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            We dedicate this book to the spirit of all those who made it onto the pages.

            Given that they would never have imagined their lives would be laid bare in print, in respect of them you will have to read between the lines if it is scandal, intrigue or indeed any of the vices that you are looking to find.

            That is for your own imagination.

            Tick tock through time over a hundred years and enjoy a glimpse of how it was.

            Well how it was for our extended family, Jewish immigrants who found their home in Belfast, raised their eight children on our streets and faced their own demons head on amongst the spectacularly shameful religious, political and warring divisions on this island and further afield.

            Never courting violence or taking sides.

            Workers, by God workers, nearly blinded by the hours in their day yet joyously emboldened by everything thrown in the path. Made for challenge.

            Even when that joy sunk into despair they coped because blood is thicker than water.

            Dare we say they will capture your hearts, they captured ours.

            It is their very being, the core of their existence, faith in God that governs our family as it married into Irishmen and women.

            We hope you smile with them as they glance back at you from their photographs and we hope you can read what is in their hearts for that fleeting moment they struck a pose in front of the camera.

            Dreams and expectations, love and loss, wealth and poverty poignantly all on display.

            There was never a struggle to do things their way for their path was their own, a mantle they handed down through the generations.

            How could we dedicate this book to just one of them?

            Let’s just say they all knew how much they were loved.

            Yet impossibly we have to name four men who would cast such influence.

            Philip, Tommy, Gerry and Danny.

            Along with four women, Neska, May, Sissy and Kathleen.

            The essence of their lives colour this story and like all the rest of them, none can be done without to complete the picture.

            
                

            

            – Geraldine and Beryl
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1
            PREFACE

         

         Whom of us ever said these lives we are dealt would be easy?

         Is it all for the taking for those who grasp at dreams?

         This is the story of such people, immigrants who made it happen.

         
             

         

         When the timing is right maybe that is the key.

         Add true love to that mix, add children, religion, politics and conflict.

         Nothing extraordinary there, after all, it has been the way of the world forever and a day.

         None more so than on the beautiful Island of Ireland or the vast

         Empire of Russia back in the late 1800’s, where suspicion and persecution equally matched division and man’s hatred of his fellow neighbour.

         
             

         

         Yet there are those who seem to rise higher from the ashes than others.

         By the Hand of God and for some, a ‘’Matter of Luck’’.

         
             

         

         Philip Leopold was that man, the driving force, the decision maker.

         Rarely is there an opportunity to see inside the privacy of such a family life.

         Even more rare is their story, recounted by a ninety year old granddaughter,

         written by a great granddaughter and brought to life in precious personal imagery.

         
             

         

         There is no fancy language from the pages, these people could be your own neighbours

         and you are unaware of them.

         Who they are, who they were, who they belonged to, what they offered to others and of course what they celebrated, embraced, enjoyed and yes, suffered.2

         
             

         

         There is something about spirit in there, a lot about passion for life, work, family and friends ultimately wrapped up in all kinds of love.

         
             

         

         Geraldine Connon
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         “Give me your hand and I will tell you what I see.

         Something started with your great grandfather, and is now with you.

         Whatever it was I am sure you know.

         Tell the story, or it will be gone forever.”

         Aspirations, now there’s the thing. Welcome a touch of that in your DNA and see where it takes you. I suppose you can make them as real as you want them to be and then it begs another question, do inherited skills fall in line with the same premise or are they simply a curiosity? Christianity preaches about the Holy Spirit in us and around us, but sure Christianity does not have the monopoly in faith and then humanity is influenced by challenges from ideology, theology, philosophy, science, anthropology, sociology and some more.

         Spirit however, the fundamental measure of being alive, stands unchallenged, virtually indestructible and free to everyone.

         There is nothing stronger than the biblical definition, “Breath the spirit which like the wind is invisible, immaterial and powerful.”

         Who can say that ordinary life is not, in fact, extraordinary?

         Who chooses to be the Free Spirit strengthened and emboldened with their secret weapon, the energy of their forefathers?

         Who believes in life, in circumstance and in death, the notion of chance is truly a ‘matter of luck’? Funny I know some people who do, people who will never forget their roots.

      

   


   
      
         
            
        REMEMBER WHO YOU ARE REMEMBER TO WHOM YOU BELONG
      

         

         Kriukai, Siauliai, Kovno Gubernia, Lithuania, Ukraine, Western Russia.

         30th December 1876 Philip (Preydl) Lepar was born.

         In the neighbouring city of Riga Latvia, that same year Rose Patjunsky was born.

         The century previous, Imperial Russia under the reign of Catherine II determined that there were Russians and then there were Russian Jews. Laws were passed and a designated area, the Pale of Settlement was created in 1791. Segregation on a large scale as we know it. Purely for religious, political and economic reasons, Jews were not permitted to live elsewhere in the Empire. Except that is for a select few who amongst other things could have been jewellers to the Russian Royal family. Namely Joseph Abramovich Marchak, ‘The Cartier of Kiev’.

         Kriukai in the middle of the 19th century was home to a Jewish community, self-sufficient both economically and socially yet by no means affluent. It was the countryside, there were those who worked the land and those who carved out their living in the usual trades of the day. Of course livelihoods were won by cobblers, carpenters and fishermen yet economically rural publicans earned more and significantly Jewish tailors held the monopoly over the clothing industry born out of the necessity for specialised religious garments. Those skills and the web of possibilities for all involved would gain form inexplicably out of servitude.

         For millennia the growth of flax and the use of homespun cloth was to be Russia’s national treasure.

         The cloth?

         Linen. Mankind’s oldest woven fabric, definitive in the role it played in the greatest historical events of the world.

         This was the hard trade of the Lepar family.

         Ultimately it would be the life and death of them, a few would escape.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE RAGE OF POWER STRUGGLE

         

         13 March 1881, lives changed in an instant, a simmering racism was to raise Cain as a new hell descended when Alexander II was assassinated and savage rumours escalated throughout the Empire.

         Next in line is Tsar Alexander III, a staunch reactionary and anti-Semite, frenetic with power unleashed a fury never before witnessed.

         Poisonous unfounded accusations were levied on Jews the critical target even though the revolutionaries of Narodnaya Volya (People’s Will) were the guilty party as history records.

         The new tsar’s escalation of anti-Jewish policies sought to ignite popular antisemitism, portraying Jews as ‘Christ Killers’ and the oppressors of Slavic and Christian victims.

         Consequently a large scale cataclysmic wave of anti-Jewish pogroms swept the Ukraine between 1882-1884 throughout the entire Baltic region and the Pale of Settlement.

         The widespread unrest it brought to Russian lives led to the harrowing displacement of 2.6 million ethnic Lithuanians inclusive of hundreds of thousands of Jews who emigrated to the West, England, USA, Canada, Australia and South Africa. The die was cast.

         Philip and Rose were born into this climate. Sheltered by their parents.

         Leyb and Batya Lepar, along with their family of eight children, were living in the midst of this persecution. As official records show, Leyb happened to own real estate which gave him and his family a greater element of security allowing him to be tax exempt and describing them as ‘well to do’. This was a responsibility he took seriously in his community as they followed strict orthodox teachings, education of the faith being the core of their daily life. No family was more sure of their God. So their rural life was good, accepting as tradition dictated, inheritance of land would fall to the eldest son and as the younger sons came of age the law dictated conscription. These were days when Jews were forced to join the army for no less than 25 years, mercilessly even taking children as young as 12. That was Russia, in Ireland land was handed down very much the same way; conscription, now that was a whole different thing.

      

   


   
      
         
            
        C’EST LA VIE RUSSE
      

         

         Not a chance! When boys became men there was unrest in the family, Philip being the youngest knew this was inevitable and coupled with his defiance against the suffocating chains of The Empire he could only see a grim future, maybe no future. He wanted out. He would not be stopped and he would not be silenced. For him it was not revolutionary, it was common sense. 

         Leyb, the father was staring at a new unthinkable reality, he could see the keen flare in his hardy son.

         As conflict crept further into the Pale, it was drawing closer to the Lepar household and with Philip increasingly battling with oppressors, his parents and brothers could see the dangerous clouds circling them.

         The Lepar family compound was shaken.

         Leyb and Batya Lepar understood survival meant separation, beleaguered and resigned to the prospect, agreed that their unafraid son Philip should abandon Russia. He would not be the first to leave. 

         Only conjecture could surmise the mood. It must have been sombre and frantic at the same time, emotions would most certainly have been high, after all they knew this day had not been far away. So as Philip and his parents made their way to Riga harbour, for sure by horse and trap over country terrain, hanging onto every minute together, movingly there would never have been enough time between them. 

         Impossibly they had to let go of each other. Philip, as he saw his opportunity, chose his drawbridge. He was now officially an immigrant.

         Surrounded by displaced travellers, his family could only have stared in pathetic silence, for how long remains unknown perhaps for as long as it took night to fall, watching the vessel disappear on the water. 

         A seabound journey of at least five arduous days and nights with a melee of travellers herded en masse mostly in steerage and at the mercy of chance, no promises or guarantees within reach. Forget about imagining romance, not even in pure brilliant starlight or even sunshine.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE IMMIGRANT

         

         I understand your fear of me I understand your suspicion

         I understand your dismissal You have a life of your own

         Would you choose to leave your home, would you choose to leave your family? I think not, when You have a life of your own

         Could you harden your heart to your mother’s tears

         Could you harden your heart to your father’s fears

         Can you imagine their pain can you imagine mine

         Where lies the future for pity sake

         No longer a child it’s my life to take

         A ‘Have Not’ I do not plan to be I’m moving onwards, Watch Me

         
             

         

         – Geraldine Connon

         
             

         

         Philip was barely 17 years of age.

      

   


   
      
         
            
        ONE COOL CENTURY LATER 1989 GERALDINE CONNON (GC) STUDIO
      

         

         STAND BEHIND THAT GRAND WALL YOU’VE BUILT FOR YOURSELF, YOU WILL BE SAFE THERE

         “So these are your great-grandparents! Well now that explains it. What a great picture. So you have International blood in you Geraldine, that’s what it takes and you have inherited the skills of a tailor! How fortunate, it’s in you to be a creator.

         I knew my son was going to be a cattle dealer, just like his father. He was never and could never have been anything else”, exclaimed Barbara, a loyal client, oblivious to my humour at the amusing comparison.

         “Yes that’s them on their wedding day, the dust you see inside the frame comes from when it hung over their fireplace a hundred years ago. I’ll never clean it.”

         With a sigh and in my mind thinking, “I’m sure he knew days like this”.

         As always my attention is drawn back to my client conversation.

         “I believe that. It makes sense to me, I can do no other job. Tell me. What do you think about this cloth?”

         And so the day continues as every other day does in the studio. Sometime soon I am going to meet myself coming the other way, I have often flippantly quipped. Words that came back to haunt me recently, as I was wheeled into an operating theatre in the Royal Victoria, for an SVT ablation. A problem with the electrodes in the chambers of my heart, which were diagnosed as turning back on themselves, cursing me with blinding palpitations. All like a different life now yet some things stay the same.

         Early starts, every minute accounted for and then occasionally when the pressure of deadlines choke me, a sense of uneasiness descends.

         It is as if I am not alone. A cool air shivers across my back and whispers past my neck.

         That is when the edginess starts, impossible to shake off or stop quick sideway glances with the expectation that someone will be standing there.

         Always a moving shadow.

         RIGHT, GET OUT OF HERE! That’s it, all logic disappears, all machines off in a split second and I’m at the front door by this time frozen and rattled not daring to look back.

         Shoulder blades tightened, braced for some imaginary onerous hand to grab me.

         What in hell is this? Rearing its head repeatedly in different guises from the Shadows, Noises, Alarm Bells, Strangers in passing conversations. Coincidences.

         That endless debate which says there is no such thing. Or maybe it is someone somewhere, telling me, enough for today.

         More than often when I glance at my watch, I see that yes, yet again it is 2 am. That is today, that was yesterday too.

         Pulling the door behind me, head down, I start the brisk walk home, one of the bonuses of living in a small town. The streets are still and empty. This naivety that there is no danger was foolish as N.Ireland was in the grip of The Troubles back then. The hotspots played it out openly, while in outlying counties nerves and fears quietly simmered behind closed doors. Turning the key, believing it was without a sound makes little difference, be rest assured the parents are waiting, well just mum now.

         “Is that you Geraldine? it’s very late”.

         “Yes it’s me and yes it’s very late and you are still not in bed.”

         Of course mum is still awake, that is who she is. Family first, then back in the day when dad was unwell, dearly loved and a constant worry, sleep became optional.

         Thinking back to when disaster struck the Connon family, an unforgettable Sunday evening.

         Gerry, already in ill health having succumbed to a few heart attacks over a ten-year period suffered a debilitating stroke.

         This was a cruel blow to a man who enjoyed his work and had one focus, ‘family’. He never lost his humour and regained his pride even though he did not make a full recovery. Time was generous to Gerry as he lived for another 17 years allowing him to salvage his ‘sweet-tempered’ personality.

         Gerry Connon and Beryl Rolston fell in love just like many young couples. Theirs was a true romance of the youngest son of a family of seven while Beryl was an only child. The loneliness of being an only child convinced her that would not be her plan. She wanted six children. Gerry for his part had been earmarked for the ‘priesthood’ not uncommon in his day in Catholic family tradition in Ireland and indeed amongst the Connon connection. Forget it, he had no notion of that for his life, no disrespect intended. He could not wait to leave school, hero worshipping his eldest brother Danny, brothers in arms. Theirs is another long story; two boys from the country, with big ideas.

         Danny kicked the move off leaving the home farm in Crebilly, Ballymena for the fast life in Dublin. He had his eyes on being a publican. North or South, whatever and wherever it took to make him a millionaire.

         Always looking ahead having worked on his apprenticeship, he then decided it would be the North, Gerry joined him.

         They were making strides.

         It would be Danny who fell first, that is, fell in love. He may have seen her at Mass or maybe he asked her to dance one night at the Rhinka Ballroom in Islandmagee, anyhow Kathleen Meehan accepted his marriage proposal. To those looking on, it seemed they had it all. Not so.

         They were certainly a fiery couple well able for each other becoming proud parents to a daughter, Marie. In their house of very vocal opinions and her father’s reckless attempts to lay the law down this child grew up a determined, wilful star in their space who enjoyed defying him. It was a game they played out. Nevertheless she was showered with love and money. There were those looking on saying, there is a young girl who is doing everything from travel to clothes, to holidays, there will be a time when there will be nothing left for her to do. Come the day!

         That day came too soon, at the age of 23, Marie was lost to her devoted parents succumbing to a rare cancer two months before she should have graduated from Trinity College Dublin. It made no sense. Nothing was ever the same for them. They would bear that chill.

         Gerry and Beryl stood behind them, watching them try to recover. Their young children would attend their older cousin’s funeral poignantly following their mother and father’s lead to shake their uncle’s hand. Years would pass and a new friendship evolved within the extended Connon family. There was a spark of life reignited, Danny and Kathleen became a second set of parents to his brother’s youths, enjoying a new stage, treading lightly on unfamiliar ground. Always just in the background. They would enjoy the antics, the struggles and the achievements with none of the responsibilities.

         The perfect sounding board.

         Danny was somewhat of a genius in business, an eccentric with a photographic memory and most importantly like his brother, he was more than keen on good clothes. Only ever wearing bespoke tailored suits and handmade leather shoes, uppers and soles, essential to his well being as he generated so much static in his body. He was the true definition of a live wire. Unable to wear a watch because of it, improvising by carrying a carriage clock in his pocket. The very good news for me was he was totally enamoured by my chosen career. He and Kathleen embraced and like my parents relished the challenges in the unpredictable World of Fashion. They lived for every moment because I told them it all, their opinion counted. It was new for them, unknown territory but importantly for him it was business. Kathleen and he now had another independent spirit in their space.

         Beryl, on the other hand, knew all about tailoring.

         She had grown up under her grandfather Philip’s watchful eye and as it happened would be surrounded by tailors all of her childhood. When this time of her life had been put to bed who could have predicted what 40 years later would bring. Four generations down the line.

         Belfast became the home to Jewish immigrants from the 1840s, the Community growing to around 1,500 at its height in the 1920s through to the 1970s.

         Philip Lepar when he boarded the ship in Riga thought he was bound for the USA.

         His life took a different turn. When it docked in Hull, England in 1894, this isolated youth would not join another ship, not for that moment anyway. Seems he was in possession of a level of foresight or maybe something more powerful made him stay, anyhow it was all his choice now.

         Know thyself. He would pick his direction.

         Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor, Rich Man, Poorman… the choice was Tailor

         IN THE BLOOD from 1876

         CONNON HOUSEHOLD 1978

         This was the best home to belong to. A haven.

         Nothing unusual in the grander scheme of things in the early days, then young adults were born. Happy to enjoy their own craziness and differences.

         The Troubles in N. Ireland had been raging for ten years. It was unfortunately a Way of Life for my generation. Daily news bulletins of bombs, riots, deaths, road blocks, fighting rhetoric and military presence only halfway through its path of misery became strangely normal.

         Astonishingly in the Connon house a bigger fear took hold.

         The world stood still and uncertainty weighed the family down.

         Illness ever present robbed Gerry of his Freedom of Life.

         The dynamic of the Connon family changed, living on a financial knife edge. I had just turned 19 years of age.

         My elder brother Brian, my sister Roisin and myself were just heading off to university.

         No excuses or get out clauses acceptable.

         We had to succeed. The alternative offered a poor future.

         Younger brother Michael was following our lead six years later. The baby of the family.

         “Some baby”! as Gerry would have said.

         Gerry who faced his challenges head on, carried along by love. Only he mattered at that point. Even our doctor would shake his head and call him a miracle man. No one showed a mightier determination to fight for his precious life with his family. That was the battle. Responsibility shifted and the unity tightened. We four young adults on the move had even more purpose.

      

   


   
      
         
            
        THE GRASS IS GREENER
      

         

         As it turned out 40 shades greener.

         When Philip Lepar first arrived in England and registered as an immigrant, he joined the enclave of the Jewish Community, extensively living in dismal levels of poverty and hardship endured by swelling numbers of displaced men, women and children. Then out of the clear blue sky in the bleak hopelessness of the English ghettos, a precarious existence, he would not be unforgivingly swallowed up as luck would prevail.

         Bespoke tailoring, the largest source of employment, was evolving, the birth of manufacture and mass production had begun and by the turn of the century the UK was the centre of the largest clothing producers in the world. In truth 1901 saw around 60% of all immigrant Jewish men working in tailoring, Philip found his direction; watch, listen and learn.

         Hardly a recipient of special treatment it is always about choices.

         Thus under the cloak of relative safety within the Jews and with long distance help from his father’s connections, his youth in his favour, he moved from Hull to Leeds and secured employment in a tailoring firm manufacturing uniforms for the various government departments. This company as it transpired also secured the contract for uniforms in Ireland. His job? Start at the bottom, a ‘gofer’, or as the grand title evolved, a message boy. That would have educated him.

         This ambitious youth was never going to sit still and so it came to pass that once he had gained enough knowledge of the trade, he was to be shipped to Belfast annually in the spring to take measurements for new uniforms. Highlighting once again naked lack of nerves with a personality in his favour because his English would have been plain scant while at the same time drawing attention to his greatest ability in the trade. The most sacred job in clothes making. The skill of the master pattern-maker, for no matter how pretty the drawings are, nor how good the cloth looks and feels, if the garment does not fit no one will buy it much less wear it. Now his path crossed that of John Arnold, the owner of the tailoring company, John recognised that in him.

         By the turn of the cards Philip took up lodgings in a boarding house owned by another Jewish family named Patjunsky, fellow immigrants from Riga in Latvia. They too followed strict Orthodox rules, most importantly for them, ‘like meets like’.

         This yearly work mission and change of surroundings sat well with him. He could only have witnessed a different type of man and woman.

         The Irish as they were at that time and even more so the Northern Irish. A clan unto themselves. It would vitally have been a completely different atmosphere to life in England.

         By chance then something else caught his eye, well actually someone else of innate poetic appeal to him. Under the watchful gaze of her parents the innocent young daughter of the Patjunsky’s patiently carrying out her daily chores as part of the running of the house was unaware that she had caught the attention of the visiting lodger.

         Who knows when he made his intentions clear yet when asked he freely claimed he fell in love with her the first time he saw her. It was the glorious colour of her hair for him.

         Remember, to all intents and purposes, he was a lone wolf.

         It may have taken him an almighty four years but step by step as he got a hold of himself, the day came and he declared his love for Rose and she for him. He won her and he found her in Belfast, a fellow Russian.

         As public records confirm, Philip Lepar made his move and arrived in Belfast in 1898. After four long years in England finally there was someone he wanted to come home to. No doubt he had dallied with damsels, that temptation would have been hard to resist. Now there was an almighty draw, enough to convince him it was time to make his move from nothingness. Ireland would be the door to his life, Rose Patjunsky was waiting for him. She warmed his soul and they saw their future together.

         Safely under the roof of his future in-laws, thousands of miles from his homeland, the air he now breathed in somehow felt the same.

         John Arnold reached his hand out and warmly shook the hand of this keen young Russian, his new apprentice tailor.

         Would he even stay? Would he find his sanctuary? Would he find peace?

         Within the year, this unique young couple supported by their Jewish comrades, a modest gathering of the community made their way from their homes over to the first Belfast Synagogue on Great Victoria Street. A match had been made. He had proved himself and so Philip very sure proudly took the hand of his sweet Rose, the year was 1899.

         Belfast was on the cusp of the greatest industrial boom in history within the UK through a gradual industrialisation started back in 1798 and despite a history of famine and emigration on the island of Ireland, surprisingly became the fastest growing urban region of the United Kingdom, no other northern cities in England regardless of their similarities matched this boom of prosperity. It was the place to be.

         The Belfast Evening Telegraph, Nov 1904, records Belfast City as a thriving place, the news-copy laying out advertisements covering Entertainment, Essay Competitions, Church Events, etc, etc. Throwing up many familiar business names. Anderson and McAuley, Brands and Norman, Robinson and Cleaver. Still there was no equality of life.

         Let’s not remotely view this through rose-tinted glasses as dismally the poor were fiercely poor and the working class enjoyed few luxuries. Although there were many opportunities in most professions and an ever-changing diverse expanding population, nonetheless in sharp contrast, the abject dire poverty of the unskilled working classes living in the slums of the inner city threw up a hopeless existence.
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