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	Granuaile
            
                        
                        	
c. 1530 – c. 1603
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            Introduction

         

         As an island nation, we Irish have a love and fascination for the sea. The first people in prehistoric times most likely came to Ireland by boat; since then we have sailed, fished, smuggled and fought our way through history and to every corner of the world, with the sea entwined in our DNA. It is a briny elixir that binds us.

         The early missionary monks spread the word of the gospels here and abroad, making their voyages in currach-like vessels. We don’t often think of them as accomplished sailors, but they must have had a great understanding of boats and the sea to make their journeys. The Brendan story is one mirrored by several sailor missionaries from this island: Colmcille left Derry for Iona in Scotland by sea in the middle of the sixth century, to establish an abbey there. Columbanus travelled from County Down to France and eventually to Bobbio in Northern Italy. He even composed a boating song for the crew as they rowed down the Rhine:

         
             

         

         Lo, little bark

         on the twin-horned Rhine,

         From forest hewn,

         to skim the brine.

         Heave, lads, and let the echoes ring.14

         
             

         

         Dubhán, a missionary who came to Ireland from Wales around 452, established the first lighthouse, a fire signal, at Hook Head. He gave his name to the peninsula: originally Rinn Dubhán, or Dubhán’s Point, his name also means ‘fishing hook’. Aidan of Ferns became a disciple of David of Wales in the sixth century, and his journey also had to be made by sea.

         The Vikings came to Ireland in longships from 795 and later, in the twelfth century, the Normans arrived in the southeast in similar vessels.

         As conditions in Ireland were often harsh, many people left to seek their fortunes elsewhere, often fighting for foreign naval forces and often leaving at a very young age. As the great European empires – the Spanish, Portuguese and British – waned and nations claimed the right to self-rule, many opportunities arose for those who had the courage to embrace them. John Barry became known as the ‘Father of the American Navy’ and many others rose to national prominence in South America, as countries there freed themselves from Portuguese and Spanish rule.

         As scientific discovery advanced in the nineteenth century, Irishmen such as Francis Beaufort would revolutionise navigation for seagoing vessels. Beaufort’s work as Chief Hydrographer of the Royal Navy included standardising how weather conditions were described and also charting 15the seas. This not only made shipping safer, it also allowed for better planning of journeys. It was thanks to him that scientific investigation at sea became as important as the discovery of new lands.

         The golden age of polar exploration saw many Irish involved at every level, and names such as Ernest Shackleton and Tom Crean are now embedded in the public consciousness.

         In the twentieth century, the Allied sea commanders of both America and Britain were Irish: James Forrestal, United States Secretary of the Navy, was second-generation Irish and Andrew Cunningham, First Sea Lord of the British Admiralty, was born in Dublin.

         There is no doubt that, for a small island nation on the very edge of Europe, we have punched above our weight when it comes to maritime achievement.

         Like many of our island race, I have been fascinated by the sea from an early age. From peering into rock pools as a small child, to being in the sea scouts, to daily swimming and recreational scuba diving, I have spent as much of my free time as possible in the sea. The stories of these Irish mariners – some well known, some not so well known – were fascinating to research and I hope you’ll enjoy reading about them.
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            Early Navigators
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[image: This photo shows a sculpture of Brendan the Navigator, standing in the prow of a currach, with arms outstretched.]A statue of St Brendan the Navigator in Wolfe Tone Square, Bantry, County Cork. Created by Ian and Imogen Stuart and unveiled in 1969, it faces the sea, just as Brendan did.
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            Brendan of Clonfert

            484 – c. 577

         

         Brendan of Clonfert – or Brendan the Navigator, as he was also known – was one of the early saints of Ireland who is reputed to have undertaken a heroic voyage in a skin boat to find his ‘treasure island’. His story, a legend to Irish schoolchildren, comes from the old Irish tale of Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis or The Voyage of Saint Brendan the Abbot.

         *

         The story of Brendan’s life comes to us from the early Irish annals, and from Latin sources in other countries. He is mentioned as a seafarer in the Martyrology of Tallaght, a ninth-century list of saints and their feast days. Whilst details of his actual life and journey are scant, it shows that there was a devotion to him several centuries after his death.

         It is thought that he was born in 484 in Tralee, County Kerry, into the Altraige clan. His parents were Finnlug and Cara. Brendan spent his early days in the Fenit area, and the windswept Tralee Bay, with its spectacular landscape and views out over the wild Atlantic, must have made a huge 20impression on the young boy. Between the ages of two and five, he was fostered and educated by St Ita in Killeedy, near Newcastle West in Limerick. He then returned to the Fenit area, to Ardfert, and was in the care of Bishop Erc, who taught him the Christian way of life. He was also taught by St Jarlath in Tuam and St Enda on Inishmore. All of this influenced Brendan’s way of life, and his understanding and care of people, and to him ultimately following the tradition of the great early travelling monastic saints. He is thought of as one of the Twelve Apostles of Ireland.

         Brendan was ordained as a priest by Bishop Erc when he was twenty-six. He then set off on his travels, founding several monasteries on islands off the Scottish coast near Argyll, where he met Colmcille. Brendan visited Iona, where Colmcille had established an important abbey. He also travelled to Wales and Brittany in northern France, where he met St Malo, himself a seafaring saint. An island in St Malo Bay, Cézembre, had a chapel dedicated to St Brendan (unfortunately destroyed by Allied bombing in 1944). Saint Brendan’s Island, although mythical, appeared on maps from the period, including the Mappi Mundi, the great map of the world dating from 1300, and later on, the Erdapfel – ‘world apple’ or globe – of Martin Behaim from 1492.

         The Irish missionary monks proved to be able seamen, and they navigated European and Atlantic waters to spread the 21word of God. In keeping with the monastic tradition of living lives of contemplation in isolated places, many of them found refuge on remote and windswept islands around Ireland. Early religious artefacts can be found on Dalkey Island, the Blaskets, the island of Tory with its Tau Cross and, famously, Skellig Michael with its distinctive beehive huts. To reach these places in often rough seas, it was necessary to have knowledge of the building and maintaining of boats as well as an understanding of tides and weather. Colmcille travelled to Scotland, as already mentioned, famously establishing a monastery on Iona. Fergus from Waterford travelled to Salzburg, and Columbanus and Gall also undertook sea journeys. They probably travelled in something akin to a currach, a small, leather-skinned boat, propelled both by oars and a mainsail.

         Monasteries were not just singular buildings for contemplation and prayer, but could be sizeable villages, accommodating a cultivated farm and a school. The farm fed the local community and the school educated them. There was also the valuable scriptorium, used for the production of manuscripts. It took a great deal of organisational ability to create such a community.

         Brendan founded his community at Clonfert, County Galway, using the knowledge he had gained overseas. He also built monastic cells at Ardfert, County Kerry, at the foot of the mountain now known as Mount Brandon. It was from 22here that Brendan departed on his epic seven-year voyage.

         The legendary journey is said to have happened between 512 and 530. As an established missionary, Brendan felt the calling to bring the good news of Christ’s teachings to the wider world. His friend Barinthus, a fellow monk recently returned from a sea voyage, described a Land of Promise. Filled with curiosity and wonder, Brendan was determined to find it. From his earlier voyages, he had gained considerable skill in seafaring and boatbuilding and, armed with an intense faith, he feared little.

         His boat was a currach made using iron tools. The ribs and frame were made of wood and were covered with tanned cowhide, pre-stretched over oak bark. The seams on the outside surface of the skin were sealed with animal fat, to waterproof them. It would have been a very durable and light vessel. In 1976, Tim Severin, a noted British sailor who later made his home in west Cork, recreated the boat using traditional materials and building methods, and undertook a journey, which he recounts in his book The Brendan Voyage. He departed from Fenit, County Kerry, and arrived in Newfoundland on 26 June 1977, showing that the journey could have been successfully completed and that Brendan and his monks may have been the first to discover the North American continent, almost 500 years before the Viking explorer Leif Erikson and almost 1,000 years before Columbus.23

         Brendan chose fourteen fellow monks for his voyage and they set out from the coast of Kerry. They took food for forty days at sea as well as extra supplies of skins and tools. Their vessel had a mast and a sail. Three others joined the crew, and these three did not return, as prophesied by Brendan.

         For seven years, they travelled westwards, encountering various locations in their search for the Promised Land. One of the first places they came across was an uninhabited island, where the first of the last three monks to join the crew died.

         They continued on their journey to the Island of Sheep (probably one of the Faroe Islands). After a short stay, they set sail again and landed on what they believed was an island, but when they lit a fire, they discovered they had landed on the back of a giant fish, called Jasconius. The ‘island’ moved, hurling the monks into the sea. Brendan rescued them and saw from a safe distance the island dipping and plunging into the sea, giving him to believe that they encountered a great Leviathan of the deep.

         Brendan and his crew arrived at an island inhabited by thousands of birds, with one of which Brendan is said to have conversed. The bird told him that on Sundays they became human and sang songs of praise. The journey also took them to the Island of Ailbe, which was inhabited by a community of monks. Here they received a warm but silent welcome, as the men conversed only at choir. Ailbe and 24his followers washed Brendan and the crew’s feet, and fed them, which must have been of great comfort to the weary travellers. Next, they came across a huge white and silver column, probably an iceberg, and no doubt treacherous to a skin boat. They also encountered the Island of Strong Men. It is here that the second of the extra monks died, while the third was dragged away by demons.

         After travelling for seven years, sometimes visiting places repeatedly, including meeting the great Jasconius again, they finally arrived at the Promised Land for Saints. Here they were greeted by a young man, who praised their endeavours. They stayed a short while and then made the return trip to Ireland, where they received a wonderful welcome. Back at Clonfert, Brendan told the community of their incredible voyage. He also told them he would die soon, and it was in Annaghdown, Galway, where he had established a monastery for his sister Briga, that he passed away. He is buried in Clonfert. There are two reports of his death in the Annals of Ulster of 577 and 583.

         Fact or fiction, the story of Brendan became part of folklore. His name appeared on ancient maps: Brendan Island is marked on a Portuguese map from 1474 by Toscanelli, and this map was used by Christopher Columbus. It is argued that Columbus learned from the Navigatio that the winds and currents would suit westbound travel from 25Europe. (Interestingly, another Irishman, Patrick Maguire, was Columbus’s navigator and he may have been the first European to set foot on American soil.) The story of Brendan is also told in the Dutch De Reis van Sinte Brandaen (The Voyage of Saint Brendan), which dates from the twelfth century.

         Numerous places are named in his honour, including Mount Brandon, Brandon Hill and Brandon Head. In Sicily, Italy, there is a small church dedicated to Brendan, called San Brandanu. It is thought the interest in Brendan came to the area with the Normans.

         St Brendan’s feast day is celebrated on 16 May. He is the patron saint of boatmen, seafarers, travellers and whales. He is also the patron saint of the US Navy.

         
            
[image: a photo of Tim Severin's currach in full sail on the sea.]Tim Severin reinacting the voyage of Brendan the Navigator in 1976.
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