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 PRAISE FOR  Scandalous Women

“How can one not love a book that includes among its scandalous subjects Zelda Fitzgerald, Camille Claudel, and Calamity Jane? My only criticism of Elizabeth Kerri Mahon’s engaging book on the lives of women who have helped write the pages of history is that it is not longer, given the host of others who deserve to be rescued from the footnotes of history.”

—Paula Uruburu, author of American Eve

 

“Brains, boldness, beauty, courage, and craziness all come together in this entertaining account of some of history’s wildest women.”

—Hallie Rubenhold, 
author of The Covent Garden Ladies and The Lady in Red

 

“As delectable as dark chocolate on a winter night, Scandalous Women offers definitive proof that bad girls do have more fun. A thoroughly enjoyable romp through women’s history.”

—Kris Waldherr, 
author of Doomed Queens

 

“A lively and informative look at the women from many walks of life who have shaken up history—and made it.”

—Susan Higginbotham, 
author of The Queen of Last Hopes

 

“With more verve than Josephine Baker’s banana dance, Elizabeth Kerri Mahon brings together a pantheon of history’s most scintillating women and jam-packs each and every story with fascinating details and lively humor.”

—Carlyn Beccia, author of The Raucous Royals
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 INTRODUCTION

Well-behaved women rarely make history.

—LAUREL THATCHER ULRICH

 

 

 

 

Scandalous Women isn’t history, it’s herstory. Ever notice those “This Day in History” sections in the newspaper or on TV? Most of those little factoids only give you half the story—the male half. If they do mention women at all, it is a scant few whose names are well known, mainly the saints and the Goody Two-Shoes of history. Scandalous Women aims to change that, reclaiming history one woman at a time.

In five thousand years of recorded history, from the ancient world to the present day, women have caused wars, created drama, defied the rules, and brought men to their knees. The famous and the infamous, warrior queens, spies, adventurers, and even a pirate or two have set off a ruckus during their lifetime—turning heads while making waves. These women came from all walks of life, from the royal palaces of Egypt, England, France, and Russia to the slums of St. Louis and Baltimore. Some of them, like Jane Digby and Lady Hester Stanhope, broke out of their comfort zone, leaving their homes, the lives they knew, behind them, to search  for something more. Some sought fame and fortune, women like Lola Montez, Billie Holiday, and Josephine Baker.

From Boudica, who torched London to the ground in revenge against the Romans after they brutally raped her daughters, to Josephine Baker, who took Paris by storm while dancing at the Folies Bergère wearing only a belt of bananas and a smile in the Roaring Twenties, these women didn’t let the mores of the time stop them from getting what they wanted. Others, like Émilie du Châtelet, battled the chauvinism of the male establishment, which held that science was no place for a woman. While others triumphed, some women, like Zelda Fitzgerald and Camille Claudel, paid a high price in their lifetime, their creativity stifled by dominant men, until they ended spiraling into madness. Not all of these women are admirable; some did questionable things, but for what they considered a noble cause, like Rose O’Neal Greenhow.

These thirty-five women represent just a taste, an amuse bouche as it were, of the many women who have rocked history. Every year more and more women’s lives are being reclaimed from the mists of time, the dusty bookshelves, or the footnotes of history. But all the women in this book have one thing in common: they caused a scandal, a commotion, and they bumped up against the status quo. Some maneuvered their way around, and some used a battering ram. Each ran counter to conventional behavior, and each caused gossip, furor, and anger among her contemporaries. They were free, unafraid to take a stand, to make a mess if necessary to achieve their goals, whether it was against oppression or liquor or for religious freedom. Some were movers and shakers in terms of changing events; others left behind a legacy of brilliance and great art. Some of the women were perhaps a little self-serving in their behavior, exasperating in their wrongheadedness. Yet all of them are fascinating.




 ONE

Warrior Queens
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Cleopatra 


 69-30 BCE 

Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale / Her infinite variety: other women cloy / The appetites they feed, but she makes hungry / Where most she satisfies.

—SHAKESPEARE, ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA

 

The life of Cleopatra is one of the best soap operas ever in world history, filled with drama, romance, murder, sex, handsome men, and overwhelming ambition. More than two thousand years after her death, she still holds our fascination as one of history’s most famous and mysterious women. Contemporary chroniclers claimed that she was a brazen temptress who corrupted both Julius Caesar and Mark Antony. And her legend has inspired filmmakers, poets, and playwrights over the centuries as they try to capture her elusive spirit. The last Pharaoh of the Ptolemaic dynasty was  blessed with brains, charisma, and edge. A brilliant political strategist, Cleopatra used all the weapons at her disposal to keep Egypt free.

By the time Cleopatra was born in 69 BCE, the Ptolemaic dynasty had descended into depravity and an unfortunate tendency to bump each other off. As the Egyptian Empire declined, the Roman Empire was rising, spreading throughout Europe and the Middle East, until it came knock-knock-knocking on Egypt’s door. Cleopatra’s father, Ptolemy XII Auletes, was already in debt to Rome for help retrieving his throne from his daughter Berenice. He walked a tightrope between keeping Rome at bay and Egypt independent.

Cleopatra was never meant to be queen. Although second in line for the throne after her older sister Berenice, she was still educated to be the future Pharaoh according to an advanced Greek curriculum, which included rhetoric, philosophy, medicine, drawing, music, math, art, and the glorious history of her ancestor Ptolemy I. A passionate scholar, she learned nine languages and became the first Ptolemy to learn Egyptian. When Berenice was executed for stealing the throne from Dad, Cleopatra moved up a notch in the line of succession.

At eighteen, Cleopatra inherited the throne after her father’s death, along with her ten-year-old brother/husband Ptolemy XIII, who became her coruler. She quickly moved to show who was really in charge. Inheriting a bankrupt kingdom, she managed to turn it into the richest state in the Mediterranean. Grain was distributed to the poor, the budget was balanced, and new building projects were initiated. She eventually amassed a fortune that was so great that Rome’s interest rates dropped by two-thirds when her treasure was brought there after her death. She pilfered foreign libraries for scrolls to bring back to the library in Alexandria. During  her reign, Cleopatra promoted herself endlessly, making constant displays of her power and her image as Pharaoh and as a goddess. She also personally led rituals that were associated with Isis, the most important Egyptian goddess at that time. By doing so, Cleopatra ensured that her people would be loyal to her.

Her brother’s advisers, believing that they could control the boy king, soon forced Cleopatra off the throne. But years of familial scheming had turned her into a survivor. Fleeing into the Syrian Desert, she raised a small army of Arabs and tried to invade Egypt, but she was defeated by her brother’s forces. There was only one man who could help Cleopatra regain her throne: Julius Caesar. At fifty-two, he was a seasoned military commander and embroiled in a civil war with his former coconsul Pompey. Cleopatra had seen how the power of Rome had restored her father to the throne. Luckily for her, Caesar was in Egypt in pursuit of Pompey. Unluckily for her brother, his advisers viewed Pompey as a threat to Egypt’s relationship with Caesar and had him killed, pissing off Caesar, who had wanted him alive.

Seizing the advantage, and knowing that Caesar had a reputation as a womanizer, in an ingenious move Cleopatra had herself delivered to his ship rolled up in a Persian carpet. When it was unrolled, she tumbled out looking like a rumpled kitten. Charmed by this gesture, Caesar agreed to help her. He also took her as his mistress. Cleopatra impressed Caesar with her intelligence, her wit, and her abundant female charms. It was a meeting of the minds as well as the bodies. Now backed by Caesar’s forces, she defeated her brother, who later drowned in the Nile while fleeing Caesar’s henchmen. Caesar married her off to her youngest brother, Ptolemy XIV, who was only twelve and easily ignored.

When Caesar went back to Rome, he left Cleopatra a little present, a son she named Ptolemy Caesar but who the people of  Alexandria named Caesarion after his father. After the birth of their son, Caesar gave up his plans to annex Egypt, instead backing Cleopatra as sole ruler. Cleopatra packed up Caesarion and left Egypt in 46 BCE to be with Caesar at his invitation. While in Rome, Caesar showered his mistress with many titles and gifts, including erecting a golden statue of her, the first human image ever, in the temple of Venus, considered the mother of the republic, making her a living incarnation of the goddess. The Romans feared Cleopatra because she was unwomanly by their standards. She was independent and powerful. While Cleopatra hoped that Caesar would make Caesarion his heir, he refused to publicly claim him as his son, choosing his grandnephew Octavian instead.

Cleopatra and Egypt lost their protector in Rome when Caesar was assassinated on the ides of March in 44 BCE by a host of conspirators, including his close friend Brutus, who were afraid that Caesar would declare himself emperor. Cleopatra, fearing for her safety, fled back to Egypt. She now made her son Caesarion her coregent as Ptolemy XV after the death of her second brother/husband. Cleopatra eyed the situation as to who was going to end up on top when it came to ruling Rome. When the forces of Mark Antony defeated Caesar’s murderers, Cleopatra turned her attention to him.

As she had done with Caesar, Cleopatra sized up her quarry, how best to appeal to him. Antony, although a brilliant general and popular with his troops, was also a complete party animal with a weakness for powerful women. It was showtime on the Nile. Pulling out all the stops, Cleopatra arrived at Tarsus to meet Antony on her great barge with its gold stern and billowing purple sails, inclining under a golden canopy, dressed like the goddess Aphrodite. Boys dressed like Cupids cooled her with their fans, and the most beautiful of her waiting women lined the barge. At  dinner that night, she served him a banquet with the finest wines and foods, on bejeweled plates, while reclining on embroidered couches. The feast went on for four days and nights; Cleopatra spared no expense, with extravagant menus, banquets with fireworks, carpets of rose petals, and expensive presents. The spectacle was designed to show off the wealth of Egypt that would be put at Antony’s disposal should he partner with her.

It worked like gangbusters; Antony was just as captivated by Cleopatra as Caesar had been. Soon they were living la vida loca. According to Plutarch, Cleopatra catered to Antony’s every little whim, whether he wanted to go hunting or carousing and gambling. She drank with him and played practical jokes with him; basically she never let him out of her sight. She wanted to bind Antony by making herself indispensable on every level, as a way of protecting herself and her country. Antony and Cleopatra were well matched; they both enjoyed a hunger for life. But even more than lust, ambition brought them together. Cleopatra had been looking for a strong man to help her keep her kingdom. Antony likewise needed Cleopatra’s support, money, supplies, and troops to invade Parthia (now a part of present-day Iran). In return, he offered protection and help getting rid of her last remaining sibling, her sister Arsinoë, who had been a thorn in her side ever since she inherited the throne.

Together they shared a glorious dream of an empire that stretched from East to West. But power struggles at home led Antony away from Cleopatra’s side and back to Rome. After the death of his wife, Antony agreed to marry Octavian’s sister, Octavia, to cement their alliance. Back in Egypt, Cleopatra gave birth to twins, Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene. It would be three years before she saw Antony again.

Remembering his plan to invade Parthia, Antony arranged to  meet Cleopatra in Antioch. To pay him back for leaving her alone for three years, she kept him cooling his heels impatiently for weeks before agreeing to meet with him. It wasn’t long before the fire was rekindled but now their sexual passion soon turned into a strong emotional bond. It was a true partnership of equals; nobody would ever be as close to either of them as each other. After a few days between her golden thighs, he had agreed to give her land that included modern Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and southern Turkey in exchange for her help. Unfortunately too pooped from partying, Antony managed to lose to the Parthians. The remaining survivors were left cold and starving, until Cleopatra arrived with supplies soon after giving birth to another son, Ptolemy Philadelphus.

Antony abandoned his marriage to Octavia and married Cleopatra; for the ceremony they dressed as the gods Aphrodite and Dionysus. He also made their son Alexander King of Armenia; their daughter Cleopatra Queen of Crete; and little Ptolemy ruler of Syria. In Rome, Octavian went to the Senate to declare war on Egypt and Cleopatra. He launched a bitter propaganda war against Cleopatra, declaring that she was the real enemy of Rome and was using Antony as her besotted plaything.1 This image lasted throughout the centuries, until 1820, when hieroglyphics were deciphered that told the other side of the story.

Instead of playing to Antony’s strength as a soldier, Cleopatra decided that a naval battle would be a better idea. It was a colossal mistake. While they were sailing away Octavian crushed their scattered troops in Greece, trapping them at Actium for four months. Antony’s larger, unwieldy ships were no match for Octavian’s  smaller, lighter fleet. In the midst of battle, Cleopatra took her ships, which were filled with Egypt’s entire treasury, and fled the scene as was prearranged. Antony followed her, deserting his troops, who surrendered to the enemy. Defeated and feeling sorry for himself, Antony returned to the city, deciding to take his own life by stabbing himself with his sword. Unfortunately, he botched it. Cleopatra’s servant discovered him and Antony was carried to the mausoleum, where Cleopatra was holed up with her two maids. He died in her arms.

When Octavian finally marched into town, Cleopatra tried to win him over, as she had Caesar and Antony. Plutarch wrote that even at the age of thirty-nine, “her old charm and the boldness of her youthful beauty had not wholly left her and in spite of her present condition, still sparkled from within.” She even offered to abdicate if her children could rule in her place. But Cleopatra had finally met a man who was immune to her charms. When she heard that Octavian planned to parade her as a captive in the procession in Rome to celebrate his triumph, she refused to be humiliated. Instead, bedecked in the robes of Isis, she died poisoned by an asp that had been smuggled to her in a basket of figs, simultaneously outwitting Rome and affirming her immortality. Or at least that was the story put out by Octavian. Even Plutarch thought that story smelled fishy. There were no marks found on the body and, more important, no asp. Cleopatra, knowing her way around a chemistry kit, no doubt came up with a suitable royal cocktail of poison to make her exit from this world. However she died, it was as she had lived, a proud, independent queen.

After her suicide, Octavian ordered her son Caesarion put to death, one less challenge to his authority as emperor. What Cleopatra had fought against had happened: Egypt was now just another piece of the Roman Empire. Her daughter by Antony later married  King Juba II of Numidia, but the fate of her other two children by Antony, Alexander Helios and Ptolemy Philadelphus, remains unknown.

Cleopatra was a heroic and brilliant patriot, and the last major threat to the Roman Empire for a while, but she will always be known as the seductress of the East who lured two of Rome’s greatest men away from their duties. Her legend only grew as writers from Shakespeare to Shaw shared their versions of her story with the world and by the many movies since then. She has passed from history into an icon.
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 Boudica 


 ?-60 CE 

All this ruin was brought upon them by a woman, a fact which caused them [the Romans] the greatest shame.

—DIO CASSIUS

 

Boudica was a wife, a mother, a revered queen, and the leader of the most violent rebellion against the Romans in British history. The first heroine in British history, even her name adds to her legend, as it is the Celtic word for “victory.” Little is known of her life before she became a thorn in the side of the Romans, although she was probably of royal descent. The historian Dio Cassius described her as tall, terrifying, and with a great mass of tawny hair hanging to her waist, wearing a large golden necklace and a manycolored tunic—a real-life Xena, Warrior Princess. We’ll have to take his word for it, for he wasn’t actually there. His history, like that of Tacitus, was written years after the events, and he had a  keen interest in promoting the Roman point of view. Still, she must have been formidable, even if she wasn’t the Amazon that Dio Cassius described.

After a century of seeing Britain solely as a useful source for tin and great oysters, the Romans came a-calling in 43 CE launching a full-scale invasion. The emperor Claudius, who needed some good PR to change his image as a drooling, limping fool, decided it was time to bring Britain under the civilizing influence of the empire. At the time Britain was divided into a hodgepodge of kingdoms large and small. When the Romans arrived, many Britons welcomed them, not thinking what it would mean in the long run. The emperor himself made a ceremonial visit, holding a huge celebration at Camulodunum (Colchester) to impress the locals with a little Roman razzle-dazzle. Most of the southern tribes, including the Iceni, chose the path of least resistance, becoming client kingdoms.

In 60 CE, after twenty years of rule, King Prasutagus of the Iceni in East Anglia2 died, leaving his empire divided between the Roman Empire and his two daughters, with his widow, Boudica, as regent. Prasutagus had been one of the first to sign a treaty with Rome, but since he died without a male heir, the Romans considered the treaty to be null and void. Under Roman law, inheritance could only come through the male line. Having a woman in charge proved that the Iceni were barbarians as far as they were concerned. Women in Celtic Britain were able to rule, marry whom they liked, and own property; they had a great deal of freedom compared to their Roman counterparts, whose lives were tightly controlled.

Tacitus wrote, “Kingdom and household alike were plundered like prizes of war.” When Boudica protested their actions, the Romans flogged her in public and allowed slaves to rape her daughters as a warning to the other tribes. The Romans chose the wrong woman to make an example of. Boudica appealed to the Iceni as well as several of the neighboring tribes, including the Trinovantes, who had a laundry list of grievances of their own, to join her in rebelling against Rome. She was helped by the fact that the Romans, under the procurator Catus Decianus, had begun to treat the Britons like slave labor. The native population was now subjected to brutality and casual mistreatment. Army veterans helped themselves to whatever land they wanted, driving the natives out. A huge temple dedicated to the emperor Claudius had been built in Camulodunum, using the Trinovantes as unpaid labor and then taxing them to pay for it to boot.

At first Boudica’s rebellion was in luck. The military governor Suetonius was off massacring the Druids on the island of Mona (Anglesey). In his absence Boudica amassed an army over 120,000 strong made up of men, women, and priests. While Boudica must have had extraordinary charisma to persuade so many Britons to follow her, she also had a powerful story that everyone could relate to. What made her a strong leader was that she was filled with outrage—she felt that she had justice on her side. The Celtic tribes had spent their lives preparing for war. When the call came, they were ready to go kick some Roman butt.

First stop was Colchester, where they took the town by surprise. Boudica prayed to the goddess Andraste for victory and released a hare into the multitude to determine by its direction whether the campaign would be a success. The omen must have been favorable since the people were unarmed and unprepared, and the town was unfortified. Boudica and her army sacked it,  razing the town and setting it on fire. The nearest legion of two thousand Romans was at Lincoln. The commander hurried to meet the rebels but his forces were ambushed by the Britons on the way and cut to pieces.

Emboldened, Boudica headed toward London, the commercial heart of the Roman Empire in Britain. As soon as Catus Decianus heard Boudica was on her way, he fled the city to Gaul. Meanwhile Suetonius arrived in London from Wales with only a cavalry unit. When he had first heard the news of the revolt, he was not too concerned. The Britons must have been desperate to take orders from a woman. However, after sizing up Boudica’s forces, and realizing he was lacking sufficient strength, Suetonius made the executive decision to abandon the town, telling the people to flee. After burning London to the ground, Boudica and company headed for St. Albans and sacked it, although the inhabitants had already fled.

But Boudica wasn’t done; she decided to follow the Roman army north, sacking a few towns along the way. No one knows exactly where the final battle took place between Boudica and the Romans, but it was probably in the West Midlands. What is known is that Suetonius picked a place that was surrounded by a wood where he could only be attacked by the front. Outnumbered, the Romans had to rely on strategy and the fact that they were a highly trained and organized fighting machine.

Before the final battle Boudica drove up and down the front line in her chariot with her daughters in front of her, exhorting her army, “You will win this battle or perish. That is what I, a woman, plan to do. Let the men live in slavery if they will.” Confident of victory, the Britons had brought their families with them, installing them in carts that were stationed at the edge of the battlefield.

In a straight-line formation, the Romans held their ground with their shields and javelins as the Britons, faces and bodies painted blue and screaming insults, charged toward them in frenzied chaos. It must have been a fearsome sight but the Romans held their ground, launching their javelins into the air. With no body armor to protect them, the first wave of Britons fell. They were no match for the superior fighting skills of the Roman legionnaires, who used the wedge formation to corner them. When they tried to turn and flee they were hemmed in by their own wagons on the edge of the field. When the dust settled, untold numbers of Britons were dead, but only four hundred Romans. It was the last significant rebellion against the Roman Empire. It is believed that Boudica poisoned herself and her daughters rather than end up in Roman hands.

It took sheer guts and bravery for Boudica to mount a rebellion against the greatest world power in existence at that time. And she almost won. Boudica’s revolt actually had Nero, Rome’s emperor during the uprising, considering withdrawing all Roman forces from Britain. Her fatal flaw was that she seemed to have no clear plan other than kicking Roman ass. If she had been able to capitalize on her earlier victories, she might have gained more support and led Rome to finally give up on Britain.

Centuries after her defeat, Boudica became known as a heroine, a patriotic queen who died defending the liberty of her country against a ruthless and alien power. But it was the Victorians, with their penchant for romanticizing ancient British myths like hers and King Arthur’s, who really took Boudica to heart. Her statue now stands proudly on the Thames near the Houses of Parliament, as a reminder of the might of the British Empire and a symbol of national patriotism. It is a fitting memorial to the woman who has now passed into legend.
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 Eleanor of Aquitaine 


 1122-1204 

A woman without compare.

—RICHARD OF DEVIZES

 

Eleanor of Aquitaine was one of the most famous women in medieval Europe and one of the most infamous in history. Wife to two kings and mother of two kings, she founded a dynasty that would rule England for the next 330 years. In her lifetime, she was the subject of scandalous rumors: that she rode bare-breasted on crusade; that she slept with her uncle; that she murdered her husband’s mistress. She was a warrior who helped her sons revolt against their father, and she served as regent while Richard the Lionheart went on crusade.

Born in 1122, Eleanor’s family history was filled with romance and drama. Her grandfather was a flamboyant figure, acknowledged as the first troubadour. He was also no stranger to love or to scandal. Having discarded two wives, and been excommunicated twice, he decided to abduct a married woman named Dangereuse, who became his mistress. Indifference to public opinion and doing pretty much what one pleased ran in Eleanor’s blood.

With the death of her brother when she was eight, Eleanor became the heiress to the duchy of Aquitaine. It was a major chunk of real estate, encompassing one-fourth of modern France, and whoever married her would be incredibly powerful. Proud of having such a beautiful, lively, and intelligent daughter, her father made sure that she was highly educated. She traveled with him throughout the duchy, observing the skillful way he handled his  subjects. When she was fifteen, her father died from food poisoning while he was on a pilgrimage to Spain. In order to protect Eleanor from being vulnerable to bride snatchers after he was gone, on his deathbed he dictated a will making her a ward of Louis VI of France. Eager to get his chubby fingers on the duchy of Aquitaine, Louis, nicknamed “the Fat,” quickly married Eleanor off to his son, the future Louis VII. There was only one tiny catch. Aquitaine would remain independent of France for the moment, but if the union was blessed by a son, he would be both King of France and Duke of Aquitaine.

The bride wore scarlet, which would turn out to be appropriate given her later reputation. Eleanor’s first glimpse of her husband was not promising. Louis was quiet and pious, as unlike her warrior father and grandfather as it was possible to be, and he definitely knew nothing about girls. “I thought to have married a King,” she complained, “but I find I have wed a monk.” Louis on the other hand was thrilled with his half of the bargain. His new bride was highly sophisticated, blessed with beauty and brains. She had seen more of the world than her cloistered husband. Before Eleanor could adjust to her married life, she became queen when her new father-in-law died a few days after the wedding.

Paris shocked Eleanor; it was a backwater compared to Poitiers, and the royal palace left a lot to be desired. Rolling up her sleeves, she started by giving the palace an Extreme Makeover: Medieval Edition, tearing down the musty tapestries and filling her apartments with light, perfume, and color, bringing a little bit of Poitiers to Paris. Flouting convention, she enlivened the court with party games after dinner and minstrels who sang ribald songs. Determined to civilize the court, she introduced new innovations like napkins and tablecloths and insisted the servants wash their hands before serving food.

Eleanor was seen as a foreigner, importing her decadent southern ways and corrupting the court. When her mother-in-law called her flighty and a bad influence, Eleanor dispatched her to her dower lands. Her conduct was criticized by church elders, who constantly harangued her to spend more time praying and less time singing. Louis continued to be in awe of his wife. He consulted her often on matters of state, much to the chagrin of his ministers. He even invaded Champagne to try to impress her, burning down a church filled with people in the process.

When Louis decided to go on the Second Crusade in 1147 to atone for the church incident, Eleanor announced that she was joining him along with a company of three hundred women and their attendants (one can only imagine how much luggage they brought) to nurse the wounded. Louis’ advisers were completely against it until Eleanor sweetened the deal by offering the services of a thousand men from Aquitaine.

The crusade turned out not to be the adventure that Eleanor had signed up for. Traveling was difficult, the weather sucked, and Eleanor once had to trade her jewelry for food! Louis didn’t have the first clue how to lead an army. While crossing Mount Cadmos en route to Antioch, disaster struck when Eleanor and her vassals ignored instructions and went ahead to find a better place to camp. When the king and his men arrived at the campsite, they were ambushed by the Turks, causing heavy losses. The king was only spared because he wasn’t recognized. Eleanor was blamed because it was rumored the rear was slowed down by her luggage. Since she already had a dubious reputation, it was easy to use her as a scapegoat.

Things went from bad to worse in Antioch, where they were welcomed by Eleanor’s handsome uncle who was only seven years older than his niece. At the royal palace, Raymond wined and  dined his beautiful niece, speaking to her in their native tongue. Gossip of an affair spread, fueled by Eleanor’s clear preference for her uncle’s company and sparking her husband’s jealousy. Louis and Eleanor had been growing apart, and the crusade just emphasized how incompatible they were. When Raymond advised Louis not to attack Jerusalem, to help hold Antioch against the Muslim Turks instead, Eleanor took his side. When Louis refused, Eleanor declared that not only was she staying in Antioch but she wanted a divorce. Louis finally grew some balls and forced Eleanor to go to Jerusalem with him.

The attack on Jerusalem went badly and Eleanor couldn’t help saying, “I told you so.” Things were so bad that they took separate ships back to Europe. Stopping in Rome for a little marriage counseling, the estranged couple ended up sharing a bed thanks to Pope Eugene III’s maneuvering. Their daughter Alix was born nine months later, but it was too late to save the marriage.

Louis was convinced by his advisers to let Eleanor go, although losing Aquitaine must have hurt. Still, he had the future of the throne to think about. After fifteen years of marriage, they had only two daughters and no sons. Eleanor, of course, countered that it wasn’t her fault; if he wanted an heir, he needed to sleep with her once in a while. On March 11, 1152, the marriage was dissolved, on the grounds of consanguinity. The king was given sole custody of their two daughters.

At twenty-nine, Eleanor was still a catch, so much so that while on her way home to Poitiers she was ambushed by two knights who wanted to marry her. But she already had husband number two all picked out even before she and Louis divorced. The lucky guy was Henry Fitz-Empress, Count of Anjou, Duke of Normandy, and heir to the throne of England. Sure, he was eleven  years younger, but he was the antithesis of the monkish Louis, exuding animal magnetism.

Eleanor and Henry were well matched. They shared similar backgrounds; both were highly intelligent and strong willed. His physical courage and keen political mind meshed well with her ambition for power. And they were powerfully attracted to one another. Eleanor must have been in heaven to be in the arms of a real man after sleeping with a saint. Defying his father, who was against the match; the ambitions of his younger brother, who also wanted to marry her; and the wrath of her ex-husband, Henry married her six weeks after her annulment came through.

Eleanor had gambled successfully. Two years after their marriage, Henry of Anjou was King of England and Eleanor was now queen of a kingdom that stretched from the Pyrenees to the Cheviots. At first they were happy, producing a steady stream of princes and princesses, eight in all. But they soon grew apart. Eleanor wanted to exercise her intelligence doing more than just hanging around the nursery or supervising her ladies-in-waiting. Henry wasn’t about to share his power with a coruler. Although he allowed Eleanor to act as regent during his absences from court, that meant little more than signing her name to give authority to his ministers, who had the real power. Henry was also busy with other women, in particular, Rosamund Clifford, fair and many years younger than the queen.

It’s not that Eleanor expected fidelity; no, what put her knickers in a twist was Henry flaunting his mistress in public, setting her up like a queen in Eleanor’s own rooms at Woodstock. Eleanor wasn’t going to put up with that. There are legends that Eleanor attempted to do away with her rival by poisoning her or stabbing her, take your pick. None of them are true. Rosamund  spent her remaining years in a convent after Henry grew bored with her.

Refusing to play second fiddle to his mistress, Eleanor convinced Henry to let her return to Poitiers in an attempt to control the unruly barons in Aquitaine. There she was in her element. For five years, Eleanor was free from Henry’s dominance. Though Henry was the ruler of Aquitaine, Eleanor made sure that her lords knew that their loyalty was to her and her favorite son, Richard, who would rule after her, and not to the king. She undid many of his oppressive laws, recalled exiled vassals, and held feasts, festivals, and tournaments to please the people. Creating a court to her liking, she welcomed young knights and troubadours, who flocked to sing her praises. Along with her daughter Marie of Champagne, Eleanor held mock Courts of Love, where the real world—where men treated women like property—didn’t exist. In the Courts of Love, women had the upper hand, handing down verdicts on the behavior of men toward their loved ones.

In 1173, Eleanor brokered the alliance of her three oldest sons, Henry, Richard, and Geoffrey, and her ex-husband against Henry. It was a startling act of aggression that Henry didn’t see coming. He was enraged that his sons would dare to rebel against him and that Eleanor would back them. The plan failed and all three sons fled to France. Eleanor was not so lucky; she was caught trying to flee dressed like a man. She was sent back to England and imprisoned for the next fifteen years in various royal residences around the country. On brief occasions, she was let out of her prison, mainly for Christmas celebrations at the court, and to see Richard installed as Duke of Aquitaine after Eleanor renounced her title. Occasionally she was allowed to have family members as visitors, but Henry never let her forget that she was his prisoner.

Henry died in 1189 and Eleanor really came into her own.  While the newly crowned Richard went off on the Third Crusade, Eleanor ruled England with distinction in his place, going from city to city and castle to castle holding “queenly courts,” releasing prisoners and exacting oaths of loyalty to her son, while simultaneously keeping the greedy fingers of her other remaining son, John, off the throne in his brother’s absence. When Richard was captured by the Duke of Austria, not only did Eleanor manage to raise the money to ransom Richard, but she went all the way to Austria to bring him back; not bad for a broad in her seventies. On their return, she managed to get the two brothers to reconcile.

After Richard’s death and John’s ascension to the throne, Eleanor decided to retire in 1202 to Fontevrault Abbey, where she spent her remaining two years of life seeking advantageous matches for her relatives. But she was not done yet. Besieged in her castle at Mirabeau by the forces of her grandson Arthur, who was warring with John for the English throne, Eleanor told her attackers that she would be damned before she surrendered. She died at the age of eighty-two, a remarkable age in a remarkable life, outliving most of her children. She is buried beside her husband at the abbey.

Eleanor was a woman of extraordinary power and influence even while constantly having to operate from behind the men who controlled the throne. Contemporary chroniclers, uneasy with the idea of a woman wielding power, tended to focus on Eleanor’s romantic relationships. Some accused her of being a demon in league with the devil. Modern historians, who have been able to cut past the detritus to examine her influence, have given her the credit and recognition she deserves. Eleanor of Aquitaine was an extraordinary woman for any age, refusing to be bound by the rules of proper behavior for women. She played a major role in political events, unusual for her time, helping to create an empire  for her descendants through diplomacy and clever marriages. Brave and independent, she remains one of history’s most impressive women.
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 Joan of Arc 


 1412-1431 

Even little children repeat that oftentimes people are hanged for having told the truth.

—JOAN OF ARC AT HER TRIBUNAL

 

She was just a small-town girl living in a small-town world, called Domrémy, France, population two hundred. But in a few short years everyone in the medieval world would know her name. Her actions helped turn the tide in the Hundred Years’ War with England. Not bad for an illiterate peasant girl from the French countryside whose public career lasted less than two years!

Joan was born around January 6, 1412. Unlike the image of her as a poor, barefoot peasant girl, Joan came from a family of wellto-do farmers who owned a nice two-story home with a slate roof that’s still standing. Her father, Jacques, was well respected by the villagers; he was responsible for the defense of the town and collected the taxes. Until the age of twelve, Joan lived an ordinary life, going to church, helping her mother with the housework, and tending the sheep, with marriage or the convent in her future. But God and history had other plans for her.

Joan first started hearing her “voices,” which she claimed were those of the saints Michael, Catherine, and Margaret, when she  hit puberty. Nowadays if a teenager claimed to be hearing voices, she would probably be diagnosed as schizophrenic and pumped full of psychotropic drugs. But this was the medieval world, where no one put you in a padded room if you heard voices, particularly if they came from God. However, Joan’s voices told her to do something extraordinary. She was to lead an army against the English, and crown the Dauphin, who was heir to the throne, King of France. At first Joan refused to listen. How could a teenage girl with no connections hope even to meet the Dauphin, let alone lead an army? The task was so daunting that she kept her voices to herself, not even telling her priest.

The French and English had been fighting over who got to wear the French crown for nearly one hundred years. Thanks to the longbow, the English kept winning, soon occupying huge chunks of France. In 1415, Henry V scored a major victory at Agincourt, along with a French princess and the promise of the crown. After the deaths of Charles VI of France and Henry V in 1422, half of the kingdom now believed that Henry’s son, the child king Henry VI of England, was their king, while the other half supported the Dauphin. Joan’s hometown was smack in the middle of the war zone. While Domrémy was true to the forces of the King of France and his allies, it was surrounded by those loyal to the Duke of Burgundy, who had allied with the English. But Joan couldn’t refuse God’s orders, and she had her voices to guide her. She just needed to find a way to the Dauphin.

Leaving home without telling her parents, Joan convinced her uncle to accompany her to Vaucouleurs to see the powerful lord in her area, Robert de Baudricourt, to tell him that she had heard the voice of God and to ask him for his help in meeting the Dauphin. She reminded him of the prophecy that France would be lost  by a woman3 and regained by a virgin from Lorraine. Annoyed, Baudricourt sent her home and told her uncle to give her a good beating. Not willing to take no for an answer, Joan came back two more times. The third time several of his knights were persuaded by her sincerity and determination and asked for permission to accompany her. Baudricourt finally gave in and agreed to give her his support.

Joan made her way to Chinon with an escort of six men. Before they left, she made the radical decision to cut her hair and put on men’s clothing. She was now a soldier of God and needed to dress like one. They crossed France in eleven days in the middle of February, passing through English territory miraculously without a hitch. Joan had dictated a letter asking to be put on the Dauphin’s calendar. What she found at Chinon didn’t inspire confidence. Charles was insecure, introverted, and indecisive. He wasn’t exactly jonesing to be king. It hadn’t done his father any favors. Charles VI had ended up mad as a hatter, thinking he was made of glass. His mother wasn’t exactly Mother of the Year material either, claiming he was illegitimate. Joan pulled him aside to talk privately and revealed to him information that only God or his confessor would have known. Nobody knows exactly what she said but it was enough to convince him.

Charles was now a believer but just to make sure, he sent Joan to Poitiers to be questioned by various senior clergymen to make sure she hadn’t been sent by the devil or the English. Only the conclusions from the inquiry at Poitiers survive but Joan must have aced it because the churchmen gave her their seal of approval.  Charles now made her his captain of war. The idea was angrily denounced by the court and his generals.

Before she could lead an army Joan needed a crash course in war games, under the tutelage of the Duc d’Alençon. Luckily she absorbed knowledge like a sponge. Within months, she was as skilled as if she had been fighting for twenty years. She carried a huge banner made with images of Jesus and angels that read “De par le Roi du Ciel,” which translates as “On the side of the King of Heaven.” Her sword came from St. Catherine’s Church at Fierbois, where it was buried behind the altar—Joan claimed that her voices directed her to it. Medieval press releases were sent out in the form of theological treatises, linking Joan to the biblical figures of Judith, Deborah, and Esther, announcing her to the world—sort of like the Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval.

As an officer, Joan was a skillful leader. She rebuked her force of four thousand men when they swore; she reassured them when they expressed fear. Even though she was a young woman, she slept rough like her men, never asking for special treatment. She forced them to give up their “camp followers” if they wanted to be in her army, haranguing any women she found hanging around. Her army prayed every day and sang hymns while they marched. Hardened and seasoned soldiers didn’t take kindly at first to taking orders from a seventeen-year-old girl. When they disobeyed, which they often did, she furiously invoked God. Kind of hard to object when God is giving the orders. Despite their close proximity, none of her soldiers seem to have found her desirable. They claimed they feared and respected her too much.

Joan’s first test was the city of Orléans, which had been besieged by the English for seven long months. Everyone knew that it was make-or-break time. The city was the gateway to the south  of France. If the French lost, it was time to fold up their tents because they would be drinking tea and eating scones before they knew it. For Charles, sending Joan to Orléans was a no-brainer. If Joan failed, it was her fault. If she won, he came out smelling like a rose.

When she arrived in Orléans, she was greeted by an enormous crowd who wanted to touch her or her horse. Joan was impatient to get the show on the road. The French had gotten so used to losing that although they outnumbered the English, Joan practically had to push them onto the battlefield. She dictated a letter to the English and had it shot by arrow to the fort where the English were entrenched. “I’ve been sent by God to drive you out of France. We will strike you wherever we find you.” The English laughed themselves silly at the idea of surrendering to a girl. But Joan had the last laugh. She led several furious assaults and sent the English running with their tails between their legs.

While scaling a ladder, she was wounded by an arrow in the shoulder but continued fighting. Even though her troops were exhausted and her captains suggested retreat, Joan demanded they press on. By the next day, the French held both sides of the river, and the English retreated. Joan had her first real victory. The city of Orléans rejoiced, ringing the bells in the city. As she prepared to leave, she was offered gifts, which she refused, never taking credit for the victory. More victories followed in June at Jargeau, Meung, Patay, and Beaugency. Men now flocked to fight for her.

But while her supporters thought her deeds were miracles, to the establishment Joan was a threat on many levels. Her claim that she’d talked directly to God without benefit of a priest threatened the church. She managed to instill among the French a sense of nationalism and patriotic pride in the king, which threatened powerful men like the Duke of Burgundy. And she stepped outside  the bounds of what was acceptable behavior for women, which meant that she must be a witch.

Joan now decided that it was time to crown the Dauphin at Reims, where French kings traditionally had their coronation. She believed that once Charles was crowned, the power of his enemies would be diminished. Though a teenage girl, with no education, she understood the power of symbols and propaganda. Reims was deep in the heart of Burgundian territory, which didn’t faze Joan a bit, although it made Charles tremble. With the future king by her side, she fought her way to the city. On July 17, 1429, with Joan at his side, Charles was crowned King of France. Joan’s father, Jacques, traveled all the way to see her triumph, and the king rewarded them by exempting their village from taxes.

The coronation was the turning point of Joan’s short career. She believed that France could not be unified without Paris, which was under the control of the Duke of Burgundy. Joan wanted Charles to fight on to Paris but now that he was king, Charles didn’t feel that he needed Joan anymore, and he and his advisers certainly didn’t see any need for more fighting. They preferred negotiating with the Duke of Burgundy. Joan also had powerful enemies at court, such as Georges de La Trémoille, who disliked her influence over the king and her popularity with the people.

Only when his diplomatic efforts with the Burgundians failed did Charles turn to Joan. By the time he actually agreed to fight, Joan had been cooling her heels impatiently for weeks. Because of the delay, the Burgundians had had time to fortify the city against attack. She was wounded, her page was killed, and her banner tumbled to the ground. After two days the king called off the siege. Joan was crushed at her first failure. The king, hoping that she’d take the hint and go away, ennobled her and her family. Joan couldn’t have cared less but her brothers and their descendants  took advantage of the opportunities nobility brought. The only advantage to her was that now she didn’t need the king’s permission to fight.

The Burgundians had taken the city of Compiègne. With only three hundred men, Joan’s army traveled through the night to take the Burgundians by surprise. At first it worked, and they were able to make several assaults. But the Burgundians were able to send for reinforcements. Joan was trapped when the governor of the town ordered that the gates of the city be closed. Riding at the rear, Joan didn’t make it through them to safety before they were shut. She was left outside the city walls, with no hope of escape. It was May 23, 1430, and Joan only had a year left to live.

Medieval etiquette held that important prisoners of war were held for ransom. Joan’s was set at ten thousand ecus. Charles made no move to pay the ransom, despite the people begging him to. In Tours, the entire population appeared in the streets, barefoot, singing in penance. In Orléans, the site of her first victory, they made public prayers for her safety. Still Charles did nothing. The king was embarrassed that he’d needed her help. His chief minister was said to be delighted by the outcome. Talk about ingratitude!

When Charles wouldn’t pay, the Burgundians handed her over to the English, who were salivating at their good fortune. Life with her English jailers was difficult. For four months she was subject to brutal pressure, given meager rations, and regularly deprived of sleep. They interrogated her relentlessly. She had no privacy; three guards stayed inside her cell and two outside her door at all times. An iron cage was placed in her cell to intimidate her. Her ankles were shackled and she was chained to her bed. Joan insisted that she needed her masculine attire to keep from being assaulted and her jailers relented. Finally she was sent to Rouen for trial, which began a few days after her nineteenth birthday.

Joan was brought before the ecclesiastical court, accused of twelve counts of heresy, witchcraft, and idolatry. The English wanted her discredited; they didn’t want to create a martyr. If she was found guilty, her punishment would be execution. Joan had no legal counsel, and none of her friends or family were called as witnesses to defend her. For days, she was questioned relentlessly and repeatedly, in an effort to wear her down. She held up well at first, answering their questions concisely in a clear voice. To every single charge brought against her, she staunchly replied that she answered only to the judgment of God.

Since they couldn’t prove her guilty of heresy and witchcraft, they focused on a third charge, the claim that dressing like a man violated the Bible. The clergy was obsessed with this one; it was offensive to them, because she said that God was the one who told her to wear them. Only when Pierre Cauchon, the Bishop of Beauvais, pointed at the scaffold where she would be burned did she finally break down. She signed a statement confessing that her voices were false, although the brief statement she was shown was not the one the church later claimed that she agreed to. That one was much longer.

Back in her cell, Joan realized that she had traded in the stake for life in an English prison, not the ecclesiastical church, where she would have been protected. Defiantly, she put her menswear back on, rejecting her recantation. Some historians believe that it was a trap, that Joan’s dress, which she had consented to wear, was stolen and she had no choice but to put on men’s clothes again. Joan knew what she was doing; she was committing a crime punishable by death. She was now a relapsed heretic.

After the church pronounced her guilty, she was taken to be executed in the marketplace of Rouen. Before her death, Joan was allowed to take Holy Communion privately, although she was publicly  excommunicated. On May 30, 1431, she was led barefoot to the marketplace. Seeing the stake, she couldn’t control her emotions anymore and she burst into tears. Her last request was that a cross be held before her. An Englishman, John Tressart, said, “We are lost, we have burned a saint.” Her ashes were scattered in the Seine to prevent them from being saved as holy relics.

Her death did not have the desired effect the English had hoped for. As Joan had prophesied, the English grip on France was now broken, thanks to her efforts, although England continued to hold some territory until Henry VIII. Despite his less than encouraging start, Charles VII became a strong king who left France in better shape than it was given to him in. Joan’s myth started before her ashes were cold. Many claimed that her heart was not touched by the flames. Over twenty years after her death, Joan was vindicated by a new trial in 1455, ordered by Charles VII. This time, witnesses were called for the defense, including Joan’s mother. When the trial ended in 1456, Joan was declared a national hero, the symbol of France. In 1920, nearly five hundred years after her death, Joan was canonized as a saint by the Roman Catholic Church, the same church that had found her guilty and ordered her execution.

So was Joan a hysteric or a saint? Or perhaps she was just a rebellious teenager who devised a clever way to escape a dull provincial life. There are as many versions of Joan as there are books in the library. In her short life she left her village, led an army, crowned a king, and was renowned throughout Europe. Her story has proved irresistible to the world’s greatest artists for the past five hundred years.
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 Grace O’Malley (Gráinne Ní Mháille) 


 1530-1603 

She was nurse to all rebellions in the province for this forty years.

—SIR RICHARD BINGHAM

 

In the summer of 1593, an elderly woman traveled to England to plead her cause before Queen Elizabeth I. Her name was Grace O’Malley and she wasn’t just any woman. For over forty years, she had ruled the sea in Connacht, plundering ships and causing trouble for the English in Ireland. Now at the age of sixty-three, she faced an uncertain future. Her only hope was to deal with the queen in person. It was an unprecedented meeting. Although other Irish chieftains had gone to England to parley with the queen, most ended up in the Tower of London. The meeting between these two queens would pass into folklore and legend, with the Pirate Queen of Connacht getting the best of Elizabeth I.

Grace O’Malley (Gráinne, her Gaelic name, means “sun”) was born sometime in 1530 at the family castle on Clare Island off the west coast of Ireland. The O’Malley clan motto was Terra marique potens (“Powerful by land and sea”). Her father, Owen “Black Oak” O’Malley, had long made his living mainly on the sea, some of his activities legal (selling fishing rights, trading, and levying tolls for right of passage) and some of them not (piracy and ferrying mercenaries—the Gallowglass—from Scotland). His control over the sea was so extensive that in 1556, Philip of Spain had to pay Owen O’Malley one thousand pounds a year for twenty-one years of fishing rights.

Although she had an older half brother, it was clear that Grace was her father’s pride and joy. Owen groomed her to take over the clan’s fleet and fortune, making sure that she had a first-class education from the local monks. Her mother would have preferred that Grace be a proper lady but, like all the O’Malleys, Grace was born with salt water in her veins. Dressed like a boy, with her hair short, Grace would accompany her father on his trading trips. Legend has it that on a return trip from Spain their ship was attacked by the English. When her father ordered her to safety, Grace refused, instead climbing up the rigging. While watching the fighting, she leaped on the back of a man attacking her father, saving his life. She was barely a teenager when she took the wheel as captain of her first vessel.

Although Irish women had more freedom than their English counterparts, there were a few things forbidden to them. Grace’s role as a ship’s captain was unusual. Sailors were a superstitious lot, and women were considered to be bad luck on a ship. In fact, the only women generally allowed were the figureheads that graced the bow. The fact that Grace, for over forty years, was able to lead her men successfully despite being a woman says much about her personality and leadership skills.

Despite her abilities as a sea captain, like most girls of the period Grace couldn’t escape marriage. At the age of sixteen, she married Donal O’Flaherty. Nicknamed “Donal of the Battles” because of his tendency to fight first and ask questions later, her husband was the heir to the O’Flaherty, the leader who ruled all of Iar-Connacht, a huge chunk of Ireland that the English were dying to get their hands on. Marriage and three children didn’t stop Grace from continuing to captain ships, make raids on vessels, and basically lead an active, seafaring life. There is no mention of what Donal thought of her continuing to work after marriage. Apparently he had his  hands full, what with being accused of murdering his stepnephew and trying to keep the peace among the unruly clans in Connacht.

Grace eventually commanded two hundred fighting men and three raiding ships. It was a hard life for a man, let alone a woman, but Grace loved being out on the sea. When she wasn’t raiding English ships or ferrying mercenaries from Scotland, Grace did have legitimate business interests. The O’Malleys had long traded with other European countries such as France and Spain, bringing spices, wines, and other goods back home to sell. It was, however, as a pirate that Grace ruled the seas. It was rumored that she had buried more than nine tons of treasure, taken from her raids of castles and clans along the Irish coast. She was even tougher than the men she commanded; she loved gambling and could curse a blue streak when provoked. Grace earned the respect of her men because she wasn’t afraid to fight alongside them with her cutlass and pistols.

Grace’s husband, Donal, was killed at the hands of his old enemies, the Joyces, in revenge for an attack on their island fortress on Lough Corrib. Not content with killing Donal, the Joyces launched an attack on “Cock’s Castle,” one of the O’Flaherty strongholds. They reckoned without Grace, who with her husband’s clansmen defended the castle with such skill that the name was permanently changed to “Hen’s Castle.”

She soon had to fend off a strong force of English soldiers who besieged her and her followers at the castle. Conditions soon grew desperate but Grace was not going down without a fight. Thinking quickly, she and her men melted down the lead roof of the castle and poured the molten liquid onto the soldiers, who beat a hasty retreat to the mainland. She sent one of her men under cover of darkness to light a beacon on the Hill of Doon as a signal. Soon the rest of her followers arrived to assist her in routing the English.

By Gaelic law, Grace was entitled to a widow’s portion, one-third of her husband’s estate. But this rarely happened, and Grace had three children to support. With her men, she established herself on Clare Island at the mouth of the mainland’s Clew Bay. She had a splendid view of the ships coming in the harbor, the better to plunder. Sometimes, depending on her mood, she offered pilot services or charged protection money for safe passage.

On St. Brigid’s Day, Grace’s crew rescued a half-drowned man named Hugh de Lacy. Grace decided that he was a better prize than a casket of gold, took him home, and nursed him back to health and into her bed. The lovers’ idyll was short-lived when Hugh, out deer hunting, was killed by the MacMahons of Ballyroy. Grace tracked them down while they were on pilgrimage, killing the ones she held personally responsible for Hugh’s death. Not content with just that, she sailed to their castle in Blackhood Bay and tossed out or killed everyone who couldn’t run fast enough, taking the castle for herself and adding to her list of nicknames “the Dark Lady of Doona.”

In 1566, when she was thirty-six and still a fine figure of a woman, Grace married another chieftain, named Iron Richard Burke, whose family owned Rockfleet Castle, a key fortress in Clew Bay. Tradition has it that Grace only married him for his castle, the only piece of land in the area not owned by the O’Malleys. Once she had established herself and her followers, she locked him out and, taking advantage of the Gaelic custom that allowed divorce after a one-year trial period, divorced him by shouting down the words, “Richard Burke, I dismiss you.”

Despite the divorce, Grace and Burke continued to live together as man and wife. She soon gave birth to their son, who was nicknamed “Tibbot of the Ships” because legend has it that he was born while Grace was at sea. The ship was soon attacked by Turkish  pirates. As the battle raged on deck, her captain came down below, where Grace lay with her baby, and begged her to come on deck to rally her men. With the words, “May you be seven times worse off this day twelve months, who cannot do without me for one day,” Grace wrapped herself up in a blanket, grabbed a cutlass, and joined her men to defeat the Turks.

For the next twenty years, the battles between England and Ireland continued. The English were growing increasingly frustrated at the unwillingness of the Irish to become English. A policy began of surrender and regrant. The deal was that after submitting to the authority of the king, a chieftain would be “regranted” his lands. He would also receive an English title suited to his rank. While many of the clan chieftains, seeing which way the wind was blowing, submitted to English domination, Grace was not willing. Some battles she won, and there were many that she did not. Her good luck eventually ran out and she was captured by an old enemy, the Earl of Desmond, and spent two years in prison in Limerick and Dublin before she was released, promising to behave herself. Amazingly no one at the time seemed surprised that one of Ireland’s greatest pirates was a woman. To the English, it just seemed confirmation that the Irish were barbarians.

Her greatest foe arrived in Ireland in 1579. Richard Bingham was sent to aid in the suppression of the Second Desmond Rebellion. For his efforts, he was appointed Lord President of Connacht in 1584. He hated Grace with a passion, calling her the “nurse to all rebellions in Connacht.” He murdered her eldest son, Owen Flaherty, and convinced her second son, Murrough, to switch sides. In retaliation for Murrough’s betrayal, Grace sailed to his town while he was away and burned it, stole all the cattle she could grab, and had several of his men killed for resisting.

By 1593, Grace was tired of fighting a losing battle. The Ireland  that she had known in her childhood was disappearing. She was widowed a second time, Iron Dick having gone to that great pirate ship in the sky. The last straw was when her son Tibbot Burke and her half brother, Donal-na-Piopa, were taken captive by Bingham. Bingham also impounded Grace’s ships, endangering her livelihood. Not one to accept defeat, Grace wrote a wily and flattering letter to Queen Elizabeth, requesting a meeting and explaining that she was only protecting her people against her neighbors, “which in like manner constrained your highness’s bond subject to take arms and by force to maintain herself by land and sea.” She also asked for a pardon for her sons, and requested that in spite of her age she be allowed “to roam the seas freely and to invade with sword and fire all your highness’s enemies.”

In September 1593 at Greenwich Palace, surrounded by guards and members of Elizabeth’s court, these two legends finally came face-to-face. No one knows exactly what the two talked about; the only thing historians agree on is that their conversation was probably in Latin, the only language they had in common. On the surface the two women couldn’t have been more different. Elizabeth I bedazzled with jewels and gorgeous fabrics to distract from her fading looks. Grace, weather-beaten by her years at sea, didn’t even try to compete in the glamour stakes. She wore her finest dress, which was probably no longer in fashion, in the clan colors of yellow and green, and with her only jewel a silver clip in her gray hair, she was no match for Gloriana.

Both women were charismatic leaders, politically shrewd, and neither was used to taking orders from anyone. More important, both were survivors. Despite the legends that have sprung up around the meeting—that Grace refused to curtsy, that she tossed the queen’s handkerchief into the fire after blowing her nose—it’s  hard to believe that Grace would insult or antagonize the queen with so much at stake. Grace was too canny for that.

She must have done a good snow job because Elizabeth agreed to some of her demands, one of which was the removal of Richard Bingham from power in Ireland as well as pardons for her son and her half brother. Grace in turn agreed to stop supporting the Irish lords’ rebellions in Ulster and to make sea raids only for the English. Feeling victorious, Grace sailed back to Ireland, but, contrary to their agreement, the queen gave Bingham just a slap on the wrist. Several of Grace’s other demands (the return of the cattle and land that Bingham had stolen from her, for instance) remained unmet, and within a rather short period of time, Elizabeth sent Bingham back to Ireland. Upon Bingham’s return, Grace realized that the meeting with Elizabeth had been useless and went back to supporting Irish rebellions.

The Irish kept on battling the English until their defeat at the battle of Kinsale in 1601. Heartsick over the loss, Grace retreated to Clare Castle. She lived long enough to learn of Elizabeth’s death in 1603 before dying several months later. It is said that after her death, no Irish chieftain was able to preserve the Gaelic way of life as Grace and her family had done. While Grace’s place in Irish history was given short shrift in the chronicles of Ireland, her fame and exploits were kept alive by the bards who created poems and songs about her, including “Oró Sé do Bheatha ’Bhaile.”

In 2007, Grace sailed on to the Great White Way, docking at the Ford Center as the heroine of a new musical entitled—what else—The Pirate Queen, bringing her story to a new generation.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_001_r1.jpg
GS)('(I,I"I(/(I,/(*HS G&)(‘H"MH

Tue Lives aAND LovEs oF

History's MostT NoTorious WoMEN

Elizabeth Kerri Mahon

A PERIGEE BOOK





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_030_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_018_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_034_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_015_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_040_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_021_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_048_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_025_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_044_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_027_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_031_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_035_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_014_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_038_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
2 G709
S r'tuu[(l{mm /emen

Tz Lives axo Lovas or
History's Most Notorious Womex

Elizabeth Kerri Mahon





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_045_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_020_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_024_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_028_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_041_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_049_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_036_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_016_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_032_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_051_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_039_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_046_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_029_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_042_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_033_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_msr_cvt_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_019_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_037_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_050_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_047_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_026_r1.jpg





OEBPS/maho_9781101478813_oeb_043_r1.jpg





