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I grew up in a small village twenty miles from the border of the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland. I was the son of a small farmer, just like all my friends in my class. We were all sons and daughters of farmers, just like our parents were before them. We all went to the same school and went to the same church. Summers were spent working  on the farms. Families would “save” the hay, make silage and “win” the turf. The odd phrases “to save the hay” and to “win the turf” bring a smile to my face as I recall them today. These terms reflected my bucolic life in a bygone age. Everyone lived on farms, were white, catholic and Irish. 
Less than 30 miles away over the border in Northern Ireland, kids my own age were experiencing a very different kind of youth. Theirs was not a life of innocence but one of violence where petrol bombs, rubber bullets and car bombs were the norm. The sight of a British soldier armed with a machine gun was common place. Rocket launchers, surface-to-air missiles, semtex was in their vocabulary just the way agricultural implements were in ours. I viewed it from afar. Every night images of violence and destruction from the streets of Belfast were beamed on to our T.V. sets. We viewed the devastation, the death and destruction. It was a part of our everyday news, car bombings, tit for tat murders, we were numbed to it, it could have been 10,000 miles away for all we knew. We never thought about it, we never asked why? It was just the way it was since 1969 Protestants shooting Catholics, Catholics shooting Protestants. English killing Irish, Irish killingEnglish. We didn’t understand it. We didn’t know a person of another religion, race or color. In our world, everyone we knew were catholic and Irish. 
I didn’t realize back then how small my world was. It wasn’t until I went away to college in Dublin that I began to meet people who weren’t Catholic and they were no different from me. Now don’t get me wrong, Ireland was still very much a homogenous country so if you weren’t catholic than you had to be Protestant. There were no other religion in between. That’s as diverse as Ireland got. Even in to the early 90’s Ireland was still very much a country where the majority of the population were white, Irish and Catholic. My exposure to diversity was being in college with kids who were Protestant but yet white and Irish. 

Today, Ireland is very much a multicultural society with a growing population of immigrants from Africa, Asia and Eastern Europe. The youth of Northern Ireland have never seen a British soldier. Car bombings and shootings are ancient lore, spoken of by an older generation who remember it. Now, as I return to my village from where I grew up I no longer see a closed community of catholic farmers but protestants, catholics, English, Polish, Africans and Asians all living together. People of different backgrounds and professions working jobs that did not exist when I lived there. Now, that I lived in America I realize how big my world has become. I know so many people of different ethnicities and I look beyond race, color and religion. Every now and then, I go back home to visit and I am in awe of how much Irelands has changed.  My rural community has become such a diverse place. A change for the better, for the future generations of Irish kids. 

