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INTRODUCTION


Seafarers are a special breed of people. Earning a living from the sea has always been a risky and dangerous business.


Even today, despite modern ship design and state-of-the-art satellite, computer and navigational equipment, a career at sea remains the choice of a brave few.


For those courageous enough to sail the oceans of the world, their names have been enshrined in history.


During the sixteenth century, Christopher Columbus, Ferdinand Magellan, Sir Francis Drake and Sir Walter Raleigh were among the most famous seafarers.


But during that time, nearer to home, lived another great seafarer whose story is less well known.


Her name was Grace O’Malley (Gráinne Ní Mháille), better known in Ireland as Granuaile.


And perhaps because she was a woman, Granuaile, unlike her male contemporaries, was not remembered in history. The sea was supposed to be for men only and seafaring was not thought a suitable career for a woman.


That is until Granuaile showed she was just as good a seafarer as any man and, without doubt, ‘the most famous feminine sea-captain’ of the sixteenth century.


For over 50 years she commanded a fleet of ships on the coasts of Ireland, Scotland and northern Spain. Like the other famous sailors of that time, she was a pirate as well as a sea trader.


But Granuaile was a powerful leader on land as well as sea. She commanded her own army, leading them personally into battle.


The English accused her of being ‘the nurse to all rebellions’ in Ireland and a ‘chief director of thieves and murderers at sea’. But they also acknowledged her great ability and courage.


Granuaile was shrewd and calculating in her dealings with the English, especially with their queen, Elizabeth I. It was perhaps fitting that one day Granuaile and Elizabeth would come face to face.


The story of Granuaile is the story of one woman’s courage and daring to be different in a time of great political unrest, and in one of the earth’s most dangerous environments, the sea.









Chapter 1


THE WORLD OF GRANUAILE


But who was Granuaile? Where did she come from? How did she choose such a strange and dangerous career?


Granuaile was born around the year 1530. She was the only daughter of Dubhdara (Black Oak) O’Malley and his wife Margaret.


Her father was chieftain of the kingdom of Umhall, a small, remote territory bordering Clew Bay on the coast of County Mayo.


At this time Ireland was a very different country than to today. It did not have a government or a king. Instead, it was divided into about 40 independent ‘kingdoms’ or clans, like Umhall.


Each ‘kingdom’ was ruled by a Gaelic chieftain like Granuaile’s father, or by a descendant of the Anglo-Normans, who had come to Ireland in the twelfth century, like Granuaile’s neighbour, the Lower MacWilliam Bourke, chief of the Bourkes of Mayo.


Each ruler had his own army to protect his kingdom and his clan from attack by an enemy. To strengthen his own army, a chieftain often hired mercenary soldiers called the ‘gallowglass’ from Scotland.


The Irish chieftains ruled their territories by native Gaelic law, known as Brehon Law.


Brehon Law was different to English law in two important ways: how one became a chieftain and how one inherited property.


Chieftains and their successors, known as tanaiste, were elected by members of the clan. Unlike English nobility, they did not inherit their title automatically.


The chieftain had only a life interest in the lands he ruled on behalf of his clan. He could not pass them on to his eldest son, as the English noble did. On his death, the clan’s lands reverted to the clan.


A chieftain measured his strength on the number of minor or client chiefs who paid him dues and provided him with troops when he went to war.


The client paid an agreed payment or tribute to the chief each year. These tributes ranged from a specific number of cattle, horses, bushels of wheat or jars of honey, to food and lodging for the chieftain and his family.


If the tribute was not paid on time, the chieftain could take it – and more – from his client by force.


In return, the chieftain was bound to protect his client and come to his aid in the event of his being attacked.


Granuaile’s father was a client of the more powerful Lower MacWilliam Bourke of Mayo. Dubhdara’s yearly tribute, however, amounted only to providing MacWilliam with a certain number of soldiers when he went to war.


The English had tried to conquer Ireland in the past. At the time of Granuaile’s birth, however, they controlled only Dublin and a small area around it known as ‘the Pale’.


The rest of the country was in the hands of the Gaelic chieftains and the descendants of the Anglo-Normans, many of whom, over time, had become ‘more Irish than the Irish’.


But the English king, Henry VIII, wanted to rule all Ireland. He could not afford to send an army to conquer it by force. Instead in 1541 he tried to win over the Irish chieftains by a plan which he called ‘surrender and re-grant’.


This plan meant that if a chieftain acknowledged Henry as king of Ireland and agreed to rule his lands by English rather than by Brehon Law, the king would re-grant him his lands and give him an English title.


Granuaile’s father, Dubhdara, did not accept the king’s offer but some of his neighbours did.


The Upper MacWilliam Burke, chieftain of the Burke clan of Galway, agreed and became the earl of Clanrickard. In Ulster, the O’Neill chieftain became the earl of Tyrone and in Munster O’Brien, the descendant of the great high king Brian Boru, was made earl of Thomond by the English king.


Just as the king intended, his policy divided the Irish clans. Some clans continued to elect their chieftain by Brehon Law. Those who lost out this way sought to gain the title by English law, with the help of the English, only too happy to have someone loyal to them in power.


While King Henry’s surrender and re-grant policy took many years to take hold, it was the first step in England’s plan to reconquer Ireland.


The Irish countryside in Granuaile’s time also looked very different from today.


At this time much of the country was covered by great forests, woods and bogs. Wild animals such as wolves, wild boar and deer, roamed freely.


There were few roads and even fewer bridges by which to cross the rivers. This made travel by foot or horse very slow and difficult. It could take up to a month to get from the west coast to the east coast. Ireland was famous for its cattle herds which were important to the economy. The more cattle a chieftain and his clan possessed the wealthier and more powerful they were.


There was little money in circulation. Instead people bought and sold by barter, that is, by exchanging goods.


Chieftains like Granuaile’s father lived in stone-built castles or towers. The ruins of these towers can still be seen all around Ireland today. They were three or four storeys high and had a bawn or courtyard surrounded by high walls attached.


The chieftain and his family lived in the upper storey of the tower, which had a fireplace and narrow slit windows. The servants lived in the lower floors.


The walls of the castle were lime-washed and hung with antlers, skins and green-leafed branches. Rushes were strewn on the bare flag floor for comfort.


Dubhdara had a number of these castles situated around Clew Bay; at Cathair-na-Mart (Westport), Belclare, Murrisk, Carrowmore, Clare Island and Achill Island.


The chieftain’s followers, or clansmen, lived with their families in small round cottages, made of wattle, earth or stone. The cottages clustered around the chieftain’s castle for protection.


Neither the castles nor the cottages were very comfortable, having little heat or light and even less furniture.


People lived mainly out of doors, hunting, fishing and looking after the cattle herds and other domestic animals. They got up at sunrise and went to bed at sunset.


Like the people at the time, Granuaile and her family enjoyed a varied diet. They ate meat, fish, vegetables and a type of porridge made from oatmeal and milk, flavoured with butter.


They drank wine which was imported from France and Spain, buttermilk, home-made ale and whiskey. On special occasions they drank mead which was made from honey.


The main meal of the day was eaten in the evening.


Granuaile and her family sat down to eat at wooden tables on benches or stools. The food was placed on large wooden or pewter platters from which everyone helped themselves. Food was eaten with a knife and spoon since forks were at this time rare.


Falconry was a popular sport among the chieftains and their families and some of the best falconries were to be found among the mountains of Mayo and Galway.


Deer hunting on horseback with Irish wolfhounds and hunting wild boar were other popular outdoor pursuits of the time.
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The young Granuaile.


Travelling musicians and storytellers sometimes entertained Granuaile and her family in their castle. The harp and bagpipes were among the musical instruments then played.


These musicians and storytellers also brought news and gossip from other parts of the country. Because there was no postal system or newspapers, this was the only way people could find out what was happening outside their own area.


Chess, dice and cards were popular pastimes.


Granuaile became known as a shrewd gambler and was often called ‘Grainne na gCearbach’ (Grace of the Gamblers).
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