house they came to live in was in Hibernian Buildings, a square of squalid houses built on a piece of reclaimed marshland between the gasworks and a railway line.  But to them it was a veritable palace compared to the hovel they left behind in Zhogger. For the first time in their life they lived surrounded by goyim. And to be able to go about unafraid was for them a new-found pleasure. Zeida spoke glowingly of the many acts of kindness they received from their Catholic neighbours. "We couldn't speak a word of English", he said.  "You understand, not a word," adding with unabashed pride: "they used to raise their hats to me, a foreigner, a yid."

This show of respect, I could well understand, was not just because he was a yid. Much of it was due, I was sure, to his impressive appearance.  Tall, and erect as a flagpole, he was especially imposing in his high hat and frock-coat. He had an air of dignity about him that stemmed, I had no doubt, from his profound Jewish learning, and perhaps even more from his awareness of his roots in a long line of rabbinical and scholarly forebears, the most distinguished of whom was Elijah, the Gaon of Vilna, from whom the name Elyan was transmitted.

It was these qualities, I imagine, which were responsible for attracting the friendship of two gentlemen, a Protestant minister by the name of Reverend Kerr, and a well-known Catholic priest, Father O'Leary. It was the first time that either of them had ever met a rabbi in the flesh. As Zeida recounted what these two had done for him, his eyes would light up as if he were recalling having seen Moses coming down from Mount Sinai. A wondrous miracle. These two clergymen had collected money from their parishioners in aid of the poor Jewish community of Cork; a sum that was eventually used for the purchase of a plot of land for a Jewish cemetery. 

At this point of the story, his eyes would suddenly flash with anger and his spade-shaped beard bristle as if charged with electricity.  "Jewish community! What Jewish community!" he growled.  "There was no such thing".  What he found on arrival in Cork was a bitter disappointment to him.  The whole community consisted of two families plus eight or nine bachelors all poverty-stricken.  What little money they possessed had been used to pay his fare from Lithuania to Ireland.  All they could raise now was the few shillings a week to pay the rent of the house in Hibernian Buildings.

Their 'synagogue' was a backroom in the home of one of the families, set aside for prayers but hardly ever used as such. Most of the time they played cards in it.  They earned a meagre livelihood by peddling Catholic 'holy pictures' from door to door in the City of Cork and the surrounding countryside.

And that too was what Zeida had to do to feed his family.  He was given a load of cheap glossy pictures in crude wooden frames and shown how to distinguish them; The Sacred Heart, The Crown of Thorns, The Blessed Virgin, The Infant Jesus, and St. Patrick. He was taught a few words of English to address prospective buyers and sent off on his round. 

The first door he knocked at was opened by a fierce, tough-looking fellow, whose appearance frightened the wits out of Zeida. The English words he had learnt by heart fled from his mind.  He tried to speak to him in Yiddish, in German, in Russian.  The fellow at the door burst into a roar of laughter, and called on the inmates of the house to come out and listen to the 'funny oul' Jewman.'  They gathered around him, jeering and imitating in gibberish what he was trying to say. Confused, humiliated and utterly dejected, he gathered up his merchandise. With the cord that held the two heavy loads of pictures cutting into his hands, he trudged all the way back to Hibernian Buildings.

His next venture in peddling the pictures was more fortunate.  This time he took the precaution of writing out in Hebrew characters a phonetic transliteration of his sales talk. This he carried with him and referred to it any time his memory failed him. He was fortunate too in coming across more sympathetic clients.

Most of the citizens of Cork, particularly the poor slum-dwellers of the alleyways, had never before seen a Jew. To them his bearded, leonine appearance made an awesome impression.  It even lent a hallmark of authenticity to the holiness of the pictures he was selling.  As the days went by he managed with the aid of a German–English dictionary to learn a little more of the language and, by trundling his load of pictures from early morning to all  hours of the night, to earn enough to keep his family from starving. But that was not his main worry.

What troubled him most was the character of the Jewish community he had come to serve as rabbi.  To him, his was a sacred calling.  He believed in every word of the Torah, written and oral, as God-given and unalterable.  And his whole life was ruled by the effort to observe, at no matter what sacrifice, every one of the six-hundred-and-thirteen precepts ordained in it.

The most sacred of these was the observance of the Sabbath down to the minutest detail.  Imagine then his horror on coming to Cork when he found that the Sabbath meant little or nothing to most of the Jews there!  During most of the week they loafed about between peddling their pictures in the city's laneways and playing cards in the synagogue.  On Saturdays they hied themselves off to some country fair.  There it was easier and more profitable for them to sell their pictures and other religious emblems than to peddle them from door to door.

Zeida made it his first and foremost task to impress on them the gravity of the sin of violating the Sabbath. In turn he cajoled them, he thundered at them, he instructed them.  Finally, by force of his personality, he got them to the stage of abstaining from work on the Sabbath and making up a minyan for regular Sabbath services.  They did so however without any marked enthusiasm.  There was even an undercurrent of sullen opposition from a certain element in the little community, made up mainly of some men who had come from a little Lithuanian shtetl, Okyman.  According to Zeida this place was notorious as a nest of horse-thieves and smugglers.

In the months following Zeida's arrival in Cork a few more of their kind had come to settle there and helped to fortify the opposition to him.  Still the observance of the Sabbath continued to be maintained by the community as a whole. 

Then an unfortunate incident occurred with serious consequences.  One man, who defied Zeida by deliberately going out to ply his wares on the Sabbath, took ill and died.  The story quickly spread that Zeida had laid a curse on him.  Zeida protested that all he had done was to admonish him for his sinfulness and that in fact the man admitted his transgression before he died and begged forgiveness.  But Zeida's angry utterances must have sounded to them like the voice of God admonishing Adam, or at the very least like Moses rebuking the rebellious Korah.

The man's death created a serious rift in the community, then numbering about twenty male members.  Angry sides were taken, and it split in two.  A second congregation was formed, with a synagogue housed in another little backroom.  The feud grew in bitterness, often breaking out into fisticuffs.  In one of these fights the sefer Torah, the Holy Scroll, was used as a weapon.  This was Zeida's saddest memory.,  As he recalled the details of that sacrilegious episode, it saddened my own childish heart.  The gravel piled up in his voice; heavy droops of tears rolled down the deep furrows of his face and drenched his beard.   'That's how it is', he ended, 'that to this day, thirty years after, we still have two shuls in Cork.'

The two synagogues in fact are vividly engraved in my earliest childhood memories.  They occupied one room each in Number Ten and Number Two South Terrace, a row of big dilapidated Georgian houses.  Our family worshipped at Number Ten, and as we walked past Number two we would make a wide detour, as if to avoid contamination.  Some time before I reached Barmitzvah the two synagogues merged, an event which Zeida also lived to see. 

The United Congregation was housed in a newly-built synagogue on the site of Number Ten South Terrace.  During World War I and for a few years after, he congregation grew and reached almost a hundred families.  The children of the feuding families, oblivious of the ancient animosities, intermarried.  Many of their grandchildren and great-grandchildren are now settled in Israel – in Jerusalem, Haifa, and a Negev kibbutz.

Alas, the story ends on a sad note.  More than ninety years after Zeida's arrival in Cork, the congregation today is on its last legs, mustering a bare minyan.  It is more than doubtful whether a minyan of Jews will be left in Cork to celebrate the congregation's centenary.
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