Irish Ethnicity
My ancestors immigrated to the United States from Ireland around the time of the potato famine with many other Irish families. They had lived in County Clare on a small farm raising potatoes. They crossed the Atlantic sometime in the late 1840s to early 1850s. They left their homeland for the same reason most Irish families left around that time which was the potato famine. The potato famine was devastating to Ireland more than any other region because the Irish poor had come to rely on the crop because it was cheap and easy to grow (Gavin). “The potato was the only crop hit by the famine. Almost the entire potato supply had been destroyed. The potatoes that had been kept in storage for the winter had all been rotted as well. The other crops had been exported to other countries and the King of England did nothing to assist the people of Ireland, hoping that things would work themselves out. This caused the Irish population to be diminished. There are mass famine graves throughout Ireland were the dead were buried” (Knuth).

Ireland is a small island in the Atlantic Ocean immediately to the west of England. The Irish are well known for their golf, drinking, and inner political/religious disputes. Ireland has an interesting site older than the Pyramids in Egypt, and even Stonehenge in England. “Newgrange is believed to be an ancient burial site. It is a large mound surrounded by stone. There is only one entrance that leads deep down inside of the structure to a chamber room. It is built in such a way that every year on the winter solstice, the sun shines down through the hole and lights up the chamber room” (Knuth). Ireland is well known for its religious dispute between Roman Catholics and Protestants. This dispute is mocked in Jonathan Swift's famous novel “Gulliver's Travels” when he explains that the Lilliputians' war with Blefuscu was caused by an argument over the proper way to break an egg (Prentice Hall, English Tradition). “The Irish and the English still hate each other l today. That is not something that you see here in the United States because everyone is from a different place originally.” (Hudson) The current Irish flag has three colors, green white and orange. The green represents the Irish Nationalists, the orange represents the Orange Tradition, and the white represents the peace between the two (Brunner).

My ancestors used a form of agricultural subsistence in order to survive. They continued this practice when they arrived in the United States. Because of the Great Famine, Irish agricultural workers developed ways to avoid another such disaster. Modern technological advances allow for the genetic modification of crops to create a species that is immune to harmful disease such as the potato blight (Our Food). However the technology my ancestors had was much more simplistic: Pitch forks, shovels, and if they were lucky, a mule for the plow.

Ireland has shifted from an agriculturally based society to relying more on high-tech industry, trade and investments. The modern Irish political system is a parliamentary representative democratic republic, which is somewhat similar to the system in the U.S. There are three branches of government, an executive, legislative and judicial branch. The executive is headed by the Prime Minister, or Taoiseach (Brian Cowen) who is appointed by the President (Mary Macleese). The legislature is a bi-cameral branch similar to the U.S House and Senate, except that in Ireland the chambers are called Oireachtas. The lower house, said to be the more powerful of the two, is called the Dáil Éireann and the upper house is called Seanad Éireann. The lower house is directly elected by the people, while the upper house has sixty senators who are elected by many different entities. The Irish President is also a member of the legislature. Ireland has many political parties but only two major ones, Fianna Fial, and Fine Gael (Encyclopedia of Nations).

Ireland uses what is called a knowledge economy (InfoPlease), which focuses on high-tech industry, and services. Ireland uses negative reciprocity to earn revenue from the exportation of lead, zinc, computer software, textiles, beer and ale, pharmaceuticals, etc. (InfoPlease). Ireland is a major provider of Zinc to the E.U (Minerals). The Irish economy like many others throughout the world has recently been hit hard by recession.

Religion has played a large part in the lives of the Irish. The country is dominated by Roman Catholics, who make up about 86.8% (Irish Census), but also has a large number of Protestants. The Church of Ireland, an Anglican church, has the second most followers (Irish Census). There is also the Presbyterian Church of Ireland and a Methodist Church of Ireland which have a somewhat large following. The number of church going Irish Catholics has been the highest over the past few decades among western countries, but declined from 60% to 48% from 1996 through 2001 (Catholic Culture). Before the arrival of St. Patrick Ireland was a polytheistic region. St. Patrick converted the vast majority of the country into Catholics and it has been that way ever since. St. Patrick is also said to have banished snakes from Ireland. Since Ireland is dominated by Christians, marriage ceremonies for Catholics are done through, and in, the church. Catholics cannot be married outside of the church. I am unaware of any restrictions to Protestants. Like most other Christians my ancestors were monogamous, and would usually marry other Catholics, making them endogamous as well. There were no arranged marriages in my family as far as I know; instead they chose to marry whomever they loved, although I found an old Irish Proverb that says, “If a cat had a dowry she would often be kissed.” The Christian community believes in one God, so they are monotheistic. However there are still Celtic groups in the country who are polytheistic-animists. “All throughout the country you can find large stones at the side of the roads with pagan swirly symbols carved into them. The stones have been there since before St. Patrick arrived” (Knuth). As Catholics, my ancestors were discriminated against within the country. Even though Ireland is mostly Catholic, it had been owned by the British who put legal restrictions in place barring Catholics from owning land, voting, running for office, etc. These restrictions caused the large Catholic community to live in poverty for a long time, even after Ireland was an independent state. I also read that thirty percent of the Australian population is of Irish decent (Ireland Facts). I assume, although I could not confirm, that this is because Irish Catholics were sent to Australia which was formerly used as a prison colony by the United Kingdom.

Irish pubs are often depicted in modern culture as small town social gathering joints, where everyone knows each other and when there's been enough alcohol consumed by every man in the pub, they all start bellowing famous Irish drinking songs in a somewhat harmonious way. Whether the singing part is true or not I have no idea, but most pubs around rural Ireland have a frequent customer base who know each other well. A friend of mine once told me that when he was in Ireland he stopped in a pub. He said that the bartender didn't recognize him and asked for his name. Once he told the man, he became very angry and said that my friend's family was told they were no longer welcome in the area. The whole pub joined in to ridicule him, and when he was on his way out the bartender explained that it was all just a joke that they play on the newcomers. This is the reason I chose to provide the reference to the Irish film “Waking Ned Devine”, because it shows a rural Ireland setting where all of the residents know each other like family. When interviewing my Grandmother she told me that “All the Irish farmers live in small towns about five to seven miles away from their farm. They walk the distance from the town to the farm everyday to work and walk back at sunset, unlike the farmland in the U.S where the farmers live on their land. This is because Irish farmers didn't own their own land; instead they served as tenant farmers for English land owners. Since they live in the same area they all know each other well.”

Ireland is well known for its Golf courses, and the country receives much tourism for its golf. Ireland is full of beautiful golf courses and is host to the Irish Open. Currently one of the more famous Irish golfers is Padraig Harrington, a distant cousin to the infamous Detroit Lions former Quarterback, Joey Harrington. Rugby, and soccer, or football, are also quite popular in Ireland. The IFA, or Irish Football Association, has been around since 1880, and the IRFU, or Irish Rugby Football Union, has been around since 1879.

In my research I found some very interesting information about Irish traditions. The original Guinness Brewery, in Dublin, has a 9,000 year lease at about 45 Irish pounds per year. A questionable hangover cure, used by the bravest of the Irish, is to bury yourself up to your neck in moist river sand. The most popular radio show in Ireland is a weekly program of obituaries. A ringing in your ears is believed by some to be a deceased friend in purgatory ringing a bell asking for your prayers. “Cemetery Sunday” is celebrated by local churches. On this day the church celebrates mass for the deceased, and the congregation cleans up the church graveyard paying special attention to the graves of those who have no family left living. Farmers often used to keep a pig living in the house with the family and would refer to it as the gentleman who pays the rent. The Irish call the first three days of April barrowed days, because of a legend that a mythical cow bragged that the month of March couldn't kill her, so March barrowed three days from April to finish the job. The three days are associated with bad weather (Ireland Facts). When interviewing my aunt about her trip to Ireland she said that when she was there “It was much easier to understand their English than it was to understand the English spoken in England.” She said that this is “Most likely because the U.S had more Irish immigrants than English so our accents were influence more by the Irish, who speak at the back of their throats.” In researching this paper I found so many interesting things about the country of Ireland, especially from the interviews I had with my Grandma and my Aunt. It sounds like a great place to travel on vacation.

The current event article I've chosen is about a drop in Irish housing prices. Ireland has been very prosperous over the past few decades and is now being hit extremely hard by the same recession that has crippled much of the world including the United States.
