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	FROM NORTH CAROLINA TO NORTH BELFAST – 

HOW THE DRAMATIST AND THE UNLIKELY POET 

ARE PROMOTING PEACE IN IRISH SCHOOLS. 

From their home on the northern shore of Belfast Lough Adrian Rice and Molly Freeman survey the waterway that leads to the heart of the troubled city and reflect on the course their lives have taken and how they have come a long way from their origins to be where they are today. 

Molly met Adrian, aka "The Unlikely Poet", when he won a prize that took him to her home State of North Carolina in 1999. They were introduced after he had given a reading at Hickory Community Theatre where Molly was Education Director at the time. It was love at first sight and soon after Molly found herself on a plane bound for Ireland where the couple set up home. 

Since she moved to north Belfast, Molly has become deeply involved with schools on the shores of the Lough helping local children from both sides of the religious divide to better understand the environment of the Lough and to reflect their knowledge and experiences in drama. Molly and Adrian helped set up a scheme which brings children on field trips along the waters as they seek to inspire the next generation of artists along the waters that once carried the Titanic on her ill-fated maiden voyage. 
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Molly Freeman & Adrian Rice with school cross-community school children and Newtownabbey Mayor and Deputy Mayor 2001

Their story could be a heart-warming, simple tale of two decent, generous and talented individuals doing their best to pass on their artistic skills to young children but, this particular case, is much more than a story of a transatlantic romance. Molly's journey has taken her a long way across the ocean but, in many ways, Adrian's journey has also involved crossing a bigger, more treacherous divide.  Adrian was born and raised as a Protestant in the notorious Rathcoole Estate in nearby Newtownabbey in 1958. He grew up in an atmosphere of rabid anti-Catholicism and freely admits that, as a youth, he ran with the pack and became involved with some of the local gangs who were less than friendly towards their neighbours many of whom were intimidated out of their homes in pogroms during the 1970's. Imagine his astonishment when, at the age of eighteen, he was taken aside by his father and told that he was in fact a catholic. 

"I remember well the day when my father broke the news to me" Adrian told The Irish Website. "It was the last thing in the world I could ever have imagined and it shook me to the core. I was thrown into an emotional turmoil although in many ways it was the best thing that could have happened to me because I learned to look inwards, into my soul for answers, and I was inspired to start reading poetry. Later on I started to write my own poems and I'm convinced that the spark was provided by the news my father gave me that day" 

It wasn't a smooth transition from bullyboy to scribe, but the young Adrian rose to the challenge and ignored the taunts from his contemporaries who sneered at his decision to write. Many of them would end up in jail for some of the most violent acts of the past thirty-five years while he chose a different path and pursued his love of literature. 

"It all began when my father decided to leave Ireland and emigrate to South Africa,” said Adrian. "He lodged the appropriate papers with the South African authorities but they refused to process them because he had been adopted as a child and they needed the names of his blood parents". 

"He tried to locate them by placing notices in northern newspapers such as the Belfast Telegraph and the Newsletter but there were no responses. Then one day a colleague, bravely in my opinion because my Dad was known as One-Punch-Ken, suggested that he knew very few Protestants with the surname Rice and advised him to consider the alternative. A while later my Dad placed a notice in the Irish News, the daily newspaper favoured by northern Catholics. Within a week he had received a response from, of all places, South Armagh, heartland of the IRA in the north". 

"It came as an enormous shock to us all but at least my father got what he wanted and he is still alive and well and enjoying life in South Africa. I know that Molly has come a long way and by comparison it's not a long way physically from Rathcoole to South Armagh but, psychologically, they are as far 

apart as you can imagine. I've been down there and visited my relatives 

and was warmly welcomed into the bosom of the family. There are some of the family who are very strongly Republican and one member of my family is also a prominent member of Sinn Fein. On the other side of the family I've got relatives who are members of the security forces. It's all totally un-natural for someone in the North not to be either one side or the other but at least it has given me a lot of food for thought and has inspired me to write poems from a unique perspective. I have an insight into life in the North from both sides because I've a foot in both camps" 

Certainly Adrian, because of his bloodline and his upbringing, is probably the best qualified of contemporary Northern writers to reflect on the past thirty-five years of conflict in Belfast and he has plans to add to his existing collection of poems with a series of books based on his personal experiences and his hopes for the future. 

For many in Belfast, coming to terms with these unique circumstances would be a bridge too far, but Adrian isn't shy about his personal history and is anxious that his experiences are used as a force for good in his native city. While his American fiancée traverses Belfast Lough enlightening the children about their environment and instilling inspiration and imagination and helps to manifest their experiences on stage, Adrian is using his life's story to good effect in the classrooms of Catholic and Protestant schools in the locality. 

"It's really funny at times. When I'm addressing a class full of fourteen-year-olds and I hear all the old arguments that I used to employ as justification to inflict injury or distress on people I just have to laugh to myself. These attitudes are so out-dated. They were out-dated when we were using them thirty years ago except we didn't know it". 

"Now what I do is, I just let them start talking on a topic such as violence against people of the opposite religious persuasion. Of course, no matter where it is, whether it's in a Catholic school or a Protestant one, I introduce myself as a poet first and as a member of the same religion as they are. That puts them at ease and they really open up. I get down to their level and see, and agree with them about, their opinions. The best part is when I tell them my story. How I have members of the Security Forces on one side of my family and, possibly, members of the IRA on the other. It just leaves them totally bewildered. Many just can't comprehend that it's at all possible. Gradually I talk to them and we discuss how their own attitudes have changed because of the fact that I withheld a piece of information about myself. Many of the children are transformed by the experience and that makes it all worthwhile" 

Adrian added, "This is most definitely the way to go as far as I'm concerned. It would have been so easy for me to have let myself become introverted and even bitter about the turn that my life took but it helped me to recognise the 

talent that I had as a writer and now I'm delighted that the project that Molly and myself helped to create is helping children from around this area to open up their minds and explore the environment they live in while, simultaneously seeing the futility of the past conflicts. I tell them that it should be easy for them to come to terms with being either a Catholic or a Protestant and just be 

themselves. I ask them "How difficult is that for you ?". 

"I had to come to terms with being BOTH" 

Adrian's latest publication of poems is entitled "The Mason's Tongue" and can be obtained from Abbey Press, Newry, County Down. 

Adrian Rice will also be reading some of his poetry at the Aspect Literary Festival in Bangor, County Down on 27th September 2003. Other writers who will be reading at Aspects include Sinead Morrissey, Glen Patterson and Fergal Keane 
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