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GRAINNE NI MHAILLE, or in the Anglicized form of her name, Grace O’Malley was a radical mold-breaking image of a woman who was far from the expected norm for women of the 16th Century.  She was a pirate...a swashbuckling warrior who plied the sea on warships that men would normally have commanded, boasting around 200 fighting men. She was a feared figure on land and sea. She knew the tides; she understood the fickle sea as well as the wily ways of the feckless sailors who tried unsuccessfully to defy her.  

Her story wasn’t told by the compulsive historians of the ancient Irish chroniclers who were adverse to admitting that it was a woman who was just as clever and just as manipulative as the greatest of all of them. Rather, her story was written by her sworn enemies, the English, who claimed suzerainty over her. Were it not for myth and minstrels, her name would have been cloaked from the history of Ireland and be paid the price of omission.  

History was mainly written for males. In her case, however, it was expected that women be dolled up in gowns and jewels and lie fainting on a couch. Grainne was looked upon as a woman who overstepped her bounds and had little or no regard for polite conventions, unless they suited her purpose. She was a persona non grata of the English overlords who were often confounded by her bold disregard of their carefully construed codes of conduct. 

She surpassed the reckless lifestyle of her first husband, also a pirate of sorts, as she was always stronger and smarter that he was. Upon his death, she had an affair with a shipwrecked seaman. When the vicious MacMahon’s murdered him, she went after the murderous family and slaughtered the killers. As she couldn’t forget that offense, she returned and confiscated the Doona Castle, which she added to her string of fortresses. 

During this chaotic time when the Irish chieftains struggled against the domineering English overlords. She had been harassed by the English governor of Connacht and was bold enough to arrange a meeting with Queen Elizabeth I herself. Her sons had been taken into custody by Sir Richard Bingham and as a mother, she rushed to their defense, begging for their freedom. As a strong woman to another strong woman, the young men were freed. 

This is a story of courage and celebrates the role of the female as an equal in society at a time when this was unheard of.
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Chapter 1 – Ireland: Land of Lore and Legend


[image: ]


THE ANCIENT TEXT, Lebor Gabala Erenn, tells the tales of the early High Kings of Ireland, but prefaces it with the caveat: “The truth was not known beneath the sky of stars, whether they be of heaven or of earth.” 

One of the legendary early tribes of ancient Ireland, was the Tuatha de Danaan, descendants of the Druid, Nemed. According to the ancient legends, he and his followers fought two great battles against the demonic Formorians at Magh Tuireadh. The first battle was fought against the Fir Bolg in County Mayo and the second  in County Sligo. At the bloody second battle, Nuada, great leader of the Tuatha, was slaughtered but the Tuatha de Danaan raised up a new champion, Lugh, who vanquished the Fir Bolg. As a reward for having fought so bravely, the Fir Bolg were awarded one-quarter of the island. Lugh then becomes the nominal leader of the Tuatha de Danaan. 

The people of the Tuatha de Danaan, learned the sciences and the sacred art of necromancy from their gods. They plowed the green fields and made them fertile. All went well until the unexpected arrival by sea of the Milesians. The magical Tuatha clan conjured up a storm at sea to wipe out the Milesians. However, according to the Milesian poet, Amergin, these new people called upon their own gods to rescue them and the chief of the deities proudly announced to them: “I am the sea breeze; I am the ocean wave; I am the stag of the seven time...I am the god who gave you fire; who understands the cycles of the moon...” Thus the deity calmed the fury of the metaphysical storm and the Milesians were saved. The Milesians then defeated the Tuatha de Danaan under the goddess of the moon, Tailtiu. Amergin himself was called upon to decide the fates of the two warrior races. He permit the Milesians to settle the land of Ireland, or Eire, and the Tuatha de Danaan were subrogated to live in the Underworld. Some of their lot devolved into leprechauns and others into banshees. The good fairies perennially fight many battles with these denizens of the Underworld. 

It is said that at dusk on this misty isle, the fairies rise up to tend to world of plants and flowers, while the leprechauns and banshees wage their own petty battles against mortal men. The Irish tell tales about the fairy rings, marked by Hickory trees, which hide entrances to their elusive Underworld. Mortal folks are warned but sometimes wander into the rings. They sometimes become lost there, only to stagger up from there time to time and are rescued by their kinsfolk. Others, it is said, are sucked down unto the Underworld, never to be heard from again.

The Clans

The Irish grew in numbers and flourished. They formed tribes, also known as “septs.” Each was led by kings. In the 4th Century, C.E., the ancient line of Connacht kings, were displaced by by many
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