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Being Irish is great when you travel to other countries, especially the United States. Everyone loves you. Everyone wants to be your best friend. And, it seems, everyone’s grandparents or great-grandparents grew up just down the street! The only problem is though, I’m not really Irish. I’m British.

“Huh?” I hear you say. That’s right. The six counties of Northern Ireland are a part of the UK, whose full name is “The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.” Who would have thought it? Still, if that was the end of the story I think we could cope. Not too complex really. But of course it’s not. The small population of Northern Ireland (1.7 million, 2.9% of the UK total) is in the unique position of being entitled to dual citizenship. If I wanted to I could apply for an Irish passport in addition to my British one, or even instead of it.

Some of my friends hold Irish passports and prefer not to think of themselves as British at all. I like to think I have a fairly balanced view. As things stand at present I identify more with Britain, as do most Protestants in Northern Ireland - but I can be Irish when it suits me, for example when there is a rugby match on! To complicate matters further, being British is not the same as being English – seemingly a common misconception. The British people of Northern Ireland, and for that matter, Scotland and Wales too, feel an intense sense of pride in their own regional identity and a great rivalry with England.
The troubled past of Northern Ireland has been well documented around the world, but the press can lead people to draw false or ill considered conclusions. Some Americans I have spoken to think of it as a war zone where it is not safe to go outside! This was never the case even at the height of what we call “the troubles,” except in some interface areas. Much progress has been made over the last 30 years in building a lasting peace. This reached a climactic point with the publication of the “Belfast Agreement” (also known as the “Good Friday Agreement”) in 1998, as a result of which, John Hume of the nationalist SDLP (Social, Democratic and Labor Party) and David Trimble of the UUP (Ulster Unionist Party) were jointly awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.
It is still true to say that I wouldn’t like to go walking on my own at night in certain parts of Belfast – the interface areas – but, in general, it is probably a safer place to live than the likes of London, Glasgow or, dare I say it, even Cleveland! Like anywhere else, to get a true impression of the culture and lifestyle, you would need to visit it in person. That is why I’m so excited that John Carroll is organizing an education trip this summer! Aside from this, Belfast is becoming more of a tourist destination. The possibility of peace has given investors and tourists alike an increased confidence in the region and much urban regeneration is underway. Belfast was even a candidate for the 2008 European Capital of Culture contest.
This all sounds very positive, but resolving over 300 years of division is no simple matter. I, like many other middle-class people from Northern Ireland, like to think that I’m not prejudiced against “the other side,” but such prejudices do rear their ugly heads from time to time. I believe that one root of the problem lies with the system of segregated schooling. This denied me and thousands of others the opportunity to make friends with half of the population, as there was virtually no opportunity for social interaction until I started college. Inevitably, such segregation can only foster a degree of mistrust and misunderstanding of the other side of the community, and this is not easy to break down completely, even for those of us who would wish to do so.
Finally, I should like to add that the people of Northern Ireland pride themselves on offering a warm welcome to all visitors who wish to come and sample the “craic”. We have a strong sense of camaraderie, a sharp wit, and I wouldn’t wish to have grown up anywhere else!
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