Audrey was very proud and excited when she brought in this paper. I was pleased on how much improved it was compared to her earlier papers. It’s a fun paper on a subject most people are familiar with: St. Patrick’s Day. Enjoy!

                ~ Megan Theys, Tutor ~

Luck of the Irish

Audrey Mennenga


Is there really a pot of gold at the end of a rainbow? Perhaps it’s just a little trick that the Irish leprechauns want people to believe. Each year as the month of March roles around the sight of shamrocks and leprechauns can be seen everywhere. The fascination with the holiday of St. Patrick’s Day happens to be a rather strange situation. The modern day holiday has nothing to do with the Irish origin of St Patrick. Rather it is a holiday that America has created for its own enjoyment and fascination with Irish ancestry.  The parade, wearing of the green, the corn beef & cabbage, and the beer drinking are all things that we as Americans have made part of our St. Patrick’s Day. 


Legend has it that St. Patrick’s Day was a traditional Irish feast to celebrate St. Patrick, who was most famous for bringing Christianity to Ireland in the fifth century. The stories of St. Patrick’s exact origins are a bit fuzzy. Historians for Encyclopedia Britannica believe that he was born sometime in the late fourth century in Britain. At the age of 16, he was kidnapped into slavery to work the farms in Ireland. He escaped to only return some 30 years later. With his return to Ireland, he brought his newfound knowledge about Christianity with intentions of spreading it around Ireland. By his death in the mid fifth century, he had established monasteries, churches and schools throughout Ireland and successfully spread Christianity. He was also credited for adopting the shamrock as a symbol of Irish trinity (En. Brit.).


Dean Markey of National Geographic News says that historically the first St. Patrick’s Day Parade was held in 1737 in Boston, not Ireland. The first parade in New York City was not until 1762 when the Irish immigrants in the British colonial army marched down the streets to celebrate their Irish heritage (Markey). According to Microsoft Encarta Dublin, Ireland did not hold a St. Patrick’s Day Parade until the 1930’s. Finally, by 1995 the government of Ireland established a St. Patrick’s Day Festival with the intention of creating a festival “that ranks amongst all of the great celebrations in the world.” The festival was a way to prove that the Irish could have a celebration as big as any in the rest of the world. Today the Irish St. Patrick’s Day Festival is a 4-day event featuring a parade as well as music, dances, food, crafts and even a firework display (Micro). History.com says that the Irish government hoped that this campaign to make St. Patrick’s Day a great celebration would help create worldwide Irish nationality and bring the holiday back to its Irish roots (Hist). Markey also says that today the largest civilian parade in the world is the New York City St. Patrick’s Day Parade. On average, the New York City St. Patrick’s Day Parade has some three million spectators that come to watch, which is roughly the same amount of people as the entire population of Ireland. Their parades in Dublin have only around 400,000 spectators that come to watch (Markey). However, the parade and the celebrations that most Americans associate with St. Patrick’s Day are not what would be associated with it in Ireland.


In an article written by Jennifer Vernon, the Irish author Bridget Haggerty who grew up in Ireland, remarks about her childhood. She remembers that she was only allowed to wear a single green ribbon in her hair on St. Patrick’s Day. To the Irish green means nothing on St. Patrick’s Day. Christina Mahony, director of the Catholic University's Center for Irish Studies in Washington, D.C. states that the traditional color worn on that day is not green but blue. The famous saying “the wearing of the green” actually means to wear a shamrock. Bridget recalls the memories of her aunt sending her family a live shamrock plant days before St Patrick’s Day. Then on St Patrick’s Day, her and her two brothers would take a shamrock leaf from the plant and pin it to their school outfits. She now lives in Cincinnati, Ohio and is shocked at how Americans think it’s all about the green (Vernon). Wearing of the green is not the only thing Americans do differently on St Patrick’s Day. 


According to both Jennifer Vernon at National Geographic News and the writers for History.com, the eating of the corn beef & cabbage along with beer drinking on St. Patrick’s Day is not traditionally what was done in Ireland. The Irish St. Patrick’s Day was considered a religious holiday, in which everyone had the day off, went to mass and had a family meal that consisted of Irish bacon & cabbage (Vernon; Hist). History.com says that today the corn beef that most Americans eat on St. Patrick’s Day came from the celebrations in New York City where there are large Jewish neighborhoods who do not eat pork and had the cheaper option of corn beef. Somehow, the corn beef caught on and now the rest of the people in America and the world eat corn beef for St. Patrick’s Day. However, cabbage has always been consistent in St. Patrick’s Day meals even back to the religious holiday in Ireland. History.com also states that until around the 1970’s Ireland had mandated that all pubs had to close on St. Patrick’s Day, causing the Irish not to drink beer on that day. The Americans were the ones who started beer drinking because of their fascination with Irish culture. Today, most Irish pubs stay open (Hist). Again, Americans have made St Patrick’s Day their own holiday. 


America’s fascination with everything Irish has made St. Patrick’s Day and its celebrations what they are today. America started their first parades some two hundred years before Ireland ever had one and they continue to have some of the largest parades in the world.  They took the saying “wearing of the green” to new heights by actually wearing green and not just shamrocks. They also changed the feast from eating Irish bacon & cabbage to corn beef & cabbage and included the indulging of beer drinking. One could say that the holiday of St. Patrick’s Day is more American then Irish. 
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