ST. BRENDAN 

The famous story of St. Brendan’s voyage to the west in search of ‘the land promised to the saints’ has its background in Irish seafaring and reflects genuine knowledge of the Atlantic mingled with fantasy. There had been many earlier pagan and Christian tales of adventurous voyages. St Brendan (c. 486-c. 575) and his companions encountered numerous marvels, monsters, and wonderful islands, including and island of sheep, an island of birds, a towering column of crystal rising from the sea, and island shrouded in fire and fumes where giant smiths were at work (possibly Iceland).  They also celebrated Easter on the back of a friendly whale. When they reached the paradisal promised land they were told that God would one day reveal it to all Christians, but for the time being it must remain concealed. St. Brendan’s Isle was shown on medieval maps in various positions in the Atlantic and the story that the Irish saint had found an unknown country far to the west influenced Columbus. Several people feel that Vikings probably “discovered America before Columbus, but the legend of St. Brendan predates the Vikings by four centuries. 


What is unbelievable about this legend is that a boat in Brendan’s time could have made it to America and his fantastic accounts. In the 1970s historic Tim Severin built a boat like Brendan’s and made the voyage to show it could be done. He also found that the fantasy aspect of Brendan’s account had merit. He sailed north and found the Faeroe Island (unknown in Brendan’s time) to be full of sheep and birds. Severin encountered icebergs (towering columns of crystal maybe? Icebergs were unknown in Brendan’s time).  The island of fire and giant smiths is probably Iceland since it has active volcanoes. Brendan accounts the Easter celebration on an island that sank appeared again. Severin felt this was a whale (also unknown to Brendan) since whales continued to swim beside his boat (maybe confused by the boat of leather skins).

PRINCE MADOG
One of the better known, though least historical, legends is that of Madog, son of Owen Gwynedd, the twelfth-century Prince of Gwynedd. The genealogies list the sons of Owen, but know nothing of Madog. Traditionally, however, he was a sailor who, weary of the feuding between his brothers, sailed to the west in his ship Gwennan Gorn. He returned after some time, fitted out twelve more ships, sailed away and was never seen again. During the seventeenth century reports began to circulate of explorers in North America encountering ‘white’ Indians, the Mandans, whose language bore a resemblance to Welsh. It was claimed that they were descended from Madog and his company, said to have landed in Mobile Bay, Alabama, in 1170. The belief still has adherents, some of whom in 1953 set up a tablet at Mobile commemorating Madog.   
