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During May, 2009, I was able to participate in one of Hanover's month-long study abroad programs. Along with twenty-four other students and two professors, I travelled to Ireland to study the history and literature of the modern-day country. In order to best articulate this experience in terms of the Education Department's guidelines, I have divided my reflection into seven sections.

1. Educational Goals


Before embarking on our flight to Dublin I had anticipated a focus largely on the literature of modern Ireland. I surmised that while reading the novels and plays of famous Irishmen we would inevitably delve deeper into a more thorough understanding of the history of the island. While my first predictions were correct to an extent, I found that often it was more helpful to first learn the history in order to better understand the literature. You see, I rationalized the material backwards. The Irish have endured centuries of constant political, geographical, physical, and emotional strife. This history is ingrained into the their minds from childhood; they understand it inherently. In order to best read and interpret their literary works, we needed to be nearly fluent in the historical references and attitudes of the people.

2. Learning from the Experience


Foremost, I had hoped to gain perspective from this travel abroad. What is more important in the learning and teaching of history than perspective? Multiple times each day I wrote in a small black Moleskin notebook. I wrote thoughts, observations, our daily schedule, and anything that I thought was significant at the time. These entries change as the trip moves forward. I move forward as the trip does. We were required to do our reading assignments every day, history or literature, and journal about how the information or narrative related to the experiences that we were having. With day after day of sometimes painful journal entries, I never tired of writing in my own Moleskin. That little black notebook helped me to succeed in my aim for perspective.


For those twenty days I was entirely free of my normal obligations for the first time in my life. No one expected me to call, plan, arrange, fix, or work anything. Without this burden I was able to breathe a little, take things in slowly and digest them. Suddenly I could navigate a foreign city and conversations with locals, develop increased patience for my classmates, cultivate fast and lasting friendships, and trust myself without causing increased stress to myself or others. While this was one of the more beneficial aspects of the trip, it was also one of the most difficult. Twenty days with the same twenty-six individuals can be trying, and personalities are not always compatible. Quickly the traveling aspect began to wear on all of us. Long hours sitting compacted on a bus and sleeping in a different city every night is exciting, but negatively affects morale. It did not take long to learn to take the time to observe and develop an understanding for others, a skill that requires practice.

3. Institutional structure of the host societies


Ireland can never be mistaken to have a dull culture. Uniquely their own, the Irish have developed an intensely passionate culture where opinions are abundant and strangers are unknown. It is true that they have a social gift. We found very few awkward or unsociable Irishmen, most more than happy to offer a suggestion, point us in the right direction, or fill us in on what we were missing. For example, we happened to be in Dublin when the rugby semi-finals were in town. Settling in at a lively pub with a projector screen for the match, we often asked questions aloud, never particularly expecting an answer from one another. Thankfully, a group of young adults found seats next to us and gladly explained. Not only was this a matter of sport, they relayed, it was a pride battle for the counties of Ireland. The match, between Munster and victorious Leinster, was especially heated in Dublin because of the throngs of Munster fans that resided in the county of Leinster.


Though known for their proficiency in conversation, the Irish also have a traditional nature. Unfortunately this contributes to the inherited prejudices that plague the green hillsides of Ireland. The Ulster city now under U.K. rule, Derry, houses the most animosity. During our visit to Derry it was abundantly evident that religious persecution and repression spilled over into class struggle and tragedy. This city is haunted by January 30, 1972, or Bloody Sunday. The violence took place in the Bogside, the economically downtrodden catholic area of the city. The Bogside is not only separated by religious belief, it is physically separated by the still-intact walls of the city. Those inside the walls are protestant, middle and upper-class, and control most of the political offices. Those outside the walls are catholic, tend to be lower-class, and are politically ignored by the protestants in power. This religious-turned-political conflict is not a modern one. Mostly catholic Irishmen fought for political independence from Britain in the past, more notably the Easter Rising of 1916. The physical and mental assault on the peaceful civil rights protesters in 1972 by British paratroopers is revisited on the walls of Derry. Bloody Sunday is alive in the streets and an active thought in minds in every day. We met Mr. Kelly, a man who lost a brother to the massacre. He has now created an almost secretive Bloody Sunday Museum in the heart of Derry, at the site of Bloody Sunday itself. He is not the only one who relives that Sunday each day of his life. Commissioned large wall murals depict scenes from the day, propaganda for the people, or images of hope for the residents of Derry. Religious struggle is synonymous with the city, more broadly with Ulster, and even Ireland itself.

4. Self-reflection


I landed in Ireland a female nineteen-year-old white American. From a middle-class family, I participated in a private college's study abroad program. While never being particularly wealthy, clearly my family could afford to send me to a private institution and enjoy the benefits that Hanover College had to offer. In addition, I came from a protestant mentality. This is particularly significant because of both my past and the history of Ireland. Raised United Methodist, I grew up in a catholic-dominated community. I was entirely aware of catholic prejudice against protestants in the Midwest. What I was not prepared for upon disembarking the plane was that, for the first time in my life, I would be privy to the reverse of the prejudice with which I grew up. In Ireland, the catholics have been fighting oppression from protestants. For once, I was leaning toward and sympathizing with the catholic viewpoint. I found this continually unnerving, and I often questioned myself as to why I related to which group, when, and how. I think that those are questions that I can never truly answer, but rather continually reevaluate. Since returning I am now, more than ever, beginning to embrace a One God, One People philosophy.

5. Historical Heritage


 No foreign culture in the world rivals the respect I have for Irish passion. The fervor with which they attack their lives is laudable at the least. Opinions are fully formed and ready for discussion. If necessary, revolution is welcomed and supported. The pub scene showed me that Ireland is active, lively, and willing. Generations sat mixed together, talking and laughing as if everyone was family. Age barriers seem to be nonexistent. From the perspective of a young adult, this is notion is freeing. I only wish that our culture would embrace the concept that the young are capable and willing. They want to be heard and taken seriously. The Irish seem to understand this. 

6. Environment


The first thing you notice as you land on the Irish isle is the varying shades of intense green. While easily the most documented and noticed part of Ireland, and rightly so, the cities were quite surprising. I expected the cities to be significantly larger than they were in reality. By larger I mean generally taller and busier. Our first few days in Dublin put us in contact with a busy city life, but a comfortable one. Easy to navigate, the capital city reminded me slightly of how Madison would be if it were the capital of Indiana. In Irish cities, skyscrapers do not exist. Old buildings, constructed to be narrow with multiple floors, filled the streets. The United States simply cannot conceive of the history behind buildings in Ireland. Structures routinely dated back to before the United States even thought of declaring their own independence from Britain.


Outside of the cities, the countryside resembled rural Indiana in structure. Rolling hills of farmland and open pasture were littered with medium-sized homes and communities. With the topographical layout of Ireland, much of the country is simply land. The green varies from emerald to lime, running to the edge of cliffs that fall hundreds of feet to the blue Atlantic below.  While on the bus, essentially Irish public transportation, we would spend hours driving past these fields. The small towns we visited briefly were much like American small towns, except with a greater sense of history and the important passage of time. Cobblestone streets, narrow sidewalks, and store fronts all contributed to this feeling.

7. Language and Reciprocity


Ireland and the United States share the common language of English. Accents were the largest problem for us Americans. But, they were also the best conversation starter. As soon as we opened our mouths, we were immediately identified. Thankfully, the Irish do not see citizens of the U.S. as pompous, as much of the rest of the world seems to. Instead, they welcomed us with open arms. Irishmen told us on numerous occasions that the people feel a kinship to Americans because of our very similar struggles. Both Ireland and the United States have fought for independence from Britain and dealt with civil rights struggles in the past few hundred years. While we were anxious to ask those we met about whether they were Unionist or Nationalist or as to whether the religious persecution personally affected them in some way, they seemed equally involved in asking us about our government and our opinions on the War on Terror. In fact, the Irish love our deceased catholic President John F. Kennedy. Therefore, not only we were able to learn from those with which we interacted, but they were able to learn the young American viewpoint as well. 


It is nearly impossible to convey my feelings of my experience in six pages. The adventure of studying abroad has been invaluable to me at this time in my life. To have the opportunity to learn about history while it is happening, or even standing in the place where a movement began, is irreplaceable. This experience raised a new sense of confidence in me, a new sense of perspective and understanding in every way. Since our return at the end of May, I have had time to reflect and process my travels. In that reflection I have come to the conclusion that I, without a doubt, have grown personally. The more matured skill of both inward and outward observation is a step forward of which I am particularly proud. I especially would love to revisit Derry and be immersed in that sense of purpose again. Perhaps I will consider indulging my inner sense of liberty and, like those Irish, bring the spirit of Rebel Green into my life in the years to come!

