"S Patrick's Day Down Under"

by John Wright<john@emigrant.ie>

In Audtrdia, the Land of the Long Weekend, we readily include St Patrick's Day in
our busy round of unofficid engagements that take us away from work.

We probably do it dl wrong; just asthe Irish themsdaves might have the wrong idea
about us. So firg, let me get rid of the misconception that al Audraian men arelike
"Crocodile Dundeg'. In fact, most Ausse men are offended by this suggestion - that
character is much more talkative than most Audrdians and if anything isa bit
effeminate.

Just asthe average Irishman might St down in the evening with hiswife, your typicd
Aussie, yes, will spend most evenings elther wrestling a croc, or get abuffdoto lie
down by pointing their index and little fingers a them. But they do this only to rdax,
because by day their routine is consderably more arduous and involves activities such
asworking in banks, supermarkets and so on.

But, back to St Patrick's Day. Put it this way: when one of my daughters pentpals,
Eimear, in Cork wrote and told them the way St Patrick's Day is celebrated in Irdland,
none of it rang abell. Generdly, Aussies are quite happy not knowing correct
procedure; that way you can make it up as you go dong. And that's why | assumed
that lobbing potatoes into a crate was an old Irish custom.

It was when | talked to that rare species that frequents ‘Irish’ pubs down under (people
actudly born in Ireland) that | discovered that, evenin Audtrdia, there could be
deeper little frictions about what it's supposed to be abouit.

Mairtin Macmathuna was founder of the Irish Associaion in Tasmania (the idand of
Tasmania being ¥the Sze of Irdand). "It pisses us off when people put green
colouring in the food," he says non-committally. He's also incensed by the latest Irish
Association flyer announcing therell be an Irish joke-telling competition thisyear. He
saysit's bad enough when the non-Irish suggest it. He presumably hasn't been cdled a
two-headed Tasmanian yet!

| asked him about the Guinness and he said: "it's not as good asin Irdland, despite a
big marketing campaign by Guinness Audrdiasaying it was. It's more bitter and not
as smooth.” To me, it tastes perfect; so the Guinnessin Irdland must be quite adrink.
"Have you ever done anything on St Patrick's Day you regretted?’ | asked him, and |
could hear awoman in the background gtart laughing and him asking her what she
was laughing about.

Mairtin's St Patrick's Day generdly starts at 6am at Hobart's New Sydney Hotel
(apparently the most ‘true blue' of the locd 'lrish’ pubs) with breskfast. "It's afry-up
with black pudding, Irish soda bread, potato bread,” he says, "washed down with a
little shot of whiskey and a pint of Guinness (first one free). That's how we start the
day, and it goes downhill after that."



| asked the owner, Gary Lawrence, what his customers were like on this specia day.
"They're dl over the place" he says, "and mogt of them aren't Irish." He seems
unaware of areport in the local paper, "The Mercury" ayear or two ago, quoting one
of his barmaids (on aworking holiday from Ireland) as saying that people who
weren't born in Ireland shouldn't be celebrating St Patrick's Day anyway. The reporter
said how held tried to hide the shamrock on his T-shirt heldd bought on a recent trip.

Of course, when it fals on a Sunday, there are dways the sad few who forget, and
find themsalves sneaking from the pub back into work around eeven, and wondering
where everyoneis. Anided timeto tell your boss where he can gtick hisjob; when
you're ahit full and you can't find him.

After morning Mass (Mairtin says it shouldn't be in a Catholic church because it
shows bias), John McArdle, the current President of the Irish Association, says they
"then 'go on atear’ around the pubs, wave the flag, have aliquid lunch. Thenit's
traditiond Irish music with musicians wandering in off the sireet and a concert in the
evening."

George Cdlaghan, Irish-born artigt, who lives in Hobart and exhibits his astonishing
paintingsin Ireland, says there can be a hidden agenda to these harmless events that
the public isn't aware of. When he emigrated down under in the sixties, he says he
was "happy to assmilate’ and describes himsdf as "a citizen of the world." In more
recent years, he hasn't liked being told to "act Irish' dl thetime, "but | do think people
should be dlowed to tell Irish jokes," George says.

Like most peoplein Audrdia, |, mysdf, sumbled into St Petrick's Day by accident.
Unlike mogt of the capita cities, where they have parades, in Hobart they don't. For
us, it'susudly lunch time; you park your car and hear aDJ and loud Irish music
coming across from Irish Murphy's, where they aso celebrate "Half Way to St
Patrick's Day" in September. A few blocks up is Bridie O 'Rellly's. "These pubs are
chains, like McDondds," says Mairtin.

The DJs cdling out on the mike for people to come and read something Irish on
stage. Our 13 year-old in the back says. "'l learnt an Irish poem.”

"You did?' | ask nervoudy. And she's off, with me as chaperone.

Bold as brass, she stands there and says it and gets thunderous applause in the smoky
interior. She wins a beautiful Guinness pint glass that she's too young to use. With a
big grin, she hands it to me and I've had to drink out of it ever snce. Next on was an
Indian bloke with a very Indian accent, who put on what he thought was a greet Irish
accent to tell an Irish joke. It was ore of those long ones, and the audience was in fits.
It wasn't the joke that was funny. They couldn't understand a word he was saying.

The next year it was the potato-throwing. Y ou had to try and lob a spud into a crate
about 5 metres away. A mob of drinkers and hecklers gathered to take part, egged on
by Dave Noonan. "The crate, not me!™ held shout to keep some in order.

One bloke who did win was shouting to a camera crew: "would you like to film the
winner?' Peoplein the crowd laughed and shouted back: "Loser!" At the end of it, the



man with the bag of spuds looked at my wife with the kids, and said to her: "would
you like some spuds? Looks like you need it." We even won some CD's. This year we
plan to win aCD player.

Then Dave the DJ got some reluctant-1ooking people to do some Irish dancing.
Comments came, like: "No, you don' lift your armd™ and "Michael Hatley, eat your
heart out!" Dave tried to lure an Irish dancing teacher to perform, but she wouldn't. He
darted pleading mournfully with her to come back, as she walked away. She turned to
smile an embarrassed 'no’, but his pleas got louder and louder, and more people turned
to look. "It'slike calling for my lover to return!™ he confided to the crowd. By now,

she was two streets away and gill turning to laugh.

The great thing about St Patrick's Day in Audtrdia, of coursg, is the opportunity to
meet redl Irish people. Last year we were sheltering from the rain in alocked doorway
next to the pub's proper (and dmost identical) entrance, and abig ederly Irish woman
in a caftan and walking with awaking-frame came aong.

Clearly, thiswoman had specid needs; an incredible thirst, for a start, because when
she arrived at our doorway (there was plenty of room for her), she amost threw
hersdf on top of us. Thinking she might need a hand negatiating the steps at the redl
entrance, we said: "isit the pub you're after?' "What do you think I'm doing here?"
she snapped.

It'slittle multicultural moments like these thet bring us dl that little bit closer.



