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As seen in…

bain’s beat

n December 2007, I was walking through 
the American Adventure pavilion at Ep-
cot, checking out the displays on various 

American holidays. I noticed a lull in traffic 
at the Kwanzaa booth, where a woman 
was purporting to explain the roots of that 
holiday to an empty patch of pavement. 
Feeling sorry for her, I strolled over to listen 
for a moment and immediately understood 
why no one else was bothering to stop – she 
seemed to be making things up: “Kwanzaa 
is a holiday for African Americans to cel-
ebrate their heritage, just like Saint Patrick’s 
Day is a holiday for Irish Americans to cel-
ebrate their heritage and Columbus Day is 
a holiday for Italian Americans to celebrate 
their heritage!”
 Sorry, but I’m not buyin’ it. Kwanzaa 
may be about heritage, but the other two 
she mentioned are about individuals. We 
honor Columbus not for his heritage, but for 
his actions. He allegedly discovered the New 
World, thereby enabling us Europeans to 
become the first of many illegal immigrants 

to these parts. Not to mention, he was work-
ing for Spain at the time. He might have 
been born in Genoa, but Italians shouldn’t 
claim Columbus as part of their heritage 
when he refused to claim Italy as part of his.
 And Saint Patrick’s Day has more to do 
with religion than heritage. As far as heritage 
goes, Irish Americans ought to be offended 
by the way other people celebrate it. It’s a 
day when everyone else claims an affinity 
with our heritage by going out and getting 
blind, stumbling drunk. How proud should 
we be, knowing we’re regarded as a bunch 
of souses? That’s not exactly the kind of 
reputation that would make Erin go brag....
 Well, kiss my Blarney Stone, ye 
drunken revelers, because I refuse to let my 
ancestry be stereotyped that way. This holi-
day has nothing to do with alcohol. In fact, 
pubs in Ireland used to stay closed on Saint 
Patrick’s Day – it was mandated by law for 
the religious holiday. So if you really want 
to be “Irish for the Day,” maybe you should 
sober up and pray.

 I defy anyone to name another cultural 
holiday when it’s acceptable to perpetuate 
a negative stereotype of that culture. Can 
you imagine what would happen if white 
rednecks “celebrated” Kwanzaa by publicly 
acting out their misperceptions of African 
Americans? Al Sharpton’s head would 
explode before you could spell A-C-L-U.
 Ditto on another culture pretty much 
stealing somebody else’s holiday. Why do 
non-Irish people claim to be Irish, just be-
cause it’s St. Patrick’s Day? You wouldn’t see 
Catholics wearing “Kiss Me, I’m Jewish” but-
tons on Yom Kippur. And yet, “Everybody’s 
Irish on Saint Patrick’s Day.” Sure. I bet most 
of the people sporting shamrocks on March 
17th couldn’t even find Ireland on a map of 
the British Isles.
 Here’s some trivia to file under “Irony” 
– all of the non-Irish people out there who 
say “Happy Saint Paddy’s Day” are actually 
mocking themselves. It’s true. People think 
“Saint Paddy” is just a nickname for “Saint 
Patrick,” but it’s actually a slur. It comes 
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from the term “Plastic Paddy” – a nasty little swipe at non-Irish folks who 
claim to be Irish.
 There’s plenty of other interesting Saint Patrick’s Day trivia to be found 
out there, if people would only put down their green beers long enough to do 
the research. To wit:

1) Saint Patrick did NOT banish snakes from Ireland. That was a 
metaphor for pagans. It’s true there are no snakes in Ireland today, but 
it’s not because of Saint Patrick – it’s because there never were. Here’s 
another clue – it’s an island, folks. Snakes don’t migrate across water. 
They never left Ireland, because they never got there to begin with. 
Maybe I’ll start a rumor that I chased all of the wild hyenas off the North 
American continent. Don’t believe me? Look around – do you see any 
wild hyenas? You’re welcome!

2) The patron saint of Ireland wasn’t even Irish; he was Welsh. Yep. 
Patrick was born in Roman Britain, in what is now known as Wales. He 
was kidnapped by Irish raiders at the age of 16 and taken to Ireland. So 
instead of wearing green for the Emerald Isle, maybe we should all wear 
… whatever color is associated with Wales. What color is that, anyway? 
I’ve heard of blue Wales, but I’m not sure that’s the same thing....

3) The tradition of dyeing the Chicago River green started as a mu-
nicipal exercise in pollution control. In the 1960s, city workers used the 
dye to trace illegal sewage discharges (sort of like the infamous “purple 
water” scare tactic used to keep kids from peeing in pools). This makes 
me suspicious – if the dye reveals a sewage discharge as a small green 
stream, what exactly are they dumping into the river to turn the whole 
thing green? I’ll tell you one thing – you don’t want to be stuck up that 
river without a paddle....

4) Celtic music has a notorious past. When the Irish were conquered by 
the English, they were forbidden to speak their own language, so they 
played their music to remember their heritage. But it tended to galvanize 
the downtrodden, so Queen Elizabeth I decreed that artists and pipers 
be arrested and summarily hanged. (If you’ve ever heard bagpipes up 
close, you’ll probably find this policy fair.)

5) Corned beef and cabbage has long thought to be a traditional Irish 
dish, but you’d have to lose the corned beef to be accurate; bacon is 
more likely to appear with cabbage on the Emerald Isle. Another com-
mon dish is colcannon, made from potatoes and cabbage. The English 
call this meal “bubble and squeak,” which is more apt as a description 
of what happens after you eat it.

6) New York’s Saint Patrick’s Day parade started out as a military march 
in the pre-Revolution days. Back then, the British were the bad guys; 
nevertheless, the parade has become beloved in the US and has grown 
to become the largest Saint Patrick’s Day parade in the world. It features 
more than 150,000 marchers, including prominent New York politicians. 
Former Mayor Ed Koch participates every year, having once proclaimed 
himself “Ed O’Koch.” In 2007, then-governor Eliot Spitzer marched in 
the parade, but I suspect that was 
merely an excuse to look for a date 
whenever he passed a street corner.

So call me an Irish Scrooge if you must, but 
“Bah! Humbug!” and “Faith and Begorrah!” 
to the people falsely claiming to celebrate 
this particular holiday. I’m not willing to de-
mean my ancestry; there are far too many 
other people out there doing so for me. 
They think wearing green and getting drunk 
make them Irish and for that they get their 
own holiday – it occurs 15 days later.... Dan Bain, Gaelic Grouch
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