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Gerald and Sheila at home on their 50th wedding anniversary, August 8, 1987. (Photo: John Goldberg)
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PREFACE


I n the late summer of 2020, I took part in a video about Jewish Cork, and also a Zoom meeting with people who came from Cork and are now dispersed all around the world. While my contributions were minor, the recollections this triggered of my father, Gerald, and my mother, Sheila, were overwhelming. I soon found myself surrounded by a trunk full of memories spread all around the floor of my living room. What was I going to do with them? My first impulse was to try to repack them, but they wouldn’t fit. You know how hard it is to repack a suitcase? Then I discovered more memories that were not in the trunk. What could I – should I – do with them all?


They were my parents. I set out to record their public lives, to tell their story, neither as a eulogy nor as a detraction. Gerald and Sheila were important people in Cork, not only because they were the first Jewish Lord Mayor and Lady Mayoress, but because of the significant contributions they made to the city’s cultural life over 40 years and more and how much the city and its people meant to them. I spent many months researching print and mixed media, archives, papers donated to University College Cork, and had numerous phone and Zoom calls with people in several countries who knew and remembered my parents. Gradually, information accumulated surrounding my father; information on Sheila was harder to find even though, it could be argued, her impact on the city, and its various cultural programs, was greater. Not only do all the projects she started continue today, but most are likely to continue long into the future.


Gerald and Sheila were two very different people who were married for nearly 60 years in a close, loving relationship, and who, at times, worked together but, at others, independently. My mission was to discover who they really were and what made them tick – and, perhaps, in the process, to discover something more about myself. Talking and writing about them demanded that I examine my own feelings; that has been the hardest part.


Gerald was a tall man, difficult and enigmatic, rather clumsy and unsteady on his feet, who buried himself in books and music. An Orthodox Jew, Gerald went through phases of being very religious and slightly less so, particularly as he got older. He prayed in the mornings, and sometimes, though not always, attended a Saturday morning service. He did insist that his three sons – John, Theo and I – went to services and that all High Holidays were observed. He could be tender, kind and generous but, conversely, he could be remote and cold. As children, we never knew in the morning which Gerald was coming downstairs and going into the office. Yet I looked for his heart and core all my life: we all did, I and my brothers, John and Theo. But for so much of the time, he was not emotionally accessible. Whenever I tried to get through to him with an idea or an alternative, the suggestion was rejected. Equally, when he needed help, he would reject offers, regardless of his need. These feelings and reactions about Gerald are not only mine; I believe my brothers had similar experiences. Indeed, John and Gerald did not get along, and attempts to bring John into Gerald’s legal practice were unsuccessful. Thank goodness for my mother, who was almost his complete opposite.


During the process of writing, I became interested in why Gerald was so detached despite, or because of, his brilliant mind. Why was he so brilliant, and also so difficult? I researched his whole career and family tree going back, as you will see, to his father, Louis (known as Laban, his Hebrew name), who came from Lithuania to Limerick about 1882-1883. Tracing Gerald through the life of his father took me into the whole realm of the dark period of immigration from Lithuania: the voyage to Ireland (Chapter 3), and the stories which Gerald told over and over again about the serious rows Laban had in the small community in Limerick (Chapter 4), and then the terrible events of the Limerick Pogrom in 1904 (Chapter 5).


There followed three more acts to this “Limerick” drama. In 1956, Gerald represented two Jehovah Witnesses in a case in Limerick (Chapter 6). In 1970, the Pogrom was inflamed again after an RTÉ documentary, as a result of which Gerald addressed a meeting of Tuairim in Limerick (Chapter 7). The final act was when the then Mayor of Limerick, Steve Coughlan, opened the Credit Union League Conference in 1975 (Chapter 8).


Jews have been telling stories about Lithuania for more than a century. After reading many papers on migration, I understand these do not always accord with what historians have revealed. Gerald considered everything that happened to his father in Limerick to be persecutory. When he took on cases and issues, I think Gerald treated all of them as projections on to his familial past. This is why there was such a fire in his head. It burned all his life and detonated from time to time when these issues were raised. Yet, he was never there, and the stories he told about Laban belong to what can be termed “cultural memory,” rather than historical memory. Sometimes, parts of a family history become embedded in the mind of a child who was neither present nor part of that history, yet they cannot get it out of their head; it lights a fire they cannot extinguish. In such fashion, I believe these events influenced and helped to shape Gerald’s character. In addition, a persistent question arose: is there an autism disorder in the DNA of the family? Could this explain why Gerald was, at times, so closed and so brilliant?
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Sheila Gerald on their 50th wedding anniversary. (Photo: Goldberg Special Archive, UCC)


Trying to describe Gerald without including Sheila would give an incomplete picture. They grew together for more than 60 years; facing all the joys and tribulations that such a lengthy marriage brings: a remarkable relationship in every sense. Sheila was gracious, warm, loving, generous and dignified. She was practical, sensible, direct, had a remarkable sense of humor, incredible organizational skills, and as if this were not enough, she was an amazing cook.


Sheila did her best to keep Gerald on the straight path. She stopped him, if she could, from flights of fancy: no easy task. But she understood him, loved and cared for him. For her, he always came first. She was most supportive when he was depressed or rejected in some of his endeavors. She was always there for him, and for everyone else too. She was a woman with arms as long as love. Of the two, she was the one with her feet more firmly anchored. She was the real genius of the family. She inherited from her mother a great sense of the importance of family, of the warmth in love, and belonging. She cared for everyone.


She could handle Gerald well, and when he was being obdurate, remote or hard to live with she knew when and how to intervene. When Gerald went off after dinner, to read and listen to music alone, Sheila would detain me in the kitchen to have some fun which she called “craic.” Her humor was great. I do not know anyone who did not love her. She was simply the best.


One final thought before I introduce them. Gerald had been accused many times of having a chip on his shoulder. His intellect could not respond until some years later he found a riposte by Bertolt Brecht who said: ”I wear a brick on my shoulder to show the kind of house I come from.” Gerald said his brick was painted in two colors, “blue and white because I am a Jew; and green and gold because I am an Irishman.”


Gerald always asserted and defended his Jewishness and Irishness. He might have projected himself as Liberty leading the People, carrying two flags. This exposes the dichotomy he straddled all his life, navigating difference. I think it was difficult for Corkonians to understand him. He always wanted to be part of them, while at the same time remaining on the outside to maintain his identity. They respected and admired him as a lawyer; they accepted his generosity to the city, but also accepted how difficult he was to work with.


Gerald comes across as dominant, yet Sheila will also be heard in a much quieter and gentler voice.


This is the story of their lives, work and achievements as best I can tell it. It was a voyage of discovery, a tumultuous and fascinating journey which I pray has done them justice. It is about my parents, my own memories and those friends, and relations who have shared theirs with me.









PART ONE









Chapter 1


GERALD: EARLY DAYS


I am an Irishman, I am a Corkman, and as both I am a Jew.


Gerald Y. Goldberg, Lost Soul of the World


Legends are there to tell us what history has forgotten.


Elif Shafak, The Island of Missing Trees


J ust after he died in 2003, Gerald was described as a “Colossus” and a “towering giant of the legal world” (Evening Echo, January 1, 2004). But it was not until after his death that he was considered in such glowing terms. It took many years and devoted hours to reach that peak. Up to his early 60s, he progressed slowly and steadily through the ranks of his profession, establishing his reputation as a successful solicitor. In those early years I think he struggled a lot. I know he was a workaholic, and I saw how much he invested of himself in everything he did. He gave everything he had to all the causes and issues he took up. I watched that slow, steady ascent of the mountain of the law and success. I saw his successes and disappointments. Yes, there were failures too, but one is not possible without the other. No man is an island, nor is anyone perfect, and Gerald, for all his brilliance, struggled between good and bad, success and failure, winning and losing, rising and falling. He could never have made it without his beloved Sheila constantly at his side, propping him up when necessary. Gerald was difficult: no doubt about that. But he had an ability to rise to every challenge and perform.


Early Days


What was it like to be a child growing up in Cork in the second decade of the 20th century? Gerald was born on April 12, 1912. Most of Gerald’s siblings were older, and were well integrated into Cork life. When my wife, Carla, a doctor, was screening children in a school in Co. Kilkenny in 1988 or 1989, she was taking a break in the staff-room when an elderly nun opened the door and asked, “Are you anything to the Goldbergs in Cork?” Carla said, “Yes, I’m Gerald Goldberg’s daughter-in-law, married to his son, David.” The nun said she hadn’t known Gerald, as he was much younger, but that she had known the older brothers very well. “We all went around together. We used to go dancing and swimming. They were very good looking, and great fun, and we had a wonderful time.”


The War of Independence


Gerald was one of many who lived through and experienced the violence of the 1916-1920 period. The Easter Rising occurred (April 24 to 29, 1916) when he was just four years old. Though the Rising failed militarily, the seeds were sown for the new republic which emerged after the negotiations of 1920-1921.


By the time he was 10, he had lived through violent riots in the streets of Cork City, and fighting on both sides. I don’t know how many such scenes he actually witnessed but the general atmosphere at the time would have been tense and perhaps frightening to a small child. What I do know is that Gerald witnessed the burning of Cork in December 1920, which he recalled in Notes towards an Autobiography (Goldberg Special Archive, University College Cork). He wrote:




After my brother and I went to bed, about 11.00 pm we heard the Crossley, and we went to the window and looked out. We saw uniformed men, Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), forming a cordon across the street, turning people away. The city center was cordoned off.





Later they were awakened by their parents and told to dress. They heard explosions and saw Patrick Street on fire. The flames spread and buildings collapsed. They had to evacuate, as City Hall was also on fire. The family stood outside the house and watched the city burn. Gerald was very frightened and, when he got back into the house, he jumped into bed and covered his head with the covers.


Approximately 20 years later, Gerald remembered these events and wrote some stories for John, his eldest son. He wrote them on the top step of the stairs to his office while he waited for clients and in between reading legal texts. The stories were called The Boy with the Magic Glass of Water. There were several of these stories. Some were written down and others were not, but this is the only one I can remember.




The fire of Cork was burning badly, and the Firemen were unable to put it out. Someone told them they should try the Boy with the Magic Glass of Water. They asked who he was, and they were sent to the place where the Boy lived. So, they found the house and knocked on the door. They said they had heard that there was a Boy who lived here who had a Magic Glass of Water, and they wondered if they could speak to the Boy. The resident said he would call him, and when the Boy appeared, he was asked if he really had a Magic Glass of Water, and could it put out a big fire. The Boy told them he had a Glass, and he could put out any fire. The Firemen begged him to come and help them extinguish the Great Fire of Cork. The Boy went with them and brought his Magic Glass. When they saw the huge fire, they were unsure if the Boy could put it out. But the Boy said he was definite he could. He took out his glass and he started to sprinkle water at the flames. The little spots of water exploded into huge torrents. They went up into the sky first and then they came down with force on to the flames and the water started to put out the fire. Soon the Boy had complete control of it. Not long after the fire of Cork was quenched, thanks to the brilliant little Boy with his Magic Glass of Water.





[image: Images]


City Hall burnt out, 1920. (Photo: Cork City & County Archives Service)


Early Influences


Gerald always said there were two major events that made a profound impression on him; both happened when he was very young. Tomás Mac Curtain was murdered on March 20, 1920, after being elected Lord Mayor only in January. The other memory was the death of Terence MacSwiney in Brixton Prison (October 25, 1920) after 74 days of hunger strike. As a child, he saw their bodies lying in state in the City Hall. “Everyone in our street went to the lying-in-state,” he used to say. Gerald didn’t want to go because he came from a family of Kohanim (the Priests) who are not permitted to visit a cemetery or be anywhere near a cadaver. He tried to explain this to his friends. Nonetheless, they viewed his hesitancy as showing a lack of “patriotism or cowardice. If you didn’t go, you were guilty of both, so I went.”
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Tomas Mac Curtain’s lying-in-state. (Photo: Cork City & County Archives Service)
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Terence McSwiney’s funeral procession through Cork city. (Photo: Cork City & County Archives Service)


Gerald spoke as if he was experiencing the event as a mature adult, but he was only eight. “Everyone had rosary beads except the Goldbergs, so we felt a little left out of it.” He switched from the singular to the plural without saying who accompanied him. However, when he went to see Terence MacSwiney, he did not question whether to enter: he followed the crowd. “… quietly, blindly, sadly, and we approached the coffin standing on a bier in the great hall.” Much later, as Lord Mayor, Gerald wrote a pamphlet on MacSwiney.


His older siblings seem to have been politically aware and involved at that time, his sisters Fanny and Molly had joined Cumann na mBan, had the uniforms and went out singing and collecting. Their father, Laban, was embarrassed by them and covered his face with his hands. But, in another version of the story, Gerald said that Laban did not know they were in the Cumann until a member of the community saw the girls on the street collecting money and reported them to him. He grounded them.


Despite the atmosphere of violence and aggression, there were lighter moments. As a young boy, Gerald experienced the Black and Tans. One evening when he was in town with his younger brother Ernie, returning home in the dark, they were stopped by a group of Black and Tans and were asked: “Where are you going, boys?” They said: “We are going home, sir.” The officer asked them if they were Catholic or Protestant. They replied: “No, we’re Jews, sir.” They were terrified and their knees were knocking together. The officer told them to go home quickly, so they scuttled away. Another story Gerald told Anne Fleischmann was watching a Cork “shawlie” berating the Black and Tans in the street. She bawled out at them: “Bedad – the Boers put ye in khaki, the Germans put ye in tanks, but it took the Irish to put ye in cages.”


Another major event was hearing Michael Collins speak. Gerald thought he had heard Collins speak four times. However, Collins only spoke twice in Cork. The first occasion was on March 12, 1922, and again on July 6, 1922, when Collins returned from London to Cork (Taylor, 1958). Gerald would have been 10 then.


The first address was described as a “monster address” (Galway Observer, March 18, 1922), when more than 50,000 people came to listen. It was delivered in the Grand Parade, so it would have been an easy walk for Gerald straight through Oliver Plunkett Street. Collins made a significant impression on him, and while Gerald couldn’t recall the speech, he knew something profound was imparted. On reading the transcript of the speech, reproduced in Taylor (1958), it is an extremely powerful piece of oratory. Such events leave long-lasting impressions, and likely gave Gerald a strong sense of affinity with Cork and Ireland.


Home Life


The family’s first house in Cork was in 21 Anglesea Street. Gerald said it was the house where James Joyce’s father had lived. He loved that coincidence because he became a great Joycean later in life. Gerald was born there but brought up in 10 Parnell Place (it might have been known as Warren Place at the time), right in the middle of the city, between the two branches of the river, a few minutes’ walk from Patrick Street. The roads were not tarmacadamed then and there was hardly any vehicular traffic. However, there were plenty of horse-drawn vehicles for passengers, and drays for deliveries of all kinds. Apart from the risk of being hurt by a horse and cart, it was safe for Gerald and his brothers to play on the street.


There were no accessible green areas, but it is likely they would have played ball with other kids around the area. In an unfinished short story, Gerald wrote about a man who had a cobbler’s shop on the opposite side of Parnell Place. The story said that the “… street boasted of a football team” and the cobbler, Daddy O’Brien, was the manager of “Parnell Rovers AFC.” As there was difficulty finding a full 11, it was not too difficult to get on the team. In the story, Gerald calls himself Yoel and says he was 13 when he first played for Parnell Rovers – where they played is not stated. Somewhere there was a playing field and entrance cost 6d for adults and 3d for children. None of them had any money. When they were not on the team and wanted to see the game, they begged men to take them in or they jumped the turnstiles. The games were on Sunday, otherwise he could not have gone. Equally, he should not be seen by any community member to be looking for charity. Such a breach would have been reported to Laban, who had quite a temper according to Esther Hesselberg, who knew him in Cork before she moved to Dublin. Apart from Parnell Rovers, there were games between the Dublin and Cork communities. I can remember Gerald once being in goal and diving very heavily on a ball, only to crack a rib.


Other street games they played were “last across,” pitch and toss, Piggy, hurling and football. One game that I know Gerald played was called “gob stones.” Gobs was played with five small white pebbles. You put a stone on the back of your hand and four on the ground. You threw the stone up into the air with a toss and, when it was in the air, you picked up as many of the stones on the ground as you could and caught the one in the air. Then you would put two stones on the back of your hand and the remainder on the ground. It became increasingly difficult as the number on the back of the hand increased. Gerald was very good at it. We played it when we were children.


When Gerald was very young, he suffered mastoiditis, and the infection resulted in the loss of hearing in his right ear. But he always said he could hear better with one ear than a man with two. Of course, this affected his balance, and often he was unsteady on his feet, stumbling, and falling, knocking things over. Many a vase went that way, and late in life several small tables. I don’t think he associated his instability with his deafness, nor did we. But his sense of spatial awareness was definitely impaired.
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The Synagogue, on South Terrace, Cork, in 2016 (since closed).


When he was growing up, Gerald’s family observed an orthodox Jewish household, including all the rites and rituals. Gerald’s father, Louis, known as Laban the Red, because of his red or blond hair, was a person who was able to lead services. Gerald said he had a beautiful tenor voice.
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Gerald at the synagogue. His religion was an important part of his life – “…he wore his Judaism on his sleeve.” (Photos: Irish Jewish Museum)
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Laban learned to schochet (that is, he was qualified to butcher animals, at least chickens). Of course, they kept a kosher house. Friday evening was kept for welcoming the Sabbath, and it would have been kept throughout Saturday until it expired at sundown. Laban would have made Kiddush and broken bread called the Challah which is baked for the Sabbath.


The children would have gone to the Cheder (religion class) possibly every day or a few days a week. They were all fully versed in the Hebrew bible (the Torah), the psalms, and daily prayers.


All his life, Gerald laid Teffilin every morning (putting on philacteries). These are little boxes which contain the Shema, the injunction that comes from Deuteronomy 6:8 and 11:18: “You shall bind them as a sign upon the hand, and they shall be frontlets between your eyes.” I can remember so well his reciting the morning prayers with his arm bound in the leather strap and the other part on his forehead, while at the same time making breakfast. The toast often got burned!


He recalled to me his first day at Cheder; he would have been five years old. He was given an open book to hold, but could not make much sense of the pages. Then pennies started dropping down from over his head onto the book and a spoon of honey was put in his mouth. I have asked two Rabbis about this. They were acquainted with the honey which is associated with Ezekiel 3.3: “Then did I eat it; and it was in my mouth as honey for sweetness” (Jewish Publication Society, 1917). However, neither had ever heard of “pennies from heaven.” It may have been a purely family custom, or one that they had brought from Akmian in Lithuania (Chapter 3).


Sol (Solomon), Gerald’s uncle, told the same story of himself as a boy named Smerke (The Jewish Chronicle, 1928) He said that the only happy day of his childhood was when he was five years old and living in Lithuania, then part of Russia. His mother took him to Cheder. When two or three kopecs fell on the table, he was told they were thrown by an angel from heaven and that later, if he was good, the angel would throw him some more.


Gerald told me this story about how strict their adherence was to the Kosher laws. One day, when Gerald and Ernie were in town, they bought a packet of Rowntree’s Wine Gums. When they got home, they offered their mother some, and she didn’t know whether she could take one. She said she would have to take them and ask Laban when he came home. Gerald never learned if she had, in fact, asked Laban and, if so, what he had said, but they were allowed keep – and eat – the wine gums.


Gerald also recalled how during the meal on Shabbat, they sang songs for the occasion, followed by Grace after Meals. Then, in the kitchen, they sat on the floor in front of the fire, while Laban sat on a chair and talked to them about the Parashat (weekly portion of the Torah) to be read during the next Saturday morning service at synagogue. Gerald guessed that that was how Laban learned from Shimon, his father. But Shimon died when Laban can only have been about seven. Gerald explained that Laban read and translated several sentences of the text into Yiddish. Then he read from the commentary by the famous Rabbi Rashi. The children were encouraged to ask questions. Laban never asked them questions, because he didn’t want to embarrass the child should he not know the answer.


Schooldays


When Gerald and his brothers, Yanks and Ernie, went out to play in the street, Rachel made them take off their shoes so that they would look the same as any other boy. Gerald said he had no difficulty growing up with Catholic boys and girls. He claimed that he did not learn English until he went to school, though he must have learned it in the street. He went to two primary schools: the first was Christ Church and then the Model National School.


Advertisements were placed in The Jewish Chronicle about 1924, offering places for boys in a new Jewish boarding school. The principal was Mr. Percy Cowen, who began tutoring in Hove, and then rented Ockenden Manor from the Burrell family, substantial landowners in Cuckfield, Sussex. Laban must have seen these ads and decided he wanted his two sons to have a Jewish education.


The school was located in a manor house on 30 acres of ground. Today, it is the luxurious Ockenden House Hotel and Spa. In March 2023, Carla and I were staying with Theo and Val in Guildford, which is about an hour away from Cuckfield. Val suggested that we should see this place as it was the school where Gerald and Ernie attended. Gerald had often spoken about it. But Val’s account of how she and Theo found it in the 1990s is interesting. Theo and Val spent a weekend there, and entered through the side doors which are used today, opening onto a long low-ceilinged corridor. In the evening, when they sat down for dinner in the restaurant, Val noticed two huge double doors which she thought must have been the original entrance. The layout perplexed her, so she enquired, and the waiter went away and came back with a leaflet which said that it was a Jewish boarding school which commenced in 1924. She and Theo thought it was unlikely there was another Jewish boarding school in Sussex. So, when Gerald made a visit in the late 1990s, they brought him to Ockenden Manor for lunch. He recognized the building immediately, became excited and showed them around explaining the use of the rooms in his time. Today, where there is a private dining room in a large dark wood-paneled room with a beautiful stucco ceiling, in Gerald’s time this was the synagogue.
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The private dining room at Ockenden House Hotel. It was the synagogue in 1924, when Gerald went to boarding school there with his brother Ernie.


There is a local museum in the town, which they visited. The curators were very excited to meet Gerald and hear about his time at Ockenden. Gerald was in his element and held court for a good hour. Val thought that he corresponded with the museum when he returned to Cork. It is probable that he did, but no correspondence is extant. However, the museum staff have been very helpful and made available a number of documents. The hotel also has a leaflet on the school which they gave me, and it specifically mentions Gerald.


In order to secure a lease on the property, Percy Cowen provided references to the Burrell family which “were hardly glowing,” according to Roger Linn, who wrote about the school in Sussex Living magazine, November 2011. The name of the school, Macaulay, is likely after the parliamentarian, Lord Thomas Babington Macaulay, who championed Jewish causes. It is the same name Cowen used for his school and crammer in Hove. The school was fitted with the new electric light system.
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Macaulay House College (now Ockenden House Hotel and Spa), sketched by Frank Gusdorf. (Photo: Cuckfield Museum)


After the advertisements were placed, boys began to arrive, not just from England, or Cork, but from Germany, Austria, Australia, and South Africa. Fees were £36 per child per term, plus 9/- for toothpaste. Laban also had to pay for the ship and train fares from Cork to Paddington Station and then to Victoria for the train to Cuckfield. It all amounted to a tidy sum, though Laban could obviously afford it. The manor house was set on magnificent grounds, which Linn describes as:




… lush lawns, meadows and mature trees... the ground fell away to the playing fields of Cuckfield Cricket Club and pupils were treated to the stunning prospects of Sussex Weald and South Downs beyond.





But life at Macaulay was not so idyllic. Linn, and the hotel leaflet, tell us that Cowen was a tall imposing man who was both intimidating and a stern disciplinarian. Linn records all food had to be eaten, even the hated vegetables and breakfast kippers, regardless of how long the unfortunate boy had to stay at the table. “Beatings were common,” Linn writes, “and a selection of riding whips were kept in a stand for this purpose.” He continues:




The school might not have been the Dotheboys Hall of Charles Dickens (in Nicholas Nickelby), but Dr. Gerald Goldberg – who went on to become Lord Mayor of Cork – and his brother were withdrawn by their parents because of the severity of the punishment regime.





Gerald told me how it all ended: when the school was celebrating Armistice Day, there was a German student who went to the headmaster and complained it would be inappropriate for him to salute the British dead, and he should be exempt. The headmaster agreed. When Gerald and Ernie heard this, they got the idea that they should also be exempt because of the British disturbances in Ireland. They too went to the headmaster and asked to be excused on the grounds that the British had murdered two Lords Mayor of Cork, Tomás Mac Curtain and Terence MacSwiney. Gerald said: “He [the headmaster] went through the bloody roof, and we got three lashes with the cane for suggesting such a thing” (Michael Carr, 2002). Ernie ran away. The beating may have been worse than Gerald remembered, for the discipline there seems to have been quite shocking. When the news reached Cork, Laban brought them home, and in 1926-1927 Gerald was enrolled in Presentation Brothers College, Cork (PBC). It is not hard to understand why, he said: “It was like a holiday camp compared with the other place.” He sat the school and State examinations and passed.


When Gerald and Ernie were at the Macaulay House School, they were instructed to write home twice per week. One letter was copied from the blackboard; the other individually written, but censored. I found a postcard, now badly damaged from light, showing a class at the school. On it, Ernie wrote to his mother:




My dear Mother, I am sending you a photo of the boys in the school, and I hope you like it. E. Goldberg.





Percy Cowen struggled to meet his bills. Even though girls were admitted in 1934, the school closed early in 1940 when Cowen and his wife ran away to Newquay, Cornwall. He was soon found and declared a bankrupt. When we visited in March 2023 and were having coffee in the lounge, the waitress said that there was supposedly a secret passage connecting the school with a pub, but she could not say if that was true.


When Gerald was finishing school in PBC, he expressed the desire to be a lawyer. He must have sent letters to some Cork solicitors seeking an apprenticeship, but no favorable replies were received. Finally, he approached Brother Connolly, the principal of PBC, to enlist his help. Connolly explained that he could write only one letter on Gerald’s behalf. That letter went to Barry St. J. Galvin, a solicitor on the South Mall, and outlined that Connolly had a boy who had his heart set on law. It is likely he also mentioned that the student was Jewish. According to Gerald, Galvin had “been in the British Army during the War and had overwintered in Crimea.” Galvin replied to Connolly that, without the latter’s intervention, he would have found it difficult to accept a Jewish apprentice. Galvin went on to request Gerald’s presence at his office, telling Connolly to “send the boy down at 3.00 pm” on a particular date. The meeting changed Gerald’s life, and he never stopped extolling how wonderful his master had been. As he said, “the rest was history.”


Gerald entered University College Cork (UCC) in 1930/1931 as a student of the Incorporated Law Society, which, at that time, required students to complete two years at university and two at the Society in Dublin. When he entered UCC, he joined both the Law Debating Society and the Philosophical Society. He said that he won a silver medal in the Law Debating Society and a gold medal in the Philosophical Society, but said that because he was a “jib” he could not be awarded the medals. By “jib,” he meant a first year. In my time at college, and also in UCC, first year students were known as “freshers.” No one could confirm the term “jib.” I also asked the Librarian of UCC, John Fitzgerald, if there was any reason why Gerald would not have been given the medals; he said there was no such rule or reason.


Gerald remembered standing up to speak at the Philosophical, though the Auditor constantly passed over him for another speaker. On one occasion, when he rose to speak, the Auditor told him to sit down, saying he was an alien and could not speak. Gerald remained standing and speaking. Then, he said, he met Tomás Óg Mac Curtain, of the IRA, and told him about this treatment. On the next occasion when Gerald rose to speak and was told to sit down, Mac Curtain interjected and said: “No, Mr. Auditor, the next speaker is Mr. Goldberg.” (I cannot vouch for this story though it was told to me by two independent sources, who also heard it from Gerald. The problem is that, according to UCC’s records, which I have checked, Tomás Óg Mac Curtain, son of the murdered Lord Mayor Mac Curtain, was only 15 at that time, and did not enter the College until 1936 when Gerald had already graduated and was commencing his practice. The rescuer must have been someone other than Tomás Óg – otherwise the story is not credible.) However, later, at a general meeting of the Law Debating Society on December 9, 1932, Gerald was elected a member of the Committee.
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Gerald, after being conferred with an Honorary Doctorate of Law, at University College Cork with the then President, Prof. Michael Mortell.


Gerald’s last interaction with UCC was in 1993, when he was awarded an Honorary Doctorate of Law. That was a lovely day. We were all there. Sheila was beaming from ear to ear, as she did whenever success came. It did come late: Gerald was then 81. In the evening, there was a Vin d’Honneur in Fleming’s restaurant. It was a very special occasion as Gerald looked splendid in his Rembrandt hat and robes.









Chapter 2


SHEILA: EARLY DAYS


Say little, do much.


Shammai, Pirket Avot


S heila’s father was Alec Smith, known as Ben, though no one knows why. Her mother was Gertrude Rachel Cristol, known as Rachel by friends and as Trudi within the family, from 92 Hibernian Buildings in Cork. Born on October 25, 1883, Rachel was the daughter of Michael and Esther, and was a first cousin of Rachel Sandler, Gerald’s mother. Ben and Trudi lived at 50 Landscape Terrace, Crumlin Road, Belfast. This large, red brick Victorian house, which stood at the top of the terrace, was also just in front of the Crumlin Road Gaol. A warder patrolled the area night and day.


The Smiths were also from Lithuania, and may have been from Siauliai (Shavl in Yiddish), but moved to Palanga, a holiday town on the Baltic coast. Ben’s father, Todres Schmid or Schmit, was born circa 1850 in Gargzdai, near Klaipedos. He was first a draper, then a financier, whereas the Goldbergs had kept a shenk (tavern) and chickens. Todres’ wife was Chana Esther and they had five children: Alec, Abe, Harry, Minnie and Frieda. Chana Esther moved to Ireland in the early 1900s, which I cannot explain, and brought some of her children. Both Ben and Abe went to South Africa as teenagers. Again, the myth of draft dodging appears: it was said that both boys were in South Africa avoiding conscription. Ben, who was very young, was possibly in Muizenburg in the Southern Cape, where he may have contracted malaria while working in the mines. Others of his family were already in Ireland, so when he recovered, he came to Ireland to join an uncle in Dundalk. During his long and slow recovery, he met Rachel (Trudi) Cristol. They became engaged and married in Dublin on December 28, 1909. Abe came from South Africa for the wedding, and met Eva Cristol, Trudi’s sister, whom he later married in Chicago. Two brothers married two sisters! When Ben and Trudi settled in Belfast, Chana Esther went to live with them.


Todres stayed in Palanga until Abe bought him to Ireland in April-May 1921. Abe’s passport specified he was going to Latvia (sic) to see his parents. Abe went back to the United States, and Todres died in February 1922 (David Wilson, email to Debbie Levi, April 26, 2020; emails between George Smith, Debbie Levi and John Goldberg, 2005.)


The Cristol family all went to America and mostly resided in Chicago, although Eva and Abe went to Dallas. When Sheila was six years old, her mother took her three children on a sea voyage to see the family in Chicago. Sheila’s ticket stated she was then “6 and married”! I remember Sheila telling me about that great voyage to her Uncle Tommy. They also went to Dallas. It must have been quite the trip.
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Sheila, later in life. (Photo: Debbie Levy Archive)
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Birth certificate of Rachel Smith (née Cristol), Sheila’s mother.
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Sheila’s family – the Smiths: 1. Abe Isaacson, 2. Lily Isaacson, 3. Archie Isaacson, 4. Freda Isaacson, 5. Solomon Green, 6. Minnie Green (aunt), 7. Mome Isaacson, 8. Harry Smith (uncle), 9. Rachel (Trudi) Smith (Sheila’s mother), 10. Abe Smith (uncle), 11. Sapsa Isaacson, 12. Todres Smith (grandfather), 13. Sidney Smith (older brother), 14. Chana Smith (grandmother), 15. Alexander (Ben) Smith (Sheila’s father), 16. Sidney Isaacson, 17. Stanley Smith (younger brother), 18. Sadie Isaacson, 19. Lena Isaacson, 20. Stella Green, 21. Sheila Smith. (Photo: Debbie Levy Archive)
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Of Ben and Trudi’s five children, only three survived: Sidney, born April 12, 1912; Sheila, born August 20, 1916; and Stanley, born September 19, 1919. As a child, Sidney was often ill with pleurisy and bronchitis which kept him at home, missing much school. A nurse was hired to look after him during these bouts of illness, and he did many sketches of her coming and going through the door of his bedroom. He became a portrait and mural painter, especially on ships for the Union Castle Line. Stanley became a radiologist. He was also an awarded photographer, and he served with the 6th Airborne Royal Army Medical Corps, the Red Berets. The three children went to Methodist College in Belfast, known popularly as “Methody.”


Sheila was very close to all her family, especially her mother. When she came to Cork, Sheila left what she called a close-knit community. Many of the Cork community were related to each other, and at first she found it difficult to be included.


My memories of those times are few. Sheila would take us on the train to Belfast. I loved crossing the bridge at Drogheda. It seemed so long, as if it went on forever. Of course, it didn’t, yet that memory still remains. The house in Landscape Terrace was demolished during the Troubles for security reasons. As a boy, I can remember a small garden at the back, where a cinder track ran between the garden railings and the gaol wall. I also remember that, in Belfast, there was a man we visited called Abraham Hurwitz, who I think was a relation. He sat in his shirt, without the collar, just the stud, and he had a waxed moustache, the only time I recall a man with a waxed moustache.


Sometimes, in the evenings, Ben used to get us kids to count his three-penny pieces which he kept in Dimple Haig bottles. He was fond of a drop. Very occasionally, we went for a drive in his car which was kept in a garage somewhere else, and was driven by his man, Billy. Other days, we ran up and down the long landings on the first and second floors. They were nice visits.


Our grandmother, Bubbe Smithy, as we called her, was a warm, gentle and loving woman. She often spoke Yiddish to Sheila and would pat me on the head, saying “Kinahora,” meaning “no evil eye.” She was a good cook and baker. One thing she made was Lockshen Kugel or pudding with dried fruit, apple, spices and with noodles. Sheila told us how Bubbe rolled the dough very thin, and cut it very fine: it was good. I recollect other delights, such as wonderful ginger Kugel knuckles and macaroons for Pesach, when she also made mead. Preparations began weeks and months before.


One day, Sheila came home feeling very pleased and told her father that she had done exceptionally well in her exams and showed him the results. Ben was a short-tempered man, and had little time for girls’ education. His response was: “Vhat bleddy use is exams?” He frequently put people down with phrases like that or he would say: “Vhat de bleddy hell do you vant it for?” Sheila always regretted that she never went to university. She would have done well, but her father’s attitude to women’s education was common for the period.


Ben, despite all his years in Belfast, never quite mastered English. He was an austere authoritarian with a very thick Eastern European accent. He had a “delightful” habit of chewing tobacco, and wasn’t too careful about where he spat it out. Perhaps it was an old custom from Russia. After Trudi died, he came to live with us for half of each year. Every day, at about 12.15 or 12.30 p.m., our dog Orange could be seen sitting outside O’Driscoll’s pub in Douglas. When Ben came home, he always gave each of us a bar of chocolate. Then he planted bottles of beer and sherry in the garage. Those were trying times for Sheila.


Marriage and Ben-Truda


In 1928, Gerald visited Donaghadee, a small coastal town in Co. Down, Northern Ireland, where he met a girl named Sheila Smith. Between the time Sheila and Gerald first met and their engagement in 1934, they did not see each other. They wrote. Only one letter is extant which I found in the Jewish Museum. It is now in a delicate state, but some of it is worth quoting as it gives us a further image of how intellectual Gerald was. It was not an ordinary passionate love letter. He wrote on March 19, 1935. He was just starting his practice and had a lot of time on his hands waiting for clients.




My dearest Sheila, here I am in the office trying to tell you on paper, not as durable as that required, how dearly and tenderly I love you. I could not wait to buy parchment on which to write, but, I must boast that my love will be more durable, more lasting and infinitely more strong than any parchment in the world.





He went on to say that he wasn’t very good at saying the things he wanted to say. He remarked how much a part of his life she had become “even though you only came to me in pen and ink for five years.” And he always thought of her as more than a 99th cousin three times removed. He declared that he would be faithful and loyal always and would never let her down, and then he said he knew there was something in him which would never allow him to fail. With her by his side, he could not fail. He saw the legal business as “a slow game, and must be … illegible ... harder and harder without fear or failure until ultimately I am established.” These were words not just of love and endearment to Sheila, but prophetic too. He fulfilled his obligations and became very successful much quicker than he expected, though he did not admit it.
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Sheila and Gerald at the Giant’s Causeway, c. 1934/35. (Photo: Debbie Levy Archive)


Sheila married Gerald on August 8, 1937. They had three sons: John, 1938, named Lewis John after Laban; Theodore Michael, 1943, named after Todres Micha, and David Simon (myself), 1945, named after Gerald’s grandfather.
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Gerald and Sheila on honeymoon in Juan-les-Pins. (Photo: Irish Jewish Museum, Dublin)


Sheila and Gerald honeymooned in Juan-les-Pins and Nice, enjoying the Promenade des Anglais. Family lore has it that, on their honeymoon, Sheila told Gerald that they must agree never to go to bed on a row. If there was a disagreement, then they would agree to differ and sort it out in the morning.
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