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Author’s Note

IT BEGAN WITH MY first edition of Lady into Woman: A History of Women from Victoria to Elizabeth II by Vera Brittain (1893–1970), stumbled upon in a second-hand bookshop. Published in 1953, it was billed as the ‘first comprehensive history of women to appear for twenty years’. The jacket is torn and the pages musty from living too long in attics and rooms left abandoned but, in its pages, my younger self was introduced to women I’d never heard of: the Japanese businesswoman Yone Suzuki (1852–1938), said in 1918 to be the richest woman in the world; or Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit (1900–1990), the Indian ambassador to Moscow and Washington, and President of the United Nations General Assembly; or Frances Power Cobbe (1822–1904), the Irish suffragist, founder of animal advocacy and anti-vivisection organizations, and lifelong partner of the Welsh sculptor Mary Lloyd (1819–1896).

The more I read this, and books like it, the more I was swept up into all the magnificent under-heard stories. Finally, at the age of sixty, I was ready to contribute my own collection of missing names to this library of extraordinary women.

There are very many women who could have been included in the pages that follow. The Population Reference Bureau (PRB) estimates that, since 190,000 BCE, some 117 billion people have been born on earth, so that’s a lot of women jostling to be heard . . . but celebrating some names is better than celebrating none.

Any book of this kind is, by its very nature, selective. Although Britain and North America are particularly well represented, I’ve worked to include as diverse a mixture of women from as many cultures as I could manage, from almost every epoch, women outstanding in every field. My aim was to paint a global and broad-brush picture of what history could look like if women’s achievements had been documented as thoroughly as men’s accomplishments. The book is also personal – including women from antiquity who’ve captured my imagination or kept me company through my life – and although some of the women are little known or now barely visible, others will be familiar. It’s not a question of either/or, but rather my attempt to expand the existing historical record.

My choices were guided, in the first instance, by the thousands of women worldwide who were nominated for our global #WomanInHistory campaign. I was publishing The City of Tears in the third and, in some ways, most challenging lockdown in the UK in January 2021. There seemed no end in sight – a rising death toll, fear, such loss and grief, incompetent and dishonest political leadership – and in those grim winter days, I wanted to do something positive to mark the launch of the novel. Because I couldn’t be out meeting readers, I reached out to them on social media with a simple question – who is the one woman from history you would like to celebrate or you think should be better known?

Within days, we had thousands of nominations, from women and men from all over the world, celebrating women of every period of history, known and less known: an email nominating the third-century ruler Zenobia, queen of the Palmyrene Empire in Syria, who ruled as regent for her son after her husband’s assassination; a nomination from a young woman in China introducing me to the writer Ding Ling; a passionate message from a Russian contributor sharing her admiration for the work of poet Marina Tsvetaeva; a nomination from a Belfast student who’d read a biography of Mary Elmes, the Irish woman who saved Jewish children from Nazi concentration camps.

They were each and all admiring, positive, vibrant stories of amazing women. The campaign took on a life of its own and was a wonderful, much-needed reminder that most people want to build up, not pull down, to find connections with others and be part of something larger. That remembrance of the past and of those in whose footsteps we walk is essential for thriving in the present.

As the lockdown deepened in February, the list continued to grow. We published the first one thousand names on International Women’s Day, 8 March 2021, but the names kept flooding in from all over the world – the nineteenth-century Jewish-Italian writer Rachel Luzzatto Morpurgo, the first woman to publish poetry in Hebrew in over two thousand years; the Black-Trinidadian dancer, choreographer and anthropologist Pearl Primus; the freedom rider Pauli Murray, who’d taken a stand against the racist Jim Crow laws of the segregated American South in the 1940s, over a decade before Rosa Parks. I was learning so much and I didn’t want to stop quite yet. I started to believe there was a book to be written. Not fiction, but rather a celebration of these extraordinary women who’d entered my life. I began to dig deeper, supplementing that original list of thousands of names through my own reading, support from researchers, biographers, historians and social anthropologists, biographies, histories, online sources and university archives, campaigning organizations, novels, films and plays. The guiding principle was simple – to shine a spotlight on exceptional women and to light the touchpaper for readers to seek out others; to marvel at amazing lives from all over the world and from every era.

So, this book is a celebration, yes, but it’s also a detective story. The final piece of the puzzle was deciding to discover more about my own missing woman from history – my great-grandmother Lily Watson (1849–1932). As I dug deeper into family history, I realized that her life, and lost reputation – she was a well-known novelist in her day – was the glue I needed. I turned sleuth, spending the summer and autumn of 2021 making phone calls, tracking down diaries, letters, photographs, out-of-print works until, little by little, I started to get a sense of who Lily had been and how she, too, had disappeared from the record.

Warrior Queens & Quiet Revolutionaries is not intended to be read straight through like a novel but, rather, each chapter dipped into. It’s a dictionary of names, a starting point. Chapters are divided by category – warriors, writers, inventors – rather than by alphabet. Within each chapter, which are broadly chronological, I’ve highlighted a handful of trailblazers, amplified by shorter pen portraits – sometimes only a line or two – of many, many more. Sometimes, there are no connections between the women featured other than the fact they were women and achieved extraordinary things, and the number of names might be overwhelming. But I’ve deliberately included as many as possible – there are nearly a thousand in all – precisely so readers’ curiosity will be stimulated to seek out more comprehensive biographies, autobiographies and works of scholarship beyond the pages of this book. Each woman is described on her own terms (rather than through her relationships with others), but I hope each story will create a ripple effect, giving a sense of eras and movements, of connections, influences and trends. In this way, I’ve tried to paint a broader picture of innumerable women’s lives at any given time, in any given place. The first time a woman is mentioned, her name is followed with her dates of birth and death if known.

Wherever possible, I have referred to those who appear in the way they chose to identify themselves. I have used accepted honorifics or born names the first time a woman appears, but after that refer to them by their commonly used name or nickname. In accordance with contemporary dating methods, I have used BCE (Before Common Era) and CE (Common Era) rather than BC (Before Christ) and AD (Anno Domini).

Reluctantly, I took the decision to include only a very tiny number of the amazing women and girls who are making history right now, and to whom we owe so much. That book – we might call it Living Legends – is an even bigger project, and ever changing, so for another volume.

The further back in history one goes, the harder it is to find consistent spellings and verifiable biographies – particularly of women who are routinely left out of the official record. I’ve worked to find balance – of background, culture, period of history, country of origin, age – but inevitably English-language sources are dominant. I’m very grateful to translators and historians who’ve shared their work. In the twenty-first century, with the endless visible tabulating of our lives, there will be more easily accessible biographical information to investigate (though it won’t all be honest!), but only provided technology finds a way to store and catalogue the information available online and on social media. When researching further back in time, we’re dependent on documents being curated and saved. So much has been lost.

[image: Start of image description, The author’s note is signed by the author, Kate Mosse, with a simple, handwritten, Kate., end of image description]

Kate Mosse

October 2022
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The deed box, discovered in December 2021, containing nearly five hundred letters between Lily and Sam


Foreword

‘a book of myths

in which

our names do not appear’

‘Diving into the Wreck’,
Adrienne Rich, 1973

THIS BOOK HAS BEEN a long time coming, though I didn’t realize it.

It was there, in the child I was in dusty classrooms, motes of chalk floating in the still afternoon air, the corridors hushed and empty, waiting for the bell to ring. It was there in double English, as I spent lessons in the company of Alexander Pope, Thomas Hardy, William Shakespeare and Charles Dickens, not quite understanding why Jane Austen (1775–1817) was the odd one out. It was also there in music history – Debussy and Beethoven, Schubert and Shostakovich. Most of all, it was there in history: kings and generals, engineers and inventors, Fleming and Bell, Gladstone and Palmerston, Caesar and Napoleon.

God bless Good Queen Bess.

I went to a two-thousand-strong girls’ comprehensive school in Sussex in the 1970s, the result of a recent merger between the old grammar and secondary modern schools. I remember leaking taps, the smell of Bunsen burners in the chemistry lab, long corridors, a well-stocked library. There were some male teachers, but the majority were women who were passionate about education for girls. Women who believed in the importance of girls having their own space to learn and to have the chance to become the selves they wanted to be: Miss Lowther, who’d taught in a missionary school in South East Asia in the 1930s; Miss King, our head teacher; Miss Dickinson and Mrs Hooper, who both inspired my love of history; Miss Herd, who taught me the violin in her freezing terraced house near the Catholic church with only a single bar heater for warmth during long December afternoons.

The corresponding boys’ school was on the other side of the hedge on the playing fields, the frontier patrolled each lunchtime by teachers. Though we did joint school concerts from time to time, it was a predominantly female world. The curriculum was varied and ambitious, but also traditional and old-fashioned. The book plates in our textbooks and library books, the names and date stamps of the girls who’d held these same primers, studied these same words, followed the same rubrics going back years, the scribbled notes in pencil in margins, all glimpses of how a girl was educated. Generations of pupils at Chi High learned about photosynthesis, atoms and elements, the laws of thermodynamics and sonata form.

And yet . . .

It’s hard to notice absence. It’s an undercurrent, an awareness that something’s skew-whiff, like a splinter beneath the skin, trying to put one’s finger on what’s wrong, what’s a little off. And all this was in the 1970s, a decade of change. The Equal Pay Act had come into force the year before I first put on that green blazer, when the world was trying to change, but it took me years to see what had been niggling at me for all that time at school. Though I was sometimes lonely – and arrived early and left late to avoid being picked on by the groups of older girls who hung around the bus station smoking, with their skirts rolled up and boyfriends loitering – they were, for the most part, happy years. I loved school.

Those languid slow days of the 1970s are still vivid to me. The red-brick Victorian angles of the old grammar-school building, the cast-iron windows propped open at the top with a long wooden pole; the temporary Nissen huts with slippery narrow steps; the swimming pool with slime on the surface of the unheated water; the smell of waxed floors in the hall and the sly hint of cabbage in the maths classroom after lunch. As I look back, all the images coalesce and settle themselves into a coherent story. We make sense of things, we speed time up, we forget the boredom of those days, the isolation. We turn it all into our own history.

And then my world got bigger. When I left school in 1980, I knew more or less nothing. I’d learned how to regurgitate facts successfully. I’d studied history books and classic novels, poetry and musical scores. I’d shambled through Latin translation with more enthusiasm than rigour, but I was an innocent in the real world and had been nowhere much: camping holidays in Normandy and the New Forest, a hotel in the Channel Islands, an orchestra trip to Chartres and a Girl Guides trip to Ostend, several times to Newlands Valley in the Lake District. And I was loved, encouraged to think that the person I wanted to become – whoever she might be – was worthwhile.

It wasn’t until I arrived at university that I met girls who, from the cradle, had been made to feel second best, or who had been treated differently from their brothers. And it wasn’t until I started to read more widely, and think more critically, that I realized that my world, which felt equal and in no way restricted, was not the world everyone inhabited. I was introduced to new writers, among them Maya Angelou, Marilyn French, Nawal El Saadawi, Flannery O’Connor, Betty Friedan, Dale Spender, Germaine Greer, Simone de Beauvoir, Andrea Dworkin, Mary Daly, Casey Miller and Kate Swift, Angela Y. Davis, Toni Morrison, Robin Morgan, Gloria Steinem, Mary Wollstonecraft, Audre Lorde and Adrienne Rich. The kaleidoscope shifted, the fractal images realigned.

Was it that simple?

It’s not, of course, how things happen. It is usually a gradual opening of one’s eyes to realize we’re being shown a partial view of the world. Or rather, women and men alike were only being told one half of the story.

Once you’ve noticed the absence, it’s obvious. So blindingly obvious that you can’t believe you didn’t notice it before. How did I not see, quite simply, that the world I lived in, my day-to-day experience, didn’t match the one about which we were being taught in our history books, English curriculum, science papers?

There were exceptions, of course – a kind of pervasive myth of a unique and extraordinary woman to balance the platoons of men. I came to understand later that this is another part of the misleading narrative. Think back to your classroom, to the roll call of inventors and politicians, military leaders and scientists, philosophers and composers, thinkers and mystics, and ask yourself this question:

Where were the women?

From textbooks and reference books in libraries, from the documents we seek out in archives and museums, it’s evident how easily women’s achievements vanish from the official record. It’s a cliché to say that history is written by the victors, though nonetheless true for all that. But it’s also written by those with access to pen and paper, to the opportunity to write or publish, to prioritize. As a writer of historical fiction, who spends a fair bit of time in archives and libraries, I’d add that history is often written with an agenda – to prove just cause, to prove superiority on the grounds of gender, age, race, physical ability, faith, tradition. To shore up power.

But beyond that, we have to ask why are women’s contributions and experiences so routinely overlooked or misattributed or undervalued? Is it accident, design, politics, careless neglect? Is it because recorded history has, for the most part, been traditionally vested within institutions of learning – monasteries, male-only colleges and universities – where women were not allowed?

As time went by, I began to wonder what it was about women that made the authors of written history so reluctant to celebrate their achievements. Is it a question of rewriting history to suit the customs of the time so that a woman who behaves differently is not recorded? Is it the lack of opportunity, of a family wanting to safeguard her legacy? All of these reasons, or none?

In the modern era, with the range of technologies available, one would hope that it would be easier to redress the imbalance of representation. Sadly, the same bias persists. There is still an undervaluing of women’s contributions and achievements. On Wikipedia, the world’s most successful online encyclopaedia (which I greatly admire), a 2018 survey found that – across all language platforms – some 90 per cent of editors were men, only 8.8 per cent women and 1 per cent identifying as other. (In English-language Wikipedia, the figure rose to 13.6 per cent female editors.) A 2021 study found that, in April 2017, 41 per cent of biographies nominated for deletion were about women, despite the fact that only 19 per cent of the 1.5 million biographies on the site were about women. Revisiting these figures for this paperback edition, Wikipedia has made some progress. As of 1 January 2024, there were some 390,207 female editors, that’s to say 19.72 per cent of the total, up from 19.43 per cent in 2023. Every little helps . . .

‘No person is your friend who demands your silence, nor denies your right to grow.’
Alice Walker


At the heart of the beautiful and fierce poem quoted at the beginning of this chapter by Adrienne Rich (1929–2012) is this question: who decides whose names get to be written in the ‘book of myths’ and who is left out? In other words, ‘what is history?’ Who makes it, who chooses what matters and what does not? How is it recorded or lost or distorted? When the collection Diving into the Wreck won the National Book Award for Poetry in 1974, Rich shared it with her fellow nominees Audre Lorde (1934–1992) and Alice Walker (b. 1944). The three poets had written a joint statement and agreed that whoever won would accept the award on behalf of ‘all the women whose voices have gone and still go unheard in a patriarchal world . . .’

So how do we begin to put back all the missing stories, all the overlooked and under-heard stories? How do we acknowledge and honour them fairly and with respect for endeavour, stamina and perseverance? And how do we put back those whose achievements have been misattributed or misappropriated? In science, it’s known as the ‘Matilda Effect’, the bias against acknowledging the achievements of female scientists whose work has been – or is – misattributed to their male colleagues. First described by American suffragist, science writer and abolitionist Matilda Joslyn Gage (1826–1898) in 1870, the term was coined in 1993 by Professor Margaret W. Rossiter (b. 1944). It’s a phenomenon that holds true in other areas of women’s endeavour, too . . .

This book you hold in your hands is an attempt to answer some of these questions. I am not a professional historian and this is not a book of history per se, but rather a personal collection of the names of women who inspire or intrigue (or sometimes horrify!) me. The intention is not to write something definitive – that’s impossible and, besides, there’s a mighty selection of wonderful books out there, as well as social media campaigns and podcasts doing just that. It’s also not about ignoring the amazing men who also have done extraordinary things. But I am curious about those women in whose footsteps we walk – which is why I’ve included as many names as I could squeeze in – to make this a genuine celebration of women’s unsung achievements through the ages. This book is a celebration, not a history.

It’s also a family memoir, a personal voyage of discovery inspired by the life of my great-grandmother Lily Watson.

Growing up, I’d heard stories – little more than rumours, really – that there had been a writer in the family before me. But my gentle father was never one for reminiscing and it was many years after my grandmother died that I became a novelist. By the time I wanted to know more, anyone who had known Lily was many years dead. My sketched ideas for Warrior Queens & Quiet Revolutionaries started to find their shape around this very personal quest to find out more about the great-grandmother I’d never known, and excavating her life was to become the spine of the book. I wanted to walk in her footsteps, to find out what kind of woman she’d been, what she thought and how she lived, what she had experienced over the course of her long life, stepping from one century into the next.

Lily was, I discovered, not only a novelist, but also an essayist, a columnist, a woman of faith and writer of children’s stories. She sat on committees for education and welfare, and was well known and well respected in her day. Yet despite her contemporary visibility, it was nigh on impossible to find out anything about her. Lily, like so many women, has all but vanished from the official record. Step by step, I gathered material – borrowed photographs taken down from a cousin’s wall, mentions in a visitors’ book in the Lake District or notes of a committee meeting in London. I trawled online booksellers for copies of her books and journalism, hunted down diaries, applied for birth and death certificates – and, most of all, tracked down her letters – until I was ready to start putting her on the page.

My hope is that Warrior Queens & Quiet Revolutionaries will, in its turn, inspire as I have been inspired. It’s a love letter to the importance of history and about how without knowing where we come from – truthfully and entirely – we cannot know who we are. It’s about advocating for women of the past, so as to make a more honest space for all the women and men of the present and future. It’s about honouring those to whom we owe so much: trailblazers and quiet revolutionaries, women of conviction and faith, warrior queens and women of courage, mothers of invention, sisters, friends, lovers, mothers, aunts, carers, daughters, grandmothers, role models, fierce opponents and gentle strangers. So that, together, we can celebrate some of the extraordinary women who also built our world.


[image: Start of image description, The handwritten pages of Lily’s first novelette, entitled Little Goldenhair, A Fairy Tale, are open to the dedication page. The note reads, This tale is affectionately dedicated to my dear friend Emily Taylor Glyde. It is signed, Martha L Green. The work is dated to July 1861., end of image description]

Lily’s first novelette, Little Goldenhair: A Fairy Tale, July 1861
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DUSK ON A THURSDAY evening in mid-July, 2021.

I am standing at my grandmother’s grave at Newlands Church. A simple flat stone with her name – Beatrice Elizabeth Mosse – and the date of her death: 11 May 1981. A single celandine stands vivid yellow against the grey stone.

From the many family holidays in the 1970s and early 1980s to this beautiful corner of the Lake District, in the shadow of Causey Pike and Catbells, my teenage memories are mostly of cloud and drizzle. But, at this soft summer’s end of day, the setting sun is painting the fells and the valley copper and gold. The shadows are long on the wild-daisied grass. In the springtime, there’ll be a carpet of snowdrops and daffodils. All the old families of this quiet community lie here, their graves marked by a plain wooden cross or headstones of flint or stone. Tall sycamore trees covered in lichen, and a glorious copper beech, the colour of claret, stand among the yew and the ash. A drystone wall separates the churchyard from the fields. This evening, there is a light breeze, and the only sound is of cattle and my feet on the gravel path. No traffic, no voices.

The sixteenth-century church itself is very plain: a tiny white-washed roughcast building with a green-slate roof, simple and narrow arched windows – two with stained glass, the others plain – and a porch. A single bell. Inside, a wooden gallery, a reading desk, dark oak pews and a pulpit dated 1610. The substantial Bible on the lectern was given by my grandmother, Betty, in the early 1960s. It’s inscribed: IN THANKSGIVING FOR THE PRIVILEGE OF WORSHIPPING HERE DURING MANY HOLIDAYS 1901–1961. Attached to the church is a square side room. From 1877 until 1967, it was the village school built by the parishioners of Newlands Valley, now it’s a meeting room dedicated to parochial business and used as a place of quiet and reflection.

I am far from the first writer to have halted here awhile. It’s only a short walk over the beck to the tiny hamlet of Littletown, where Mrs Tiggy-Winkle lived, created by Cumbrian writer and conservationist Beatrix Potter (1866–1943). And the great Lakeland poet, William Wordsworth, out walking with his daughter in 1826, glimpsed Newlands Church through the leaves:

How delicate the leafy veil,

Through which yon house of God

Gleams, ’mid the peace of this deep dale

By few but shepherds trod!

‘To May’, William Wordsworth, 1826

Then, as now. It is enchanting, it feels timeless.

I am here, for the first time in thirty years, to walk in the footsteps of my grandmother – a woman I knew and loved – and my great-grandmother, a woman I never met. The author of fourteen novels, volumes of poetry, devotional works, criticism and numerous articles, my great-grandmother Lily has left barely a footprint. All of her books are now out of print, she doesn’t appear in anthologies of Victorian literature, the online references to her are few and hard to find. Yet she was celebrated and well known in her day, her novels eagerly anticipated. For more than fifty years she was a correspondent for The Girl’s Own Paper (now Woman Magazine) and her most famous novel, The Vicar of Langthwaite, was reprinted in 1897 with a foreword by former prime minister William Gladstone. Her absence from the official record, from history, tells the story of so many women.

Lily was born Martha Louisa Green at East Reach, Taunton, in Somerset on 11 October 1849, the eldest of seven children of the Reverend Samuel Gosnell Green, a Baptist minister, and his wife Elizabeth Leader Collier. Her grandmother, Eliza Lepard, was descended from French Huguenots, who fled persecution and came to England in the seventeenth century. The earliest photograph I have, grainy and slightly blurred, shows Lily standing beside her mother. There is no date, but I think she must be six or seven, so taken in the mid-1850s. It shows a thin, pale girl with a direct stare, her hair pulled back from her face – or perhaps a page-boy cut, it’s hard to tell – and a high forehead. Standing beside her mother, she’s wearing a shift dress with a ruched panel and looks serious and determined. Her mother Elizabeth’s expression is hard to read.

Lily’s father was a well-known and well-respected preacher and teacher, the author of eighteen books of theology and biblical studies. He served in Somerset and Yorkshire, then Greater London. He was editorial secretary of the Religious Tract Society in London and a member of many philanthropic organizations. A scrapbook-cum-memoir written by my godmother Sister Katherine Maryel – my grandmother’s niece – claims Lily was also descended from the Welsh privateer, plantation owner and notorious Lieutenant Governor of Jamaica in the 1670s, Henry Morgan. I can find no evidence for this beyond the fact that Lily often told pirate stories to her grandchildren. It’s something else to bear in mind – that you might just as easily discover, or expose, appalling pieces of family history you’d rather not know.

As I began the steady work of piecing together Lily’s life, it quickly became clear how difficult it could be to track down accurate dates, even for a middle-class Englishwoman whose family history might be comparatively well documented. It’s what historians call the ‘silence in the archives’. It’s not just a matter of women’s lives being overlooked or ignored, but often whether any documents were deposited in archives in the first place. If no one has chosen to preserve or protect documents – the verifiable details about a woman’s experience – then the material simply won’t be there for historians to find. As my detective work continued, I was to come up against this problem time and again – tantalizing references to diaries, to journals, to letters written to – and by – Lily that could no longer be found.

It was as if their voices simply faded into the darkness.

In a family tree I’ve inherited – handwritten on brittle and faded paper taped together – the boys are listed before the girls, regardless of the order in which they were born. The girls’ dates are often missing and women, if they married, almost always changed their names, making them harder to keep in sight. Names are often misspelt, or spelt differently on different documents; and since a great deal of what is available online has been put there by family members, it is not always accurate. Hearsay, family myth, guesswork – all play their part. There was also a devastating piece of medical history I had known nothing about.

The only way to verify the precise date of Lily’s birth was to apply for her birth certificate and, with the help of an archivist friend, map her history and those of her children through the census. I was oddly pleased to discover we were both born in October. Daft, I know, but Lily was already haunting me. For years, as I’ve said, I’d thought I was treading new ground as a novelist – the first to live by my pen in a family of teachers, solicitors and vicars. But now, it seemed, there had been a different story hiding in plain sight all along. Far from being the only author, I was one among several. This, too, I liked.

Lily always wrote. I have a small blue notebook dated 26 July 1861, and signed Martha L. Green, Lily’s given name. It’s a fairy story filled with her distinctive pen-and-ink line drawings and dedicated to a friend. On the title page of Little Goldenhair: A Fairy Tale, she describes herself as the authoress of Tulip, May & Rosa, The Fairies, Rose’s Pilgrimage, The Schoolboys and The Forbidden River. The notebook contains illustrations of girls in ball gowns and flounced skirts, old women bent like a question mark in woods, a handsome hero with curled hair. The ink is faded and so, although Lily’s handwriting is beautiful, it’s hard to read. What’s interesting is that it is more than a hundred pages, a short episodic novel rather than a long short story. The ambition and stamina of a writer is already there at the age of eleven.

Part of a fiercely Nonconformist family whose lives revolved around preaching and chapel, Lily was well educated, familiar with Latin, Greek, Italian, French and German, knowledgeable about music and painting. Her experiences growing up in Yorkshire, attending school in Edinburgh, on walking holidays in Austria and Switzerland, would go on to form the framework for much of her adult fiction in the years to come. That, and her profound sense of faith and the importance of girls’ education. Despite her conservative political views, Lily understood how much it mattered that women had the liberty and opportunity to speak for themselves.

But all this was still some way off.


[image: Scene break image]


[image: Start of image description, Ding Ling, born 1904, died 1986. Ding Ling was the pen name of Jiang Bingzhi, one of the most celebrated Chinese women authors of the twentieth century. She is renowned for her feminist and socialist realist literature. The close-up image pictures her looking thoughtful, eyes turned to the ground., end of image description]

Ding Ling (1904–1986)

[image: Start of image description, Nadezhda Mandelstam, born 1899, died 1980. Mandelstam was a Russian Jewish writer and educator. She wrote two memoirs about her life with her poet husband, Osip Mandelstam, chronicling their lives under the Stalinist regime in the Soviet Union., end of image description]

Nadezhda Mandelstam (1899–1980)
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Ann Petry (1908–1997)

[image: Start of image description, An illustration of Rabia Balkhi. Rabia Balkhi was a tenth century writer who composed poetry in both Persian and Arabic. She is the first known female poet to write in the Persian language. She is pictured wearing a tiara., end of image description]

Rabia Balkhi (c. tenth century)
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The Pen Is Mightier
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‘I would venture to guess that Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing them, was often a woman.’

A Room of One’s Own 
Virginia Woolf, 1929

IF MUCH OF WOMEN’S absence from history is down to the lack of record, it’s also due to the fact that women have not always been free to express their truths and realities. If women cannot write, or are not allowed to write, or are dependent on someone else speaking on their behalf, then many of our experiences will be lost. So where else to begin our celebration of incredible women than with writers? The poets and playwrights, novelists, biographers, historians and dreamers whose voices sing to us down the generations.

When I began researching Lily’s history, I was conscious of the fact that, as a middle-class woman, she’d always had access to pen and paper, to books and libraries. This was nineteenth-century England, so it’s tempting to think that there were no barriers to women writing at all. And, no doubt, there were many fewer, though the frequency with which women still felt obliged, for many and various reasons, to publish under male pseudonyms – for example, Mary Ann Evans (1819–1880) writing as George Eliot, or Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette (1874–1954), known as Colette, who was convinced to publish her first four ‘Claudine’ novels under the nom de plume ‘Willy’, attributed to her husband – illustrates the difference between something being forbidden and something being seen as appropriate or accepted.

Lily was born in 1849, just two years after the publications of Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey. In the Editor’s Preface to a new edition of Wuthering Heights published in 1850, Charlotte Brontë (1815–1855) explained why she and her sisters initially had chosen to disguise their identities as Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell:

‘. . . we did not like to declare ourselves women, because – without at that time suspecting that our mode of writing and thinking was not what is called “feminine” – we had a vague impression that authoresses are liable to be looked on with prejudice.’

The possibility of women writing their own lives begins not only at home, but with the nature of broader society, by archaic custom or newly enforced laws, by parents and by rulers both. Do they grant girls the same rights as boys, to learn to read, to have access to learning, to attend schools or institutes of education? In other words, are women empowered to have control over their own narratives, to be visible? And the fewer women who can write, the harder it is for another woman to take up her pen. Out of context, our stories are less likely to be considered relevant. They are less likely, in other words, to be considered ‘history’.

‘I am Black and lesbian, and what you hear in my voice is fury, not suffering.’
Audre Lorde


Each writer here – and there might have been thousands more – speaks for herself as an artist, as a woman, and from the point of view of her own very particular set of circumstances. With skill, brilliance, imagination, they each also look beyond race, class, sexuality and nationality to a shared humanity – what Adrienne Rich calls ‘the dream of a common language’. And it’s what Audre Lorde fought for in the 1960s and 1970s, not least in her powerful essay ‘The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House’, published in 1984 in Sister Outsider. It’s a rallying cry analysing her experiences as a Black lesbian feminist at a New York University Humanities conference. In it, Lorde notes how her contribution was being curtailed to her own lived experience, whereas others were invited to speak, to talk, to lecture on anything. Lorde’s essays salute the power of anger, as well as promoting what would now be termed intersectionality, and her words are as pertinent today as they were forty years ago.
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LET’S BEGIN AT the beginning with once upon a time . . .

The first named writer in world history is a woman. Enheduanna (2285–2250 BCE) was the High Priestess to Inanna – one of the most powerful of ancient Mesopotamian goddesses, associated with love, war, sex and political power – and she lived in the twenty-third century BCE in the Sumerian city state of Ur, southern Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq). A breathtaking landscape of plains and desert, Sumer is one of the earliest known civilizations – alongside Ancient Egypt, the Indus Valley civilization, the Minoan civilization and ancient China.

From excavations in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, we know Ur was once a coastal city, near the mouth of the Euphrates on the Persian Gulf. The town itself was, so far as archaeologists can tell, divided into neighbourhoods, with merchants in one quarter, artisans in another. Wide streets, narrow alleyways, open spaces for gatherings. Houses were constructed from mud bricks and mud plaster, with civic buildings strengthened with bitumen and reeds. It was here that Enheduanna lived and wrote. An alabaster carved disc found during the excavations at Ur between 1922 and 1934 confirms her importance, as does the later discovery of a handful of Babylonian clay tiles with words attributed to her. The excavations were led by Leonard and Katharine Woolley. Katharine is thought to have been the inspiration for Louise Leidner in Murder in Mesopotamia by Agatha Christie (1890–1976). Christie’s second husband, Max Mallowan, was Woolley’s assistant, and Christie knew and loved that part of the world. Her 1951 novel They Came to Baghdad is dedicated to ‘my many archaeological friends in Iraq and Syria’.

Enheduanna’s catalogue includes a collection of forty-two temple hymns – The Sumerian Temple Hymns, three long poems to Inanna and three poems to the moon god, Nanna. If nothing else, it confirms that noblewomen in Mesopotamia, at least, could be educated, literate artists.

‘You may forget but
let me tell you
this: someone in
some future time
will think of us’
Sappho


THE ISSUE OF the preservation of work is crucial. Unsurprisingly, the further back one goes, the fewer extant documents remain. The poet Sappho (c. 630–c. 570 BCE) is celebrated both for her elegiac and her lyric poetry which was written to be sung – many images show her with her lyre. Sappho was known as the ‘Tenth Muse’ or ‘The Poetess’ (Homer was ‘The Poet’). Her poetry is exquisite, delicate celebrations of family and love, memory and legacy, though obsession with her sexuality has tended to overshadow the wider range of her writing. Legends talk about her love for a ferryman, though some experts believe this was an attempt to heterosexualize her reputation. And there’s no doubt that part of Sappho’s enduring fame lies in the battleground around her sexuality – we get the words ‘sapphic’ and ‘lesbian’ from her name and her home island.

In truth, we know little of Sappho’s life. She appears in the Suda – the extensive tenth-century Byzantine encyclopaedia and grammatical dictionary of the ancient Mediterranean world, which has some thirty thousand entries. The caveat is that not all entries were contemporaneous and many are retrospective rewritings by Christian compilers. Errors, deliberate or lazy, slip in. But we do know Sappho was exiled to Sicily around 600 BCE and may have continued to work until 570 or so. We also know she wrote more than a staggering 10,000 lines of poetry, though only about 650 lines have survived. But those beautiful fragments tell a huge story. Her poetry is usually referred to by its fragment number – ‘Ode to Aphrodite’ is fragment 1, for example – and, in recent years, more fragments have been found, including in 2014 ‘The Brothers Poem’ or ‘Brothers Song’. Echoes from history.

Like Sappho, Pamphila of Epidaurus (first century s/span>) is also described in the Suda. Her thirty-three-volume history of Greece – Historical Commentaries – has sadly not survived intact, but enough has been quoted by other ancient historians to give us at least a sense of her work. ‘Outing’ herself as a woman, Pamphila claims that she gathered her material from eavesdropping on conversations between her husband and his male friends. The Suda also credits her with summarizing other contemporary historians’ work, and some literary historians think she might be the author of the unattributed Treatise on Women Famous in War, fourteen biographies of celebrated women. Can you imagine that ancient roar of warrior queens and female commanders? It’s a book I would love to read.

It’s been inspiring trying to hear the voices of women from so far back in time. There’s an awareness, too, of how it’s likely that the women we do know today are only a tiny fraction of those who might have written about their lives and times. So many lost words.

‘What you have learned is a mere handful; what you haven’t learned is the size of the whole world.’
Avvaiyar


THE MOST FAMOUS of all Tamil poets is Avvaiyar.

In fact, it’s a generic title – meaning ‘respectable woman’ – and Avvaiyar is not actually one single woman, but at least three. A symbol of Tamil culture and wisdom, the first Avvaiyar lived during the third century BCE and wrote at least fifty-nine poems. The second was writing during the tenth century. It’s the third who is most widely known, for Vinayagar Agaval – a devotional hymn to Ganesh – and Aathichoodi, a collection of inspirational aphorisms on how to live, one of which (quoted above) is inscribed on the wall at NASA in English translation. There is a statue to Avvaiyar in Tamil Nadu, an elderly and wise woman holding a staff in her right hand and a scroll in her left, strong and steady with wisdom, looking out over the Bay of Bengal. The importance of statues of women – of women of achievement being visible and publicly honoured – will come up time and again in the pages that follow.

Four hundred years later and some seven hundred kilometres to the north on the banks of the Musi River in India, Atukuri Molla (1440–1530) was one of the most important Telugu poets, known for translating the Ramayana from Sanskrit into Telugu. Her statue in Hyderabad became a rallying point for women’s rights protests in 2006.

One of the most celebrated Sufi poets and ascetics was the sixteenth-century poet Queen Habba Khatoon (1554–1609). Known as the ‘Nightingale of Kashmir’, details of her life are thin on the ground. She is thought to have been born in Chandhara in Kashmir, and was known as Zoon. Legend holds that, famous both for her beauty and her glorious voice, she attracted the attention of Yousuf Shah Chak who, in 1579, would go on to be the last Muslim ruler of Kashmir and rule until 1586. Zoon is thought to have entered the court somewhere around 1570, possibly as his queen consort. When Yousuf Shah Chak was exiled after the Mughal conquest of Kashmir, Khatoon became a wandering poet. Her tomb outside Athwajan is rather untended, but a mountain in Gurez is named after her, as is a ship in the fleet of the Indian Coast Guard, and her songs remain popular and are still widely performed today.

‘I am caught in Love’s web so deceitful.’
Rabia Balkhi


FROM INDIA TO Afghanistan, and back six hundred years, one meets the iconic tenth-century poet-princess of the royal court, Rabia Balkhi. Born in Balkh, an ancient city in northern Afghanistan known as the ‘mother of cities’, she is one of very few female writers of medieval Persian to be recorded by name (she also wrote in Arabic). In what is a familiar pattern, confirmed details of her life are hard to come by. Her legend is that she fell in love with her brother’s Turkish slave. Disapproving of her choice, her brother incarcerated Rabia in the hamam and ordered her wrists to be slit. Her last poems to her lover are said to have been written on the walls of her tomb in her own blood.

Rabia’s tomb was a much-visited site in Balkh and many hospitals and universities are named in her honour. The portrait of her wearing a blue khimar with a book, inkwell and quill is everywhere in Afghanistan. A long-term symbol of independence for Afghan women, as of August 2021 her legacy is under threat. A female student, who’d fled as the Taliban swept into Kabul, wrote in an American newspaper of how when her university was summarily closed to female students and tutors, she witnessed a painting of Rabia Balkhi being erased from the wall. This is not ‘silence in the archives’, but rather a deliberate eradication of a female poet from Afghanistan’s history. In August 2024, the Taliban published a host of ‘vice and virtue laws’, stating that women must completely veil their bodies – including hands, face and voice – in thick clothing at all times; women’s voices are deemed to be potential instruments of vice, so will not be allowed to be heard in public. Singing or reading aloud will not even be allowed within their own homes.
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AT MUCH THE same time, the extraordinary Hrotsvitha (c. 935/973– c. 1002) was making her mark in northern Europe. Born in Lower Saxony, she entered the abbey in Gandersheim as a canoness. Gandersheim is a town of half-timbered buildings in the valley of the River Gande, set within a region of deep forest and mists and mineral springs.

I first heard of Hrotsvitha in 1985, when I went to see the travelling exhibition of The Dinner Party, the inspirational and monumental 1979 feminist art installation by American artist Judy Chicago (b. 1939). I still have the exhibition guide, a faded claret-coloured A3 brochure explaining how the work was made and how the banners that hang in the doorway are intended to ‘express the belief and hope that once reverence for the feminine is re-established on Earth, a balance will be restored to human existence and “Everywhere will be Eden once again”.’ In the pages that follow is the list of the thirty-nine women who have place settings and the 998 historical and mythical women’s names (and one man, included in error) painted on the handmade white heritage tiles that appear on the floor.

Hrotsvitha has her own place setting and could find a home in most of the chapters of this book. Though she wrote in Latin, she is considered the first female writer and poet from Germany, one of the first female historians and one of the first northern Europeans to write about Islam. She was also the first playwright in the modern era to write dramatic pieces, often weaving in information about her life and those of other women. She dedicated The Book of Legends to her teacher Abbess Gerberga II (c. 940–1001). Her most celebrated piece, The Book of Drama, is a Christian reinterpretation of the work of the Roman playwright Terence, a story of strong women triumphing over adversity.

Her works were lost for some time after her death, until they were rediscovered by a German scholar in the Emmeram monastery in Regensburg in 1493. They were published in the original Latin in 1501 and translated into English in the 1600s. Though I have no idea whether or not my great-grandmother might have heard of Hrotsvitha, I think her reimagining of the myths of antiquity through the lens of medieval Christianity would have appealed to Lily, whose novels and devotional essays were written with the sense of Christian morality being the foundation of a ‘good’ life. During my family research, I would discover book reviews written by Lily for magazines which gave me some idea of the contemporary authors she read and admired. But Hrotsvitha? I just don’t know, but her importance endures.

‘Autumn is no time to lie alone.’
Murasaki Shikibu


AT ABOUT THE time Hrotsvitha is believed to have died, the Japanese author Murasaki Shikibu (c. 973/978–c. 1014/1031) was born in what is present-day Kyoto.

A daughter in a high-born family of male minor nobility and poets, Murasaki learned to write Chinese, the language of the Japanese court and government, by eavesdropping on her brother’s lessons. Unusually, she remained living within her father’s household after puberty – possibly until her mid-twenties – and married late. Sometime around 1005, five or six years after her husband had died after only two years of marriage, Shikibu was summoned to court as a lady-in-waiting. Already a respected poet – there are some 128 poems in her Poetic Memoirs – she began to keep a diary of her life at court, the rivalries, spite and day-to-day experiences. But Shikibu became a literary sensation with the epic The Tale of Genji, which runs to over a thousand pages. Considered to be the world’s first novel – and performed in episodes at court – it’s written in Japanese, probably over many years, and is hugely significant for being written in kana rather than in transliterated Chinese characters. Boasting an eye-watering cast of characters, the story of a prince and his lovers, it sings with a love of the beauty of nature, the exquisite power of poetry, music and calligraphy, though the tone darkens in later chapters (some historians have suggested the final fourteen chapters might have been written by someone else). The first English translation appeared in 1935 and Lady Shikibu’s diary is included in Diaries of Court Ladies of Old Japan, which was published in the same year. Images of Shikibu often show her dressed in a violet kimono, the colour associated with her name. A trailblazing woman and writer.

‘Things remain, but all is lost.
Now he is no more.’
Li Qingzhao


SOME FIFTY YEARS after Shikibu’s death, the Chinese poet, author and collector Li Qingzhao (1084–1155) was born in what is now Jinan, eastern China. Only fragments of Li’s poems have survived, but they give a glorious sense of her eventful life in imperial China of the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries.

Her earlier poems have the colour, the cadence, the delicacy of love poetry. After the northern Song capital fell in 1127, Li and her husband fled south to safety and her poetry became shot through with expressions of patriotism and hatred of war. There is a life-sized statue to her in Baotu Spring Garden in Jinan. Fashioned in white marble, wearing a full-length dress and a long kimono with wide sleeves fastened on the left, she is holding a scroll in her right hand. Her gaze is direct and clear. Li even has two planetary craters – one on Mercury, one on Venus – named after her.

‘God knows I never sought anything in you except yourself. I wanted simply you, nothing of yours.’
Héloise d’Argenteuil


A CLOSE CONTEMPORARY of Li Qingzhao was the medieval scholar, mystic and nun Héloise d’Argenteuil (c. 1098 or 1100/1101– c. 1163/1164), who was born in Paris at the very beginning of the twelfth century. I first came across her as a teenager in the classroom, learning about her doomed love affair with her one-time teacher, Peter Abelard, and its violent consequences – a story recorded through a lifetime of letters written between them. Their story has captured generations of writers and film-makers, from Alexander Pope’s poem ‘Eloisa to Abelard’ in 1717 to the great Ulster-Scots writer Helen Waddell (1889–1965) in the twentieth century.

Steeped in history and atmosphere, with a sense of unavoidable heartbreak and tragedy, Waddell’s Peter Abelard is one of the reasons I fell in love with historical fiction as a reader and, later, one of the reasons I became the kind of writer I am. Many of us fall in love with history because of the plays we have seen, the books we have read, the paintings that stirred our curiosity.

Waddell was a near contemporary of my great-grandmother and they have a great deal in common. Both lived inspired by the Church and theology, with Christianity at the heart of their daily lives. Both were middle-class women who wrote fiction, poetry and theological works. Lily was a wife and mother, Waddell a fond sister and aunt, and they were both successful and respected writers in their day. But although Waddell is commemorated in Belfast’s Writer’s Square – an open space of grey stone and sharp angles where quotations from twenty-seven of Northern Ireland’s most celebrated authors are etched upon the ground – otherwise her name has mostly vanished from the record, and her books, like those of Lily, are today out of print.

Waddell was a literary celebrity in her day. Born in Tokyo and brought up in Northern Ireland, she was a classical scholar, translator, publisher and poet, author of The Wandering Scholars and her one dazzling novel, Peter Abelard, which was a runaway bestseller in 1933.

The real Héloise, as opposed to the creation of novelists and poets, was a renowned woman of letters, a philosopher, a celebrated scholar and a nun who became one of the highest-ranking abbesses in the Catholic Church. D’Argenteuil’s influence on French and European literature and culture was immense – not least in establishing the ideals of courtly love, a literary form that would be taken up by Chrétien de Troyes among others in years to come. Her letters to her lost love are erudite, clever, moving, scholarly and beautiful.

‘As for those who state that it is thanks to a woman, the lady Eve, that man was expelled from paradise, my answer to them would be that man has gained far more through Mary than he ever lost through Eve.’
Christine de Pizan


LIVING SOME TWO hundred years after Héloise, Christine de Pizan (c. 1364–c. 1430) is also one of the thirty-nine women celebrated at Chicago’s The Dinner Party.

De Pizan was perhaps the first woman in France – maybe in all of Europe – to earn her living solely by writing and teaching. She began writing professionally at the age of twenty-five, when her husband died leaving her with young children to support – time and again we’ll see women taking up their pens when challenging domestic circumstances force it. An early feminist – though this term wasn’t to come into usage for another four hundred years – de Pizan had hard-hitting views on the ways in which men tried to curtail women, blame them, diminish them, deny them opportunities. Written in part in response to the misogyny of much courtly literature, The Book of the City of Ladies (1405) is a medieval precursor to the play Top Girls by Caryl Churchill (b. 1938). In it, de Pizan brings together famous women from history to build her allegorical city – using books as building blocks supporting her argument of how important a contribution women make to society and the value of education for all.

Beyond the text itself – and that of The Treasure of the City of Ladies which followed – the books are glorious because of their illustrations. Bright, vivid, eye-catching, they give a wonderful insight into court fashions of the period – de Pizan herself appears in some images dressed in a blue cotehardie and white wired ‘horned’ headdress. She was prolific, impressively hard-working, producing poetry, epistles, treatises about the morality of war and education. She also wrote The Song of Joan of Arc in 1429, celebrating the end of the siege of Orléans. Apart from the records of the French saint’s trial in 1431, it is the only surviving contemporary record of Joan of Arc (c. 1412–1431).

Women keeping other women’s stories alive.
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RESEARCHING AND WRITING The Joubert Family Chronicles, I’ve been immersed in the sixteenth, seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. I’d hazard a guess that one of the reasons women were attracted to various forms of Protestantism during those years of bloody and violent religious upheaval in Europe was that the new faith seemed to offer them a chance not only to write and translate, but also to be published and read beyond their immediate circle. Devotional texts only, of course, but it was a significant new freedom all the same . . . And for women who could not read or write in Latin, they were suddenly being invited in by a Church speaking to them in their own language. It offered a more direct relationship with God.

In 1560, Anne Locke (c. 1533–after 1590) published ‘A Meditation of a Penitent Sinner’ as an appendix to four sermons by John Calvin, translated by Locke from the French. It was the first sonnet cycle to be written in English. A staunch Protestant, Locke was exiled during the five-year reign of Mary I (1516–1558), but returned to England when Elizabeth I (1533–1603) took the throne, and she became one of the most important translators and commentators of Calvinist writings. Because she signed her work only with her initials – A. L. – her identity was hidden until relatively recently. Was it to protect herself as a Protestant, or because she was a woman? We’ll never be sure.

It is also worth noting that in sixteenth-century England women were not allowed in law to run their own businesses, except if they were widowed. There are many examples of women taking over their late husbands’ work, not least in the area of printing and publishing. Notable names include Elizabet Allde (d. 1640), Mercy Meighen (d. 1654), Susan Islip (d. 1661) and bookseller Anne Moseley (d. 1675).

‘I live, I die, I burn, I drown’
Louise Labé


ON THE OTHER side of the Channel and the religious divide, the Catholic poet Louise Labé (c. 1524–1566) was celebrated by her peers – like Sappho before her – as ‘The Tenth Muse’. Writing frankly of female desire and lust, of the contradictions of love, Labé established a salon in Lyon and encouraged other women to write. Her Oeuvres, published in 1555, contained not only sonnets composed by her – she wrote in both French and Italian – but also those of other writers. As well as being a patron of the arts and a writer, Labé was an accomplished archer and horsewoman – nicknamed both ‘La Belle Amazone’ and ‘La Belle Cordière’, the latter because her husband and father were rope makers. She served in the Dauphin’s army (the future Henri II) at the siege of Perpignan in 1542, and is said to have worn male clothing and fought in jousts, though these are stories that may have been circulated after her death. The historian Alice E. Smith (b. 1983) has cautioned that often reports, or allegations, of women wearing male clothing were intended to denigrate, rather than being an illustration of female independence or power.

Yet despite her contemporary fame, Labé also fell victim to the ‘Matilda Effect’. Her works were regularly attributed to male authors and her character was attacked to undermine her reputation – the austere French Protestant theologian Jean Calvin, no admirer of women or Catholics, called her a ‘common whore’. Others have suggested that the poet Labé has been confused with a famous courtesan of the time, also known as ‘La Belle Cordière’, or that she might not have existed at all. Times have changed. Whether or not some aspects of Labé’s biography can be verified, her poetry speaks for itself and she’s rightly considered one of the finest and first French female poets.
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IN 1642, CROMWELL’S men shut all the theatres in England and Ireland. For eighteen years, the stages were empty, abandoned to the rats and damp, to dust and memory.

After the years of turmoil of the Civil War and following Cromwell’s Protectorate and his brutal conquest of Ireland, the Restoration of the Monarchy in 1660 saw Charles II take the throne, and a golden era for women in the theatre began. Although there had been the occasional female performer – according to the Court Records of 1612 Mary Frith, on whom the role of Moll Cutpurse in The Roaring Girl by Middleton and Dekker was based, ‘sat upon the stage in the public view’ – now, for the first time, actresses with leading and speaking roles appeared on English stages, Nell Gwyn (1650–1687) the most famous among them. London was alive with first nights, the swish of the red-and-gold curtains – it was a new era of celebrity. Playwrights were working around the clock to satisfy the huge public appetite for comedy and drama, and one of the most important of them was the peerless and astonishing Aphra Behn (c. 1640–1689).

‘A thousand Martyrs I have made,
All sacrific’d to my desire;’
Aphra Behn


Behn was perhaps the first female British author to make a living as a writer and, like Labé before her, wrote frankly about her life as a woman, about desire and sexuality, and about politics in the wider world.

Much of her younger life remains a mystery and it’s possible she deliberately obscured her origins: she may have been born in Kent, or she may not; she may have spent time in Suriname, or she may not; she might have been a Catholic and she may have worked as a spy for Charles II in the 1660s – though some contemporary historians think this might be little more than coffee-house gossip and misogynist malice. Behn probably spent time in a debtors’ prison in the late 1660s. But I’m not sure any of this matters in terms of the importance of her writing.

Behn was a versatile and wonderfully colourful writer, ambitious and clever, publishing poetry, novels and dramas. Her rumbustious play The Rover, which premiered at the Duke’s Theatre in London in 1677, is a riotous Restoration comedy featuring a band of English women and men on the loose in Naples during Carnival. Her poem ‘The Disappointment’ is about the attempted rape of Cloris by Lysander, resulting in his impotence . . . And her celebrated 1688 novel Oroonoko, with its themes of racial injustice and the place of women in the world, has good claim to be seen as the first abolitionist novel. Behn wasn’t the first British woman to publish a play – Elizabeth Cary (c. 1584/1586–1639) wrote and published The Tragedy of Mariam in 1613 and the philosopher, science fiction author and playwright Margaret Cavendish (1623–1673) published two volumes of plays in the 1650s. But, of the three, Behn was the most prolific, writing some nineteen plays and collaborating on many more, and had none of their advantages (Cavendish was a duchess and Cary a viscountess).

Celebrated, notorious, often vilified and admired in turn – there are many paintings and etchings of Behn still in existence – her reputation was traduced after her death. Her unashamed representation of female sexuality and inequality between the sexes – not to mention her joyful exploration of women’s love for women, and men’s love for men – saw her work branded as immoral and, for three hundred years and more, her contribution to the development of English literature was deliberately down-played or dismissed as blowsy, overblown. It’s interesting to speculate if it was, in part, Victorian double standards and prudishness that found Behn’s frank treatment of sex and sexuality inappropriate in a female writer, when her work was very much in step with the male writers of her time. Again, it is thanks to feminist scholars and fellow female authors starting to look at her work with fresh eyes that her reputation began to be restored. Here’s Virginia Woolf (1882–1941) in A Room of One’s Own:

‘All women together ought to let flowers fall upon the grave of Aphra Behn . . . for it was she who earned them the right to speak their minds . . . Behn proved that money could be made by writing at the sacrifice, perhaps, of certain agreeable qualities; and so, by degrees writing became not merely a sign of folly and a distracted mind but was of practical importance.’

In 1707, the Acts of Union between England and Scotland were passed during the reign of Anne Stuart (1665–1714), formally creating the new combined nation state of Great Britain. At her death, Queen Anne was succeeded by her second cousin, George I, and the Hanoverian era and the Age of Enlightenment began.

The eighteenth century would see huge strides made in science and medicine, but also in music and theatre. It was a century of revolution, from France to America to Haiti and, all over the world, more women than ever began to pick up their pens to make their voices heard.

We might start with Anglo-Irish novelist and playwright Frances Sheridan (1724–1766), who gave her scribbler son and daughters the best possible start in their literary lives. Though her father opposed women’s education, she was hugely successful as both a novelist and a playwright, with novels including Memoirs of Miss Sidney Bidulph and plays such as The Discovery, which enjoyed a long run in London on Drury Lane. Charlotte Lennox (c. 1730–1804) was a Scottish actor turned novelist, poet and playwright. Her 1752 novel The Female Quixote parodied some of the misogynistic ideas in Cervantes’s celebrated and popular epic. It’s a pattern we saw with de Pizan two centuries earlier – and we’ll see again – a woman reacting to dismissive male authors’ critical views of women’s characters with devastating wit.

‘I had rather be in a state of misery, and envied for my supposed happiness, than in a state of happiness, and pitied for my supposed misery.’
Elizabeth Inchbald


Elizabeth Inchbald (1753–1821) was a novelist, a playwright and adaptor, a theatre entrepreneur and an actress capable of playing both Shakespearean and ‘breeches roles’, all the more impressive because she had to cope with a childhood stutter. One of the first female theatre critics, her plays were so successful that she wrote herself into financial security and independence. She was erudite, but brim-full of gossip and anecdote, pointed and sharp, and it’s a great loss to discover she burnt her memoirs rather than publishing them. But in the preface of her novel A Simple Story, she stated how her career as a writer had been driven by financial instability and how she had been forced ‘to devote a tedious seven years to the unremitting labour of literary productions’. Although Inchbald wrote about contemporary mores and social issues, to shine a light on the world in which she lived, she was primarily writing to entertain rather than to transform societal norms.

Other women were turning to polemic and essay writing to effect change.

‘A woman has the right to be guillotined; she should also have the right to debate.’
Olympe de Gouges


In 1791, a year before Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797) published her ground-breaking ‘A Vindication of the Rights of Woman’, the French playwright, feminist and abolitionist Olympe de Gouges (1748–1793), born Marie Gouze, wrote ‘Declaration of the Rights of Woman and of the Female Citizen’ in response to the omission of women from the French Revolution’s Bill of Rights. Though she was derided by male critics – Horace Walpole called her ‘a hyena in petticoats’ – de Gouges was principled, gifted, determined and a fearless campaigner for equality of citizenship. As an illustration on the murky and shifting politics of the French Revolution, de Gouges was hated on all sides. She was perceived as too radical by the moderates and as a Royalist by the extreme left, possibly because she’d dedicated the ‘Declaration of the Rights of Woman’ to Marie Antoinette. Charged with treason, she was sent to the guillotine by Robespierre in 1793. As a playwright, too, her work has often been ridiculed and maligned. Using the archives of the Comédie Française – where female playwrights were almost always recorded alongside a man – to prove his case, Rousseau denounced the idea of women writing in their own right.

‘I do not wish [women] to have power over men; but over themselves.’
Mary Wollstonecraft


DURING THE YEARS of the American War of Independence, Phillis Wheatley Peters (1753–1784) became the first published African American poet. The best-known image of her – reproduced as a frontispiece in her 1773 edition of Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral – suggests a poised and thoughtful young woman, in a white ruffled cap and apron and a ribbon around her neck. She’s holding a quill in her right hand and there is an inkwell, paper and a book on the desk.

An enslaved woman originally from West Africa – possibly Gambia or Senegal – Wheatley was stolen as a child, taken to North America on a slave ship and bought by the Wheatley family in Boston. They recognized her talent – though, of course, any success she achieved would benefit them – and helped her writing to find an audience. Bigotry and racism in America obliged them to travel to Britain, where the influential Methodist evangelist and abolitionist Selina Hastings (1707–1791), the Countess of Huntingdon, helped Wheatley to secure a publisher in London. There were more obstacles. She had to appear before eighteen men to prove that she had written her poems – shades of Joan of Arc at her trial – but her first poem was published in 1767 and, by 1771, her work was circulating in London. Her best-known poem – ‘On Being Brought from Africa to America’ – is a searing protest against slavery.

There are thirty-nine poems in the 1773 collection – more than 145 other poems are thought to be lost. Wheatley was not only the first African American woman to be published, but also the first African American poet, female or male, though she didn’t benefit from her writing. She never lived to see slavery abolished and died in straitened circumstances. It wouldn’t be until the nineteenth century that Hannah Bond (b. c. 1832), writing under the pen name Hannah Crafts, would follow in her footsteps and become the first enslaved, fugitive African American woman to publish a novel.

‘The world is a severe schoolmaster, for its frowns are less dangerous than its smiles and flatteries . . .’
Phillis Wheatley


The additional challenge of battling racism as well as sexism was also endured by Rachel Luzzatto Morpurgo (1790–1871). Born into an influential Jewish family in Trieste, northern Italy, she was (so far as we know) the first Jewish woman to write poetry in Hebrew under her own name in two thousand years. Attacked by male critics, who refused to believe a woman capable of writing in Hebrew at all, Morpurgo was an accomplished poet and scholar, despite having little time to write. Her work is an intriguing mixture of lyric reflection and everyday domesticity, often painfully capturing the confinement of women’s lives and the inequalities they suffered. And this signature, at the end of the poem ‘On Hearing She Had Been Praised in the Journals’, published in 1847, breaks the heart:

I’ve looked to the north, south, east, and west:

a woman’s word in each is lighter than dust.

Years hence, will anyone really remember

her name . . .

Wife of Jacob Morpurgo, stillborn

[image: Scene break image]

IF THE EIGHTEENTH century belonged to playwrights and poets, the nineteenth belongs to the novel.

On the cusp of the new century, Gothic fiction was hugely popular and Ann Radcliffe (1764–1823) was its queen. The highest-paid writer, male or female, of the time, Radcliffe wrote five novels, the fourth of which – The Mysteries of Udolpho – was published in four volumes in 1794, becoming an instant, influential and enduring bestseller. It was the first of her novels to appear in its debut edition with her name on the title page, her first three novels having been published anonymously. Jane Austen, who admitted she’d devoured the book, parodies it in her novel Northanger Abbey; it is mentioned in William Makepeace Thackeray’s Vanity Fair and Fyodor Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, and Udolpho is used as a shorthand to reference a certain type of fiction by Edgar Allan Poe, Anthony Trollope, Henry James and even Lucy Maud Montgomery (1874–1942) of Anne of Green Gables fame. The novel itself is set in south-west France and Italy, places Radcliffe never visited. But what makes the writing stand out is the equality given to its female and male characters. Radcliffe’s women have agency and are portrayed as capable, far from the wailing and terrified creatures of much Gothic fiction of the time. I can’t imagine that my great-grandmother approved of Mrs Radcliffe’s ‘romances’, as she always termed them, but Lily’s descriptions of the mountains and landscapes of Italy, Germany and Switzerland have a great deal in common with Radcliffe’s epic novelscapes.

‘I have love in me the likes of which you can scarcely imagine and rage the likes of which you would not believe. If I cannot satisfy the one, I will indulge the other.’
Mary Shelley


Perhaps the greatest of all Gothic novels is Frankenstein, a work that’s remained in print ever since its first publication in 1818. The daughter of the great social reformer, philosopher and women’s rights campaigner Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Shelley (1797–1851) began her masterpiece when she was only eighteen years old. Staying on the banks of Lake Geneva in 1816, a summer of endless rain and black skies, with her lover Percy Bysshe Shelley, her stepsister Claire Clairmont, John Polidori and Lord Byron, they challenged one another to make up a horror story to keep the beleaguered household entertained. Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus was published anonymously on New Year’s Day two years later, when Mary Shelley was twenty, her name only appearing on the second edition printed in Paris in 1821. It is a masterpiece, yes, but the breadth and range of the rest of Shelley’s work is often overlooked, even though she wrote many other novels, books of travelogue and biography, and edited her late husband’s letters. Her novella Matilda, written between 1819 and 1820, when she was grieving for the loss of two more of her children, was finally published posthumously – more than a century after her death – in 1959.

Like Mary Shelley, Emily Dickinson (1830–1886) cannot be said to be an author who has disappeared from literary history, but I’m including her because the story of her publication and reputation is worth revisiting. It plays to issues of legacy and how women’s writing is curated, or secured, kept in print or censored.

Dickinson, whose exquisite poems interrogate themes of grief and death and faith, immortality and invisibility, was prolific. But, like Rachel Morpurgo, she was barely published in her lifetime – only 10 of nearly 1,800 poems and one letter were published while she was alive, possibly without attribution. I still have my old Faber edition of The Complete Poems, bought in the late 1970s, its blue cover faded, the margins filled with a blizzard of annotations in blue biro. There are 1,775 poems, all untitled. The likely date of composition for some is there, but most float free on the page. The capitalization and punctuation are distinctive, and original. Though they were living at much the same time, I doubt if my great-grandmother knew of this reclusive American poet, but I think her verses would have spoken to Lily. The stillness of them. Dickinson’s life has been studied by countless scholars and her poems, her letters, her motivation and ambitions for her writing analysed and turned inside out. She often dressed in white – though the only authenticated portrait of Dickinson as an adult is a daguerreotype taken in 1846 or early 1847 showing her in a dark dress with a velvet necklace – and lived a solitary life in the family home in Amherst, conducting her friendships through letters. So many letters. She made her younger sister Lavinia promise to burn them after her death and, devastatingly, Lavinia did. But since Dickinson did not mention her poems, they survived the bonfire. A heavily edited first collection was published in 1890, but it was not until 1955 that a complete, and mostly unaltered, collection of Dickinson’s poetry was published.

So, even when an author’s reputation seems secure, investigate the history that made it so. And, of course, it’s far from the only time that editors or family members have sought to manage, or obscure, or manipulate an author’s intentions – think of the first edition of The Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank (1929–1945), heavily edited by her father for publication.
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MY GREAT-GRANDMOTHER CAME of age during a golden age of female novelists writing in English. What distinguished many of these great nineteenth-century novels was that they put ordinary life on the page, and life outside of London, from Yorkshire and Manchester, Kentucky to Massachusetts. Social history, domestic lives, a new generation of authors was putting the inner lives of women on the page and holding up a mirror to the lives of countless female readers.

Leading nineteenth-century novelists include: Elizabeth Gaskell (1810–1865); Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811–1896); Ellen Price (1814–1887); Charlotte Brontë (1816–1855); Emily Brontë (1818–1848); Anne Brontë (1820–1849); Mrs Oliphant (1828–1897); Louisa May Alcott (1832–1888); Mary Elizabeth Braddon (1835–1915); Violet Paget/Vernon Lee (1856–1935); Alice Dunbar Nelson/Monroe Wright (1875–1935); and Radclyffe Hall (1880–1943).

‘Perhaps it is just as well to be rash and foolish for a while. If writers were too wise, perhaps no books would get written at all.’
Zora Neale Hurston


There was a similar energy and urgency in Europe too. In France, the radical and inspiring Amantine Dupin (1804–1876) wrote under the pen name George Sand, and Victoire Léodile Béra (1824–1900), the feminist journalist and novelist, published under the combined name of her twin sons, André Léo. In Germany, Louise Otto-Peters (1819–1895), a novelist, poet and librettist, was known as the ‘songbird of the German woman’s movement’. In Spain, the radical thinker and campaigner Rosario de Acuña (1851–1923) was publishing plays, essays, short stories and poetry under the male pen name Remigio Andrés Delafón. Examining themes of marriage and divorce, women’s rights and injustice, atheism and illegitimacy, Delafón’s work often scandalized the authorities. In Romania, the award-winning children’s author and poet Elena Farago (1878–1954) was one of the most celebrated translators on the continent. And in Norway, Elise Aubert (1837–1909) was publishing short stories and newspaper serials – just like my great-grandmother – under the pseudonyms ‘Tante Dorthe’ and ‘E-e’.

In South America, one of the most important Latin American authors of the nineteenth century was born in Argentina in 1818. A novelist, short-story writer, essayist, revolutionary, memoirist – and, for seven years, First Lady of Bolivia – Juana Manuela Gorriti (c. 1818–1892) spent her time writing, speaking and travelling between Argentina, Peru and Bolivia. Like Louise Labé three hundred years earlier, Gorriti established a salon, in Lima, which brought together other writers, held musical recitals, poetry evenings and lectures, often about women’s lives.

In North America, Frances Anne Rollin Whipper (1845–1901) wrote a biography of the African American activist, physician, soldier and writer Martin Delany under the male pseudonym Frank A. Rollin. Published in 1883, The Life and Public Services of Martin R. Delany is the first full-length biography written by an African American writer. A political activist, abolitionist, women’s rights activist and teacher, in later life Rollin Whipper also became one of the first Black female physicians in the United States. Another multi-talented woman, who kept moving forward all of her life.

And in the same year as Rollin Whipper published her biography of Delany, the writer and formerly enslaved woman Mary Prince (c. 1788–1833) died. Born in Bermuda, she attempted to escape abuse at the hands of her ‘owner’ when she arrived in England in 1828. Her case was taken up by the Anti-Slavery Society and, in 1831, Prince published The History of Mary Prince: A West African Slave, the substantial record of an enslaved woman’s life, making her the first recorded Black British woman to write an autobiography. It was a huge success in its day and sold out its first three printings.

‘Strange, when you ask anyone’s advice you see yourself what is right.’
Selma Lagerlöf


IN THE LATE nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, women all over the world were breaking the literary glass ceiling for the first time. In Sweden, the first woman to win the Nobel Prize in Literature, in 1909, was Selma Lagerlöf (1858–1940). In 1894, she met the Swedish-Jewish writer Sophie Elkan (1853–1921), who became her collaborator, her friend, lover and companion. Lagerlöf’s letters to Elkan were published in the early 1990s, as was her correspondence to her assistant, literary advisor and secretary – and later politician – Valborg Olander (1861–1943).

In Lebanon, Zaynab Fawwāz (c. 1850/1860–1914) was a Shiite novelist, playwright, poet and feminist historian. Her 1893 play Love and Faithfulness (also sometimes translated as Passion and Fidelity) is considered the first play written in Arabic by a woman and her 1899 novel The Happy Ending was the first Arabic novel written by a woman.

In America in 1921, Edith Wharton (1862–1937) was the first woman to win the Pulitzer Prize for the Novel for The Age of Innocence. Despite not publishing her first novel until she was forty, she wrote twenty-two novels and novellas, including The House of Mirth, as well as some eighty-five short stories, poetry, books on design, travel, literary and cultural criticism, her memoir A Backward Glance, and ghost stories – Wharton was the queen of what she called the ‘thrill of the shudder’. She was also passionate about dogs and had a pet cemetery at her home in Lenox, Massachusetts, headstones marking the graves of some of the dogs she owned over her lifetime. Many photographs of Wharton show her with dogs, my favourite being one where a chihuahua is balanced on each of Wharton’s shoulders, nestled beneath the brim of her boater.

In Japan, novelist, diarist and short-story author Natsu Higuchi (1872–1896) – known by her pen name Ichiyō Higuchi – became the country’s first professional female writer of modern literature. A year before her death, she became a household name with the publication of her novella Takekurabe – first translated into English as Comparing Heights in 1930 – which tells the story of a group of young people over a four-month period living in the red-light district of Yoshiwara, in Edo (modern-day Tokyo). A novel about women’s roles and male expectations, the clash between the values of old Japan and the new, it scandalized some critics on first publication, but became a cult classic. Higuchi herself is still a much-revered writer in Japan.

‘To him we cannot answer “Tomorrow,” his name is today.’
Gabriela Mistral


In Chile, Gabriela Mistral (1889–1957) was the first Latin American writer to win a Nobel Prize in Literature in 1945. A poet, teacher, writer, diplomat and philosopher, Mistral moved to France in 1926 to work for the newly formed Institute for Intellectual Cooperation of the League of Nations. Writing poetry infused with suffering, with grief, with her love for children, Mistral published hundreds of articles, lectured in the United States, toured the Caribbean, Brazil, Uruguay and Argentina. She also held professorships at several universities, before settling finally in Long Island in 1953 with her friend and partner, the American translator Doris Dana (1920–2006). Dana, who inherited her estate, published the first English-language translation of Mistral’s poetry. Mistral’s face appears on the 5,000 Chilean peso note.

In neighbouring Argentina, fellow poet Alfonsina Storni (1892–1938) was a friend of Mistral’s. A prominent figure in the Argentinian women’s movement, she also wrote essays, journalism and drama, often about female oppression and male perfidy. Her sonnet cycle Ocre was published in 1925 and made her a household name in the literary community of Buenos Aires. The song ‘Alfonsina y el mar’ is inspired by Storni’s death by suicide at La Perla beach outside Buenos Aires.

In Wales, Dorothy Noel ‘Dorf’ Bonarjee (1894–1983) was another trailblazer. Born in India, she was the first woman to be awarded a law degree by University College London, in 1917, having earlier studied French in Aberystwyth. In 1914, Bonarjee took part in the Eisteddfod at the University College of Wales and was awarded the Bardic chair, the first foreign student and first woman to have done so. She is the only Indian listed in the Welsh National Biography among some five thousand entries . . .

Finally, in Russia, female poets were risking their lives to have their voices heard, recording the great suffering and shifting allegiances in the period covering the end of Tsarist Russia, the era of Bolshevik Revolution and into the Soviet era.

Mirra Lokhvitskaya (1869–1905) was regarded by her contemporaries as the ‘Russian Sappho’, the first Russian woman to win the Pushkin Prize for Poetry, which she also won for her fifth and last volume of poetry. She was written out of the history books in Soviet times, but is now acknowledged as one of the most original and influential voices of the Silver Age of Russian Poetry.

‘You will hear thunder and remember me
and think: she wanted storms.’
Anna Akhmatova


Born twenty years later, Anna Akhmatova (1889–1966), the pen name of Anna Andreevna Gorenko, was one of the most significant Russian poets of the twentieth century. Her work includes the dazzling Requiem, a beautiful elegy to the suffering of the Soviet people during the Great Terror (or Great Purge). Written over a period of time – possibly as much as three decades – Akhmatova redrafted and redrafted Requiem, kept it safe, holding words in her head until she could record them, carried the manuscript with her as she lived and worked. It’s unimaginable that such an important work of literature could so easily have been lost, since Akhmatova was often out of favour with the Soviet authorities and much of her writing and information about her was destroyed. Requiem did not appear in book form in Russian until 1963 (published in Munich), and the complete poem was not published in the USSR until 1987.

‘There are books so alive that you’re always afraid that while you weren’t reading, the book has gone and changed, has shifted like a river . . .’
Marina Tsvetaeva


Akhmatova’s friend Marina Tsvetaeva (1892–1941) was born in Moscow. The daughter of a concert pianist and a father who was the founder of the Museum of Fine Arts, she published her first collection of poetry when she was eighteen. Her poetry was technically and emotionally ground-breaking, influenced by Russian folk song, with a distinctive syntax like Emily Dickinson’s work. Her writing is alive with the hardship and suffering of her life – her younger daughter died of hunger in an orphanage in 1919 during the Moscow famine. She emigrated with her husband and elder daughter first to Berlin, then Prague, before settling in Paris in 1925. Shunned by the expat community and living in poverty – her husband had worked for the secret police – it was her correspondence with fellow poets that sustained her during the years of exile. Tsvetaeva dedicated work to Akhmatova, who had remained in the Soviet Union.

Reluctantly she returned home from exile in 1939, and it was a tragic mistake. Her husband was executed and her surviving daughter was sent to a gulag. Tsvetaeva died by suicide in August 1941, a few weeks after the Nazi invasion of the USSR.

‘I decided it was better to scream. Silence is the real crime against humanity.’
Nadezhda Mandelstam


Two of the most extraordinary memoirs of those terrible years are by Nadezhda Mandelstam (1899–1980). Hope Against Hope and Hope Abandoned – the titles are a pun on her name, as ‘nadezhda’ means ‘hope’ in Russian – lay bare the terror and the impossibility of a writer’s life under Stalin. In her books, she describes how she memorized, transcribed and kept safe her husband Osip Mandelstam’s writing. Without her, most of his extraordinary poetry would never have survived. She details his persecution under Stalin, his first and second arrests, their internal exile and finally his death in 1938, just before his forty-seventh birthday, in a transit camp en route to the Siberian gulag. Nadezhda Mandelstam was given the news of his death, sometime after it had happened, by a clerk in a post office, returning to her a package she had sent: ‘It would be easy enough to establish the date on which the parcel was returned to me – it was the same day on which the newspapers published the long list of Government awards – the first ever – to Soviet writers.’

Yet, she survived. Mandelstam spent much of the Second World War living in exile in Tashkent with Anna Akhmatova, only being given permission to return to Moscow in 1964. There, finally, she began writing the story of their lives – Hope Against Hope and Hope Abandoned. She died in Moscow on 29 December 1980 at the age of eighty-one, and is buried in the Kuntsevo Cemetery on the banks of the Setun River. Her husband is buried in an unmarked mass grave.

‘Literature ought to join minds together . . . turning ignorance into mutual understanding.’
Ding Ling


In China, Ding Ling (1904–1986) – the pen name of the author Jiang Bingzhi – would grow up to face similar painful and impossible challenges as Akhmatova and Tsvetaeva in having to live and work under an all-seeing, all-controlling Communist regime.

Her earliest writing was explicitly feminist in tone. In an article, ‘Thoughts on March 8’, written for a party newspaper, Ding condemned male double standards – especially those of male cadres – which led to accusations of her being too ‘rightist’. She was forced to retract her views and to undergo a public self-confession. Her 1948 novel The Sun Shines Over Sanggan River – which won the Stalin Prize for Literature in 1951 – is about land reform and peasant life and steers clear of commentary on women’s lives. Her compliance with party values made no difference. Denounced and purged from the party in 1957, accused of being pro-Western, Ding’s fiction and essays were again banned. Imprisoned and sentenced to manual hard labour, she was not ‘rehabilitated’ for nearly twenty years – she was freed in 1975 and restored to the Communist Party in 1979. But she never lost her faith in the power of literature to join people together. In an introduction to Miss Sophia’s Diary and Other Stories – the story was originally published in 1927 – Ding paid tribute to the importance of literature in other languages and from other cultures.

‘This has always been a man’s world, and none of the reasons that have been offered in explanation have seemed adequate.’
Simone de Beauvoir


ALL OVER EUROPE, things were changing and women were at the forefront.

Simone de Beauvoir (1908–1986), one of French literature’s most significant figures, was born in Paris in the early years of the twentieth century. A writer, social theorist, philosopher, novelist and thinker, de Beauvoir’s reputation is also secure thanks to her ground-breaking 1949 treatise The Second Sex, one of the building-block texts of Western contemporary feminism. But she also wrote novels, biographies, autobiographies, essays on philosophy, politics and social issues. She wasn’t the first woman to be awarded the Prix Goncourt – Russian-French writer Elsa Triolet (1896–1970) won in 1944, the Belgian-born author Béatrix Beck (1914–2008) won in 1952 – but de Beauvoir was the third for her novel The Mandarins in 1954.

Publisher, bookseller and poet Adrienne Monnier (1892–1955) was also born in Paris. One of the first women in France to open a bookshop and lending library, her ‘La Maison des Amis des Livres’ became a place where poets and writers of the day came to give readings. The famous 1921 painting of her by Paul-Émile Bécat shows a formidable woman in a felt cloche hat with a brim, wearing her trademark long dress and cape, standing in front of bookshelves. There are also many photographs of her with her friend, and sometime lover, Sylvia Beach (1887–1962), who set up the even more famous bookshop Shakespeare and Company around the corner. In 1925 they founded a literary magazine, Le Navire d’Argent (The Silver Ship), translating into French some of the greatest English-language authors of the day – James Joyce, Ernest Hemingway, Gertrude Stein (1874–1946), T. S. Eliot. Though Beach closed her doors during the Second World War, Monnier managed to keep ‘La Maison des Amis des Livres’ open during the German occupation of Paris. Diagnosed with Ménière’s disease in 1954, Monnier died by suicide in 1955. Beach survived her, dying in 1962.

Another queen of French literary society was the award-winning Belgian-French author Marguerite Yourcenar (1903–1987). She published around fifty works – essays, short stories and novels including The Garden of Illusions in 1921 and Memoirs of Hadrian in 1951. She won the Prix Femina in 1968, she won the Grand Prix de l’Académie Française in 1977 and, in 1980, became its first female member – one of only nine female ‘immortels’ to date. It’s said that the signs for the toilets in the Académie were altered to read ‘Messieurs’ and ‘Marguerite Yourcenar’. Portraying gay and bisexual lives in her work as both honourable and, for want of a better word, practical, the dedication in her memoir to her lifelong partner, American English professor and translator Grace Frick (1903–1979), in Memoirs of Hadrian, is beautiful:

‘Even the longest dedication is too short and too commonplace to honour a friendship so uncommon . . . in the entire life of some fortunate writers, there must have been someone who . . . bolsters our courage . . . approves, or sometimes disputes, our ideas . . . who shares with us, and with equal fervour, the joys of art and living . . .’

The Swedish-speaking Finnish novelist, children’s author, artist and short-story writer Tove Jansson (1914–2001) was born in Helsinki, then part of the Russian Empire, a few weeks after the beginning of the First World War. Jansson was originally an artist. She held her first solo exhibition in 1943, at the same time as designing graphics for book covers and writing short stories and articles for publication. Beloved for her children’s novels about the Moomins, she worked with her lover and partner, the American-born Finnish artist Tuulikki Pietilä (1917–2009), who was known as ‘Tooti’ and was probably the inspiration for the Moomin character ‘Too-ticki’. They collaborated on many projects, including the Moomin illustrations which are now exhibited at the Moomin Museum in Tampere, southern Finland. Jansson won the Hans Christian Andersen Medal in 1966.

In Poland, their contemporary Seweryna Szmaglewska (1916–1992) was to become one of the most important Polish writers of the twentieth century. One of very few Polish prisoners to survive incarceration at Auschwitz-Birkenau to testify at the Nuremberg Trials, after the Second World War she became celebrated for writing novels for young people and adults, including her memoir Smoke over Birkenau and her novel Black Feet, published in 1960.
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ALL OVER THE world, as the twentieth century shifted shape after the First World War, and then shifted and shifted again, women writers were recording change, committing their widely different experiences to paper.

In India, the novelist, short-story writer, film-maker and campaigner Ismat Chughtai (1915–1991) was one of the most significant voices in Urdu literature of the twentieth century. She was put on trial in 1945 in Lahore – two years before the Partition of India and creation of Pakistan – and charged with obscenity for her short story ‘Lihaaf’, which the authorities felt promoted female homosexuality. She was acquitted. Her near contemporary, the prize-winning Bengali novelist, short-story writer, journalist and teacher Mahasweta Devi (1926–2016), was born in Dacca (present-day Bangladesh). The author of more than one hundred novels and over twenty collections of short stories, her first novel, inspired by the life of the Lakshmibai, Rani of Jhansi (c. 1828–1858), was published in 1956. Putting the lives of marginalized communities and women centre stage, Devi shone a light on the often brutal suppression of tribal communities and untouchables in West Bengal by powerful upper-caste landlords, moneylenders and corrupt government officials.

‘I speak out of the deep of night
out of the deep of darkness
and out of the deep of night I speak.
Forough Farrokhzad


Turkish novelist and thinker Elif Shafak (b. 1971) introduced me to the work of the inspirational Iranian poet and documentary film-maker Forough Farrokhzad (1934–1967). Brave, a writer of protest and principle, she wrote about women’s hidden lives, expectations and desires. Farrokhzad died in a car crash in Tehran in 1967 and her poetry was banned for more than a decade after the Islamic Revolution. Since then, her reputation as one of Iran’s greatest writers has been steadily growing.

‘There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.’
Maya Angelou


In North America, too, new voices were coming to the fore in all kinds of genres. Ann Petry (1908–1997) originally published her first short story, ‘Marie of the Cabin Club’, under a male pseudonym of Arnold Petri. Petry trained as a pharmacist and was intended to go into the family business, but moving to Harlem in New York just before the outbreak of the Second World War – and witnessing the poverty, segregation and hardship in Black urban communities at first hand – she began writing journalism, articles and fiction instead. Petry volunteered for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), joined the American Negro Theatre in Harlem and, in 1946, published her debut novel, The Street. The story of a young Black single mother struggling against discrimination, sexual harassment and class divisions in New York during the war, it was a barn-storming bestseller and the first novel by an African American woman to sell more than a million copies. Photographs show her in a black suit with white collar and tie, and her trademark three strings of pearls. In 1947, Petry returned to Connecticut, where she began writing for children and published a biography of the great abolitionist Harriet Tubman (1822–1913).

Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960) was another key figure in the Harlem Renaissance. A novelist, anthropologist and film-maker, Hurston depicted life in the early 1900s in the racially divided American South and her best-known novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God, was published in 1937. She also wrote more than fifty short stories, plays and essays, and had a fierce interest in African American and Caribbean folklore. Hurston’s fiction went unacknowledged for years, and she died without receiving the money she’d earned from her writings. Then, in 1973, Alice Walker went in search of her unmarked grave, found it and, two years later, published an article in the March 1975 edition of Ms. magazine entitled ‘In Search of Zora Neale Hurston’. Finally, fifteen years after Hurston’s death, interest in this incredible writer was revived. As a postscript, a collection of folktales gathered during the 1920s – Every Tongue Got to Confess – was published in 2001 after the manuscript was discovered in the Smithsonian archives.

‘Create dangerously, for people who read dangerously . . . [Write] knowing in part that no matter how trivial your words may seem, someday, somewhere, someone may risk his or her life to read them.’
Edwidge Danticat


In 1950, Gwendolyn Brooks (1917–2000) won the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, making her the first African American writer to win a Pulitzer. Appointed Poet Laureate of Illinois in 1968, she was the first African American woman to be inducted into the American Academy of Arts and Letters in 1976.

The American-born Irish writer Anne McCaffrey (1926–2011) was the first woman to win a Hugo Award for fiction – winning in 1968 for her novella Weyr Search – and the first to win a Nebula Award. Fellow American, the legendary Ursula K. Le Guin (1929–2018) – who published a translation of Gabriela Mistral’s poetry – was the first woman to win a Hugo for a full-length novel in 1970, The Left Hand of Darkness, and the first woman to win for a short story in 1974.

‘If there’s a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.’
Toni Morrison


THERE ARE MANY thousands of writers whose names could be in this chapter, and even more whose names have been forgotten or marginalized – especially those whose work has never been translated into other languages, so has stayed primarily within the borders of their country.

Censorship still flexes its muscles all over the world and, by these lights, any woman picking up a pen is still, in some ways, being transgressive. It matters now, as much as it ever did, that women’s writing is kept on the shelf and that women, whoever they are, feel they have the right to make their voices heard.

As we’ve seen, prizes are one of the most effective ways of keeping works of quality in print and on the shelf for future generations of readers. The Women’s Prize for Fiction is the largest annual celebration of international women’s writing in the world. Open to women of any nationality writing in English, it was first awarded in 1996 to Helen Dunmore (1952–2017). Winners include Carol Shields (1935–2003) and the British writer Andrea Levy (1956–2019), as well as those still burning bright such as Ali Smith (b. 1962), Kamila Shamsie (b. 1973), Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (b. 1977), Barbara Kingsolver (b. 1955) and V. V. Ganeshananthan (b. 1980).

Each year, the winner is presented with a small bronze statue known as ‘The Bessie’, the original cast of which was donated by the sculptor Grizel Niven (1906–2007). I have a resin copy, a gift from 1996 when we launched the prize. About ten centimetres high, my Bessie sits on my desk watching over me as I write.

In 2023, we launched the Women’s Prize for Non-Fiction, intending to shine a spotlight on the exceptional range of narrative non-fiction being written by women in English. A long-term goal, we were dismayed to discover that only 25 per cent of non-fiction reviewed in the UK media was authored by women, and that there was also a significant gender pay gap between the advances women were given to write their specialist works compared to those offered to their male counterparts.

The very first winner of the Women’s Prize for Non-Fiction was Naomi Klein (b. 1970) for Doppelganger: A Trip into the Mirror World. At a joint ceremony for both prizes in London in June 2024, Klein was awarded with ‘The Charlotte’, a non-figurative work of art created by sculptor Ann Christopher (b. 1947). I do not yet have my own Charlotte to keep my Bessie company . . .

‘A word after a word after a word is power.’
Margaret Atwood
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Rawdon Baptist College, Yorkshire


[image: Lily]

MY GREAT-GRANDMOTHER’S PARENTS, Samuel Gosnell Green and Elizabeth Leader Collier, were married in October 1848. Lily was born a year later. Her father continued his ministry in Taunton until 1851. A few months after the birth of Lily’s eldest brother, Frederick, the family moved to West Riding in Yorkshire where Samuel was to teach classics and mathematics at the Horton Baptist Academy.

Founded by the Yorkshire and Lancashire Baptists in 1804 in Little Horton, the academy’s first principal aimed to identify and train preachers committed to evangelism. Lily was very young, and it’s impossible to know if she registered the family’s changed circumstances. But the environment and prosperous industrial landscape must have been very different from the soft green hills of Somerset.

The soil around Bradford was too poor for arable crops, so manufacturing and trade had flourished. It had always been a multicultural area – Angles, Norse, Danish, Norman French, as well as people of Celtic origin had settled there – but in the early nineteenth century, German cloth merchants and immigrants from Ireland were drawn to Bradford to work in the growing textile industries. These were the boom years, leading to Bradford being nicknamed the ‘Wool Capital of the World’, but massive expansion also led to huge problems of overcrowding and pollution. Grey stone and slate, the rattle of cotton mills and back-to-back slum housing, fifteen-hour days and the endless grind and belch of machinery all took an immense toll. Social campaigners were trying to raise the living standards of the many people who lived and worked in the mills. Horton Baptist Academy itself was housed in a converted weaver’s shed and had outgrown itself. By the time the Green family arrived, there were plans to move to a new academy in a village some nine miles away to the north-west of Leeds.

Rawdon Baptist College was a purpose-built residential teaching college in woodlands overlooking the River Aire. The architecture was ornate, a kind of Tudor Gothic, with a library, classrooms and principal’s residence in the main building, and apartments on either side. It was grand, it was modern, it was comfortable. The opening ceremony was held on 4 September 1859 and, though I assume Samuel was there, I don’t know if Elizabeth and their children were with him: Lily was now nearly ten, Frederick was eight, Samuel (Junior) had been born in 1853, Edwin in 1858. What we do know is that Samuel took over as principal in 1863 and remained there until 1876. Lily’s remaining siblings – Arnold, Helen (known as Nellie) and Alfred – were all born there, and possibly two other brothers whose brief lives have not been recorded. We also know that Lily’s experiences at Rawdon were significant and would, more than thirty years later, be the inspiration for her most successful novel, The Vicar of Langthwaite. It was a place that mattered to her.

We all leave clues to our lives, to the people we are, sometimes without meaning to. By reading everything I could get my hands on – letters, diary entries, her novels, essays and poems – I have been able to get some sense of the woman Lily was in her middle and old age. But it’s been harder to find Martha Louisa Green, the girl she was before she became Mrs Lily Watson. It’s not solely the lack of sources, although I haven’t yet found anything written by her in childhood apart from her 1861 novelette. It’s more that I can get only glimpses of her from photographs and from the observations of other people. It’s a matter of interpreting the silences and the absences, the things not said, as much as the few hard facts.

When beginning to research any life, the first decision must be how far back should you go? Where does a biography begin and end? Historians, like biographers, must be detectives. The business of writing is one of collecting clues and interpreting them, about ‘reading against the grain’ as E. H. Carr wrote, about separating the things that matter from those that, in the end, are merely background noise.

Spending time in archives, libraries and museums, you learn that the more you discover, the more there is to discover. Like links on a silver chain, one piece of knowledge leads to another and then to another, until you find yourself perhaps several generations away from those whom you’d set out to research. At the same time, you must pay attention to the context, the environment in which a person was raised or lived, the attitudes of family and community. These things will make a difference: support or resistance, unfairness or privilege, opportunity or repression, a world small or vast. Everything contributes.

Walking in Lily’s footsteps, I had to be strict. I didn’t want to dilute her presence at the heart of things, or disappear down too many rabbit holes, but I had very little information about her in her younger years. Instead, I tried to find what contemporaneous records I could. That included the ‘Autobiography and Notes’ of Samuel Watson, a young man who, in the summer of 1866, would see Lily’s photograph in an album and fall completely in love. I hoped, by seeing her through young Sam’s eyes, I might get closer to knowing her.

I don’t have the photograph that caused Sam’s heart to sing. But I do have another of Lily propped up against the screen of my computer. It shows a slight girl of about fourteen, thoughtful and serious and determined, her hair in ringlets and a pendant around her neck.
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Huda Sha’arawi (1879–1947)
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‘I celebrate teaching that celebrates transgressions – a movement against and beyond boundaries. It is that movement which makes education the practice of freedom.’

Teaching to Transgress, bell hooks, 1994

LILY GREW UP IN a school. Years later, she was to use her childhood as the inspiration for the heroine in her bestselling novel The Vicar of Langthwaite. The daughter of a respected teacher at Rawdon Baptist Academy, later the principal, Lily would often have been in the company of professors and male students. She valued the acquisition of knowledge, and had access to books via the school library. She admired the teachers themselves, and those who dedicated themselves to learning. Compared to her brothers, her educational opportunities were limited – and, in years to come, she would prioritize her sons’ education over that of her three daughters – but set beside the vast majority of girls at the time, Lily was lucky.

For most of human history, education has been in the hands of the few – the wealthy and the powerful at court, within ivy-drenched university walls and religious institutions. Women were almost always excluded – many still are – or tolerated as an exception to the rule. They might have been the daughters of kings or viziers, wives of rulers or sisters coat-tailing on their brothers’ lessons. But women and girls have fought across the centuries for the right to an education, so in this chapter, we’ll celebrate some of the inspirational women – scholars, teachers, professors, librarians, lecturers – who made all the difference.

‘One child, one teacher, one book, one pen can change the world.’
Malala Yousafzai


Even in 2022, the fight for equality of education for women and girls with their male counterparts is far from over. The battles fought by the inspirational educational campaigner Malala Yousafzai (b. 1997) – who was shot by the Taliban in Pakistan in 2012 for the ‘crime’ of going to school – are still raging. Yousafzai jointly won the 2014 Nobel Peace Prize at the age of only seventeen, the youngest ever Nobel laureate, but her fight goes on. In July 2024, militants bombed a girls’ school in North Waziristan. And in neighbouring Afghanistan, girls have been banned from attending school beyond the age of eleven since August 2021, and denied the chance to go to university, to teach, to publish, to live as equal citizens. As of the time of writing, there is full gender apartheid under the oppressive Taliban regime. We can imagine and know all sorts of reasons for this inequality – misogyny, ideology, fear, a male desire for power or control.

The situation in Afghanistan is a tragic step backwards. Fathers and brothers are campaigning alongside their sisters, mothers and daughters to reverse this new edict, one of many to curtail and restrict the lives of girls and women. But it’s far from the only country in the world where boys are given more educational opportunities than girls. So, I want to go back in history and seek out some of the early pioneers making their voices heard in the battle for equal education.
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LET’S START IN Egypt, as one of the oldest recorded civilizations. Egyptologists and historians give different dates for the divisions of Ancient Egypt into the Old, Middle and New Kingdoms – and they’re not distinctions Egyptians themselves would have recognized – but it’s the New Kingdom (c. 1550–c. 1070 BCE) that interests us in our quest for evidence of female teachers. Under Egyptian law of the time, highborn women enjoyed the same rights as men, their standing dependent on social class, not sex. All landed property descended in the female line, a woman could sell, buy and administer her own property, make legal contracts, act as an executor of a will, witness legal documents, bring an action at court. It’s on such parity that equality is founded.

Deir el-Medina was a village on the west bank of the Nile, opposite the opulent city of Luxor, a village created for the artisans and craftsmen of Thebes working on the tombs in the Valley of the Queens and the Valley of the Kings. From excavated documents, preserved for so many years in the parched sands, we have evidence of women both writing and teaching, though not on an equal footing with their male counterparts. Nonetheless, there were female scribes, religious leaders within certain cults, all teachers if you will.

But it’s to Ancient India and Greece we must turn to find some of the first female teachers and thinkers whose individual identities have been recorded. Gargi Vachaknavi (c. ninth to the seventh century BCE) was an Indian natural philosopher. Often known simply as Gargi, it’s hard to date her precisely. Some contemporaneous documents mention her as one of the two wives of a Vedic sage who lived around the eighth century BCE. In the Hindu epic Mahabharata, Gargi is described as a philosopher who never married. Or it’s possible that this refers to Sulabha Maitreyi – referred to simply as Maitreyi – who was also a philosopher and mentioned in the Upanishads. In ancient Sanskrit literature, Gargi is known as a brahmavadini, a commentator of the Veda. Is it possible that, like Avvaiyar, she was more than one woman but with a single name?

The same is true of Pythia (c. seventh century BCE to the fourth century CE), certainly a title, not an individual woman. In Delphi, below the south-western slopes of Mount Parnassus in Greece, Pythia, also known as the Oracle of Delphi, was the high priestess of the Temple of Apollo. Mentioned by Aeschylus, Aristotle and Thucydides among others, Pythia was the most prestigious and best-documented of the Greek oracles. Named high priestesses of Delphi include Themistoclea (534–459 BCE), who was considered a philosopher and recorded as Pythagoras’s teacher.

‘Or how Aspasia’s parties shone,
The first Bas-bleu at Athens known’
Hannah More


From Delphi to Athens to meet the legendary teacher and rhetorician Aspasia (c. 470–c. 400 BCE). Born in Meletus, in present-day Turkey, little is known of her life nor how she came to be settled in Athens – she was known as a ‘metic’ woman, that’s to say a foreign resident without the full rights of a citizen. A teacher and rhetorician, what today we might call a philosopher, and highly acknowledged thinker, her reputation was denigrated by some contemporaries – Aristophanes, Cratinus and Eupolis all referred to her as a prostitute or madam – but Plutarch wrote of her and Socrates described Aspasia as his teacher. So, in common with many women of achievement, you could say she was well documented rather than well regarded. It wasn’t until the eighteenth century that Aspasia’s reputation as a writer and thinker began to be restored. The British abolitionist, wit, religious thinker and philanthropist Hannah More (1745–1833) includes Aspasia in her famous poem ‘The Bas Bleu: or, Conversation’ as an example of a brilliant orator and teacher. A ‘bas-bleu’ is a bluestocking . . .

Living in the high, semi-arid region of Cappadocia in central Turkey, Macrina the Younger (c. 327–379 CE) was an early Christian thinker and teacher. She transformed her family’s estates into a community of female and male philosophers and ascetics. A biography written by her brother, Life of Macrina, makes clear she was respected and influential, that she was a woman whose advice was highly sought after and valued. The biography states she rejected classical learning in favour of scripture, and sought a life of piety and virginity, though it’s a pity we do not have her own account of her life to compare to her brother’s biography.

‘Reserve your right to think, for even to think wrongly is better than not to think at all.’
Hypatia


A contemporary of Macrina, Hypatia (c. 355–415/416 CE) is best remembered for the tragedy of her death rather than the importance of her life. In her time, she was one of the most celebrated teachers of philosophy, mathematics and astronomy in the world. She lived and taught in Alexandria, on the delta of the Nile, publishing treatises on mathematical texts (though none has survived), constructing scientific equipment and being skilled in the use of the astrolabe for ship navigation – she is recorded as having taught Synesius how to use one – and inventing a device for measuring fluid density.

These were complicated times. The old Pagan world was collapsing and the Jewish community was in conflict with the upstart Christian religion, which was riven with infighting. Hypatia was caught in the crossfire. In attempting not to be partisan, she allowed Christians as well as Pagans to attend her lectures, which pleased nobody. Driving through Alexandria in either 415 or 416, Hypatia was ambushed, dragged from her carriage by a murderous Christian mob, stripped and beaten to death, her body burned. Was the brutality of her murder due to her being a woman in what was traditionally a male space, a woman literally being cut down to size? It would be far from the only time. The astrologer and poet Khana, who lived sometime between the ninth and the twelfth centuries, is said to have had her tongue cut out to prevent her from teaching, on the orders of either her husband or, in some versions, her father, who resented being overshadowed by her brilliance.

Four hundred years after Hypatia’s murder, the world’s first university was founded by a woman in Morocco. Fatima bint Muhammad Al-Fihriya (c. 800–880 CE) is credited with establishing the al-Qarawiyyin mosque in Fez in 859, as a place both of worship and of learning. There are some who have tried to question her role – in part because the evidence of her work was only recorded by Ibn Abi Zar’ in the fourteenth century – but majority opinion is that she was instrumental in the mosque’s creation. With its green-tiled prayer hall and white minaret, it’s a familiar landmark on the Fez skyline even today. Al-Qarawiyyin collected an extraordinary range of manuscripts for its library, including a document dating from 1207 said to be the world’s oldest surviving medical degree. Although students were male, there was a gallery overlooking the scholar’s circle where women might sit to listen to their discussions. The educational wing started to accept female students in the 1940s and became a state university in 1963, making it the oldest continuous establishment of higher education anywhere in the world.

In 1475 in Korea, Queen Insu (1437–1504) published an instruction manual for women, Naehun. The oldest surviving work by a Korean woman, it gives a fabulous glimpse both into the Korean court of the time and to fifteenth-century attitudes to gender and sexuality based on Confucian ideals. It would be two hundred years before Im Yunjidang (1721–1793) became the first acknowledged female Confucian philosopher in Korea, although probably she was not accepted as such during her lifetime. Nobly born, she argued for a woman’s right to become a sage. Thirty-five pieces of her work have survived, all published after her death.

‘Though I am a woman, the nature I originally received is no different from that of a man.’
Im Yunjidang


IN THE MEDIEVAL era in Europe, formal education and scholarship for girls and women was mostly vested within Christian religious institutions, as we’ve already seen with Hrotsvitha or Héloise d’Argenteuil.

Agnes d’Harcourt (d. c. 1291) was a nun at the Abbey of Longchamp, a convent of Poor Clares established to the west of Paris by the younger sister of the king, Saint Louis. Taking her vows in 1260, d’Harcourt served alongside the abbey’s founder, Isabelle of France (1225–1270), and became abbess in 1279. Her biography of her friend and mentor, The Life of Isabelle, is thought to be the first biography in French of a woman written by another woman. D’Harcourt is one of the 998 historical and mythical women’s names painted on the handmade white tiles of Judy Chicago’s ‘Heritage Floor’ surrounding The Dinner Party.

‘Do not lose heart, even if you should discover that you lack qualities necessary for the work to which you are called.’
Angela Merici


In Lombardy, two centuries later, Angela Merici (1474–1540) went a step further in formalizing education for women and girls within a religious framework, by founding the Company of St Ursula in 1535.

With twelve teaching companions, she dedicated her life to providing a religious education for girls to prepare them to be better Christian wives and mothers. Within four years, Merici’s original group had more than doubled. Members took no vows, nor had a habit specific to their order, but Merici – who went on to open orphanages and girls’ schools – did write a ‘Rule of Life’ for the group, which included a commitment to celibacy, poverty and obedience.

What was exceptional about Merici’s mission was that it took education out of the home. Most girls, if they received an education at all, received it from their parents, often eavesdropping on their brothers’ lessons, a pattern we’ll see in the pages that follow. Beatified in 1768, and later canonized in 1807, Merici deserves to be celebrated as an early pioneer in girls’ education.

A little later, the Spanish Dominican nun and scholar Juliana Morell (1594–1653) travelled with her father to France as a child and studied Greek, Latin and Hebrew, as well as mathematics, rhetoric, ethics, astronomy, music, law and physics. Born in Barcelona, by the age of twelve, in 1606 or 1607, she had written a thesis on ethics and morality, and in 1608, defended her law thesis in Avignon and may have been awarded a doctorate. If so, that would make her the first woman ever to receive a doctoral degree. That same year, Morell joined the Dominican convent of San Práxedes in Avignon. She took her final vows in the summer of 1610 and, three years later, became abbess, a position she held until her death. During her years within the convent, she published poetry in Latin and French, translated religious texts and wrote a manual entitled ‘Spiritual Exercises for Eternity and a Small Preparatory Exercise for the Holy Profession’. However, the first woman to receive a doctorate for which the evidence is certain and undisputed is the Venetian scholar Elena Lucrezia Cornaro Piscopia (1646–1684). She received a doctorate in philosophy from the University of Padua in 1678. Either way, both Morell and Piscopia were extraordinary women.

In England, there had been choir schools attached to cathedrals from the early Middle Ages – the King’s School, Canterbury, was founded in 597 and the King’s School, Rochester, in 604. With the foundation of universities from the twelfth century, schools independent of the Church started to be established – Winchester in Hampshire in 1382, Oswestry School in Shropshire in 1407 and Eton in Windsor in 1440 being the three first ‘free’ schools. Only boys were accepted.

The extension of a network of grammar schools in England started in the mid-sixteenth century during the brief reign of Edward VI, providing an education to the sons of the middle classes all over the country. The Reformation throughout Europe and the availability of new vernacular editions of the Bible were transformational – Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples published the first Bible in French in Antwerp in 1530, Luther’s translation from the original Hebrew and Greek was finished in 1534, and the King James Bible was published in English in 1611, having been proposed at the 1604 Hampton Court Conference. All had a huge effect on literacy, since women and men could now read Holy Scripture for themselves. Many women were taught to read by parish priests, if there was no one at home able to do so.

Following the Act of Uniformity in 1662, religious dissenters set up academies to educate students of Nonconformist families who weren’t prepared to subscribe to the articles of the Church of England. Some of these ‘dissenting academies’ still survive, the oldest being Bristol Baptist College. Mostly intended to train boys for ministry, Manchester College and Regent’s Park College within the University of Oxford were also part of this tradition as, of course, was Rawdon Baptist Academy in Yorkshire, where my great-grandmother spent her childhood.

By the seventeenth century, there were strong voices advocating for girls’ education, specifically for schools for girls. Philanthropists endowed schools in their home towns and dame schools, run by women, grew in popularity as ideas about education changed.

‘Women are from their very infancy debarred those Advantages with the want of which they are afterwards reproached.’
Mary Astell


A key pioneering campaigning voice was the writer and philosopher Mary Astell (1666–1731). Born in the year of the Fire of London, she has good claim to be termed the first British feminist, some 170 years before the word came into general circulation.

A passionate advocate for fairer education for girls and educational opportunities for women, in 1694 she anonymously published ‘A Serious Proposal to the Ladies for the Advancement of their True and Greatest Interest Part I’. It’s interesting that instead of using the words ‘by Anon.’ or something similar, Astell described the work as being written ‘By a Lover of her Sex’, thereby not only refusing to deny the author was female but also emphasizing her purpose. Clear-sighted, laying bare the hypocrisy and nonsenses by which critics tried to justify limiting women’s education, Astell made a strong case for all-female colleges. She followed it three years later with proposals for female-designed education. In 1709, she was appointed head of a charity school for girls in Chelsea, London. Astell designed the curriculum and it was probably the first school in England to have had an elected all-female board of governors.
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MY GREAT-GRANDMOTHER WAS a woman of her time and class. Lily believed in girls’ education and purposeful scholarship, though as much as a way of producing obedient wives and good mothers as for any grander ambition. In the later years of her life, she served on committees for the Surrey Education Board and wrote articles about education for girls. Lily was a keen reader, spoke French, Italian and German, had a passable knowledge of Latin and Ancient Greek, and was a successful novelist and poet. Yet, all the same, I suspect she would have hated to be thought intellectual or called a ‘bluestocking’.

The expression actually dates from the mid-eighteenth century and is usually attributed to the Irish intellectual Elizabeth Vesey (1715–1791) – ‘Sylph’ to her friends. She invited a distinguished foreign gentleman to speak at one of her literary parties in Bath. He declined, on the grounds that he wasn’t dressed appropriately. Vesey is said to have dismissed his excuse and ordered him to come in his ‘blue stockings’, that’s to say his everyday clothes. The anecdote was recounted by Madame d’Arblay (1752–1840), the diarist and novelist better known as Fanny Burney, and gained traction. But the first significant literary explanation of what it meant to be a ‘bluestocking’ was the wonderful long-form poem citing Aspasia, as we saw earlier, written by Hannah More in 1783 and published in 1787, ‘The Bas Bleu: or, Conversation’. It’s a superb history of the art of conversation, which namechecks Vesey and Elizabeth Montagu (1718–1800), ‘Queen of the Bluestockings’ – who had a rival salon in London – as well as famous figures from contemporary literary London to classical antiquity. More’s introduction is gently mocking of male critics whose own earlier gatherings were waylaid by more trivial pursuits.

By the late nineteenth century, the term ‘bluestocking’ was almost always intended to be derogatory, sneering at women who were intellectual, who read and debated, who campaigned for women’s access to higher education. But, by the twentieth century, women campaigning for higher education had made the term their own. Harriet Vane, heroine of four novels by Dorothy L. Sayers (1893–1957), returns to her alma mater in Gaudy Night, the 1935 detective story set in a fictional Oxford women’s college inspired by Somerville College. A terrific puzzle, it’s also an excellent digest of discussions around women’s education and what it means to be a bluestocking. The real Somerville College was named after the Scottish scientist and polymath Mary Somerville (1780–1872) in 1879. The word ‘scientist’ was coined to describe her – before Somerville, they talked only of ‘men of science’. An astronomer, a meteorologist, physicist and science writer, her book, Physical Geography, published in 1848, was the first ever geography textbook written in English.

‘Women, like men, must be educated with a view to action, or their studies cannot be called education.’
Harriet Martineau


In many parts of the world during the nineteenth century, the idea that all children should be educated, regardless of sex or class – and that education would lead to a more successful and prosperous society – was gaining in popularity.

The great social thinker, abolitionist and reformer Harriet Martineau (1802–1876) – like my great-grandmother, of French Huguenot descent – was one of many campaigning in the UK for more ordered provision of education for girls. It’s a century that saw an influx of women working outside the home as governesses or teachers in dame schools and private boarding schools. Some were excellent. Others, like Cowan Bridge School in Lancashire where the Brontë sisters were pupils, abused and humiliated the girls in their care. Cowan Bridge was put on the page as Lowood school in Jane Eyre.

According to Vera Brittain in Lady Into Woman, there were some 24,700 governesses in the UK in 1851, receiving an average salary of only £25 a year. Fifty years later, according to the Census of 1901, some 120,000 women had chosen to enter the teaching profession. Along with domestic work, teaching was one of the few areas – perhaps because it was, in some ways, seen as caring for children, so therefore women’s work – where women could earn their own money.

Women who taught were not always respected, however. Nineteenth-century literature is awash with governesses and teachers, often presented as creatures to be pitied or despised. And their position was precarious – neither part of the family, nor part of the household staff.

Other governesses appearing in novels include: Emma by Jane Austen; The Governess by Marguerite Blessington (1789–1849); Agnes Grey by Anne Brontë (1820–1849); Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë; The Good French Governess by Maria Edgeworth (1768–1849); Caroline Mordaunt, or, The Governess by Mary Martha Sherwood (1775–1851); and East Lynne by Mrs Henry Wood (1814–1887).

The 1880 Education Act made education compulsory for all children until the age of ten. In 1893, under the Elementary Education (School Attendance) Act, it was raised to the age of eleven and the right to education extended to children who were deaf and blind. In 1899, the school-leaving age was increased again to thirteen. It was the same for girls as for boys, suggesting that to the authorities at least, the importance of a basic education for girls was becoming more widely accepted.

The world was changing at last, and not just in Britain, of course.
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WE PROBABLY ALL have teachers who changed how we saw the world or inspired us to fall in love with learning. The daughter of a teacher, the wife of a teacher, the daughter-in-law of a teacher, I’ve seen at first hand how students never forget someone who believed in them when no one else did.

Honor Drayton, the sixteen-year-old protagonist of my great-grandmother’s 1896 novel A Fortunate Exile, is seen as a ‘troublesome’ child, a girl who is boisterous and doesn’t fit in. Sent away to boarding school in the Jura Mountains, she is rescued from her teenage misery by the guidance of the headmistress, Miss Arundel. Though the novel itself has very old-fashioned views about what constitutes appropriate female behaviour, it’s also vehement in its admiration for teachers and women in education, fostering confidence and self-respect in their charges. So here are a few more pioneering women contemporaneous with Lily, whom she might have read about or admired.

‘We shall overcome and success will be ours in the future. The future belongs to us.’
Savitribai Phule


One of the most significant voices in India of the nineteenth century was Savitribai Phule (1831–1897). A poet and educational and social campaigner, Phule is considered the first professional female teacher in India as well as one of the founding mothers of Indian feminism. Despite huge opposition, she and her husband set up one of the first schools for girls in India – at Pune in Maharashtra – in 1848, and went on to open a further seventeen. A campaigner for social justice, the dispossessed and unsupported, Phule also opened a care centre for pregnant rape victims and campaigned for the rights of widows. As bubonic plague swept through Maharashtra in 1897, she opened a clinic for victims. Phule died, as she had lived, after contracting the illness from one of those she was trying to save.

‘Special children must have special schools, with well-trained teachers who use materials adapted to those children’s capabilities.’
Margaret Bancroft


Born in Philadelphia, Margaret Bancroft (1854–1912) was a pioneer in education for children with disabilities, in a time when children with different needs were often confined to an asylum. Anne Sullivan (1866–1936) was another outstanding teacher, best known for her work with the author and disability activist Helen Keller (1880–1968), who lost her sight and hearing when she was eighteen months old. Sullivan taught her to read by tracing words on the palm of her hand.

‘What do I consider a teacher should be? One who breathes life into knowledge so that it takes new form in progress and civilization.’
Helen Keller


Italian doctor Maria Montessori (1870–1952) founded a new form of education for pre-school children that still bears her name today, persevering with her system of play-based learning despite huge opposition from male students and professors who objected to a woman being allowed to study medicine at all. Born five years after Montessori in Florida, Mary McLeod Bethune (1875–1955) was an African American civil rights activist and presidential advisor who founded a private school for African American girls in Daytona, Florida, at the turn of the last century. There is an amazing photograph from around 1905 of her standing with her students in line on a dusty road – the youngest girls are in white dresses, the intermediate class wearing white shirts and knee-length skirts, the oldest students in white shirts and long skirts, black stockings and boots, with straw boater school hats.

‘I’m writing to free myself and free women from this prison. My writing is dedicated to all women over the world.’
Huda Sha’arawi


By this time, the fight for education for girls was happening all over the world, often as part of the broader campaign for women’s rights. Known as Egypt’s ‘first feminist’, advocate for female suffrage, nationalist, poet and educational campaigner Huda Sha’arawi (1879–1947) removed her veil at Cairo railway station when returning from the International Women’s Suffrage Alliance Conference in Rome in March 1923, causing uproar. Ceza Nabarawi (1897–1985) and Nabaweyya Moussa (1886–1951) also removed their veils that day. Sha’arawi was the leader of the first women’s street protest in 1919 and founded the Egyptian Feminist Union in 1923 which, among other things, campaigned for increased educational opportunities for girls and women. She led an all-female picket at the opening of the Egyptian Parliament in 1924, successfully fought for the marriage age of girls to be raised to sixteen and opened a girls’ school. As the Founding President of the Arab Feminist Union, she published several magazines, a memoir, The Harem Years, and Women Between Submission and Freedom, one of the cornerstone texts of Egyptian feminism.

Following in her footsteps five years later, the Lebanese feminist, educational reformer and translator Anbara Salam Khalidi (1897–1986) also made history. In 1927, invited by the American University of Beirut to speak about her time studying in England in the 1920s, she removed her veil in the lecture hall, the first Muslim woman in Lebanon to do so publicly. She translated Homer’s Odyssey and Virgil’s Aeneid into Arabic, the first to do so, and campaigned tirelessly for girls’ right to an education.

‘[Becoming a professor was] my contribution to the battle for fair dealing for women in public and professional life’.
Edith Morley


One of the absurdities of higher education in the nineteenth century was that, even when women were gradually allowed to attend university and to sit examinations, they were not awarded degrees. It wasn’t until 1920 – a year after Britain’s Sex Disqualification (Removal) Bill was passed, which transformed women’s professional and educational opportunities – that female students at Oxford were finally awarded degrees. The University of Cambridge made their female students wait until 1947, two years after the end of the Second World War . . .

Edith Morley (1875–1964) always knew what she wanted. Part of a large family, with a significant age gap between her oldest and youngest siblings, she insisted on being sent away to boarding school like her brothers, rather than being educated at home with a governess as her father had wanted. (Morley’s childhood has many things in common with that of my great-grandmother’s fictional heroine in A Fortunate Exile.) Morley excelled and, in 1899, achieved first-class honours as an external student at Oxford – although, of course, she wasn’t awarded her degree, but she didn’t let that hold her back. In 1903, she became an assistant lecturer in English at University College in Reading and in 1907, when the college was preparing for university status and therefore decided to award professorships to all heads of departments, they passed Morley over as the only woman. She protested, fought her case and won. In 1908, she was appointed professor in English language, making her the first female professor in England, though it was given begrudgingly – she didn’t have an assistant, because it wasn’t seen as appropriate for a man to be asked to work under a woman, and after her retirement, the chair was not filled.

Morley was a suffragette. She had her goods seized for refusing to pay her taxes on the grounds that if she couldn’t vote, then she shouldn’t be taxed. She spent the night of the 1911 Census walking up and down Aldeburgh High Street with Elizabeth Garrett Anderson (1836–1917) – the first woman to be awarded a medical degree in the UK – as part of a similar protest about representation under the law. Morley’s publications include Women Workers in Seven Professions. The University of Reading holds her correspondence and her lecture notebooks among other papers. A memoir, Looking Before and After, was published posthumously. Morley was awarded an OBE – not for her work in education, but for her work with Belgian-Jewish refugees during the Second World War.

Morley wasn’t the first female professor in the United Kingdom, though. In 1892, Austrian-born Emma Ritter-Bondy (1838–1894) was appointed professor of piano at the Glasgow Athenaeum School of Music, now the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland. It would be another forty-eight years before a second woman was named professor in Scotland. Physician Margaret Fairlie (1891–1963) was appointed professor of obstetrics and gynaecology at University College, Dundee, which was part of the University of St Andrews, in 1940.

‘Every true mathematician sees mathematics everywhere – in a child’s swing or a pendulum, in the outline shape of a tree and that of its leaves, in the clouds.’
Kathleen Ollerenshaw


We’ll meet more women of science, medicine and law in the chapters that follow, many of them trailblazers within universities or institutes of learning, too. But here’s one last professor to celebrate, the remarkable Kathleen Ollerenshaw (1912–2014).

A shining star in her field, Ollerenshaw was almost completely deaf from the age of eight – she did not receive her first effective hearing aid until 1949, when she was thirty-seven years old – so learned to lip read, refusing to let what was then seen as a disability be used as an excuse by others to reduce her opportunities. At her entrance interview for Somerville College, Oxford, to read mathematics, she didn’t inform the college she was deaf until she had been offered a place. Though it was for her work in education that she received her damehood, she was a woman who forged several careers: she was a part-time lecturer in mathematics at the University of Manchester, an honorary member and vice-president of the Manchester Astronomical Society, a Conservative councillor for Rusholme from 1956 until 1981, Lord Mayor of Manchester, High Sheriff of Greater Manchester, and one of the key movers in the creation of the Royal Northern College of Music. Ollerenshaw was also an extraordinary sportswoman – lacrosse, cricket and hockey, a keen skier and mountain climber, a figure skater and an ice dancer. Her autobiography – gloriously called To Talk of Many Things – was published when she was ninety-three.

A final teacher: the pioneering and extraordinary Beryl Gilroy (1924–2001), award-winning author, children’s writer, educator and the first recorded Black British head teacher in Britain. Born in Guyana (then British Guiana) in 1924, she went to teacher training college in Georgetown, then came to England in 1952. Initially, she found it hard to find employment as a teacher, but studied for a diploma in child development and then for a BSc in psychology, and was able to start her London career. In 1968, Gilroy was appointed as a deputy head teacher and, the following year, became the first Black woman head teacher in the London borough of Camden. Her autobiographical account of her experiences, Black Teacher, was published in 1976. In the early 1970s she wrote for the pioneering series Nippers, edited by children’s author and journalist Leila Berg (1917–2012), addressing issues such as racism and interracial marriage. Gilroy published her first novel, Frangipani House, in 1986, followed by other novels and a collection of poems. Her final novel was published posthumously in 2001. A true trailblazer.

‘With a library you are free, not confined by temporary political climates. It is the most democratic of institutions because no one – but no one at all – can tell you what to read and when and how.’
Doris Lessing


THE FINAL AND joyous part of the story of broadening educational opportunities for girls lies in the development of the public library service and free – or almost free – access to books.

Libraries, now, are the most democratic of public spaces. Built of brick and glass, marble or wood, in the heart of towns and cities worldwide, all readers enter on an equal footing. Inside, there will be books to change a life, to inspire, to encourage, to take us on a journey through time and place and space, to any country imagined or real, to hold a mirror up to nature and help us to stand in other people’s shoes.

For so long as there have been words inscribed and traced, written down, there have been those who’ve sought to gather them together. The oldest known library in the world dates from the seventh century BCE in Nineveh, present-day Iraq. Built for the Assyrian ruler Ashurbanipal, nineteenth-century excavations revealed a cache of some thirty thousand cuneiform tablets.

The most famous library of antiquity is probably the Great Library of Alexandria. Built sometime during the reign of Ptolemy the Great in the fourth century BCE following his father’s design, estimates vary widely as to how many scrolls might have been stored there – possibly as many as five hundred thousand. A Wonder of the Ancient World, feted by scholars and historians, the library was part of a larger institution dedicated to the Nine Muses. Although folklore has the library being destroyed by fire by Julius Caesar during the Siege of Alexandria in 48 BCE, in truth it’s likely that it was mostly storage facilities that were burnt and that the library itself declined over centuries due to lack of funding and support.

Then, as now.

Long after the Western Roman Empire had fallen, Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire, was thriving. During the fourth century BCE, Constantine established the first Imperial Library, which grew slowly over the next century until there were some one hundred and twenty thousand scrolls and codices held. Disastrously, most of its treasures were lost in 1204, during the Christian sacking of the city.

Though it’s known there were many private libraries in ancient China, particularly in the east of the country – the earliest known private library in China was built during the time of the Northern Wei Dynasty (386–534 CE) – the oldest surviving library was founded in 1561 by a government official in Ningbo, Zhejian Province, and held more than seventy thousand volumes.

Worldwide, dynastic rulers, wealthy individuals, religious institutions, have always sought to acquire and collect precious and rare books, women as well as men. In the sixteenth century, Jeanne d’Albret (1528–1572), the Protestant queen of Navarre, and Catherine de’ Medici (1519–1589), queen consort of France from 1547 to 1559, then queen regent from 1560 to 1563, both built extensive personal libraries. In England, Mildred Cecil (1526–1589), Baroness Burghley, is known to have curated one of the largest private libraries in the land, though most of her collection has been lost.

Regarding those libraries attached to museums and to places of study, to cathedrals and synagogues and temples, to palaces and private homes, the collections are sometimes made more widely available to scholars; other times, access is tightly controlled. The issue for women is, of course, evident. For much of history, women were barred from these spaces. And if the majority of curators were men, then it is likely there will be fewer works by women placed on the shelves or kept in the archives.

The Malatestiana Library in Cesena in Italy is considered to be the first public library in Europe – that’s to say, the first library not owned by the Church, and it was opened to the public in 1454. France’s Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris opened its doors to the public in 1692. In Madrid, the Palace Public Library was founded by Philip V in 1712, though not opened to the public as the Biblioteca Nacional until 1896. The Library within the Royal Palace of Mafra in Portugal dates from the early eighteenth century, intended originally as a Franciscan friary. And in St Petersburg, the extraordinary warrior queen Catherine the Great (1729–1796) – who ruled Russia for more than thirty years – approved the project to build the Imperial Public Library in 1795, eighteen months before her death. As well as her own extensive private collection, much of the foundation collection had been looted from the Załuski Library, seized by Russian forces after the Partition of Poland in 1794. Built in Warsaw between 1747 and 1795 by the Załuski brothers, both Roman Catholic bishops, it was the first Polish public library and one of the earliest public libraries in Europe, welcoming women as well as men. Catherine was also instrumental in changing women’s education in Russia, establishing the Smoly Institute in 1764 to teach daughters of the nobility, and the Novodevichii Institute for middle-class girls the following year.

‘I have found the most valuable thing in my wallet is my library card.’
Laura Bush


In terms of building nationwide networks, America was ahead of the game. There were parochial libraries attached to Anglican churches throughout the American colonies from the earliest days of the eighteenth century. New York City got its first public library in 1729, launched with a donation of books from the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel. The first free public library supported by taxation in the world was the Peterborough, New Hampshire Town Library, founded in April 1833. Between 1881 and 1919, Andrew Carnegie’s fortune helped fund more than 1,700 public libraries throughout the United States.

‘To my thinking, a great librarian must have a clear head, a strong hand, and, above all, a great heart. And when I look into the future, I am inclined to think that most of the men who achieve this greatness will be women.’
Melvil Dewey


In London, a library was founded as part of the British Museum in 1753, based on the collections of Sir Hans Sloane, among others. The key piece of civic legislation in the UK was the Public Libraries Act of 1850, which gave boroughs power to set up free public libraries. The first opened at the Salford Museum and Art Gallery in November that same year. Two years later, the Campfield Library in Manchester was the first to operate a free lending service without subscription.

Enriqueta Rylands (1843–1908) was a British philanthropist and curator, the founder of the John Rylands Library in Manchester in memory of her husband. Secretly negotiating the purchase of the second Earl Spencer’s complete library as the foundation collection, she hired the leading Manchester historian and curator Alice Cooke (1867–1940) to manage it. The library was inaugurated in October 1899, on the same day that Rylands became the first woman to be granted the Freedom of the City of Manchester. A life-sized white marble statue of Rylands stands in the Reading Room of the library on Deansgate, watching over the collections she helped build.

Researching Warrior Queens & Quiet Revolutionaries in June 2021, to my delight I discovered that one of Rylands’s advisors was Lily’s father, Reverend Samuel Green, and both he and her brother, Arnold, had helped with the collections prior to the opening. Reverend Green also published a memoir of John Rylands. Later on, when more of Lily’s letters came into my possession, I learned that the connection was stronger still. Lily and Enriqueta Rylands were personal friends of long standing. There’s a letter dated Easter Morning 1890 when Lily writes that she’s about to visit Mrs Rylands at Longford Hall. In February 1899, the two women are on holiday together, and it is to Mrs Rylands that Lily takes her mother to recuperate after an operation in 1901.

Our second library pioneer is Dorothy B. Porter (1905–1995), a quiet revolutionary and five-foot-high dynamo. The first African American woman to complete a degree in library science at Columbia University, she was appointed Librarian at Howard University in Washington in 1930. Over the next forty-three years she built up a comprehensive collection of Black history and culture, as well as celebrating African American scholars, African history, and building Black special collections. She also reorganized the classification system to prevent Black authors from being automatically pigeon-holed under either ‘colonization’ or ‘slavery’ rather than being valued as writers in their own and any field – before her intervention, the Dewey Decimal System only had those two categories for any work on Black culture or history:

‘I went around the (Howard) library and pulled out every relevant book I could find – the history of slavery, Black poets – for the collection. Over the years the main thing I had to do was beg – from publishers, authors, families. Sometimes it meant being there just after the funeral director took out the bodies and saying, “you want all this junk in the basement?”’

Our final game-changer is the mighty Florence Boot (1863–1952). The daughter of a bookseller from St Helier in the Channel Islands, she assisted her husband in founding one of the world’s most successful chains of pharmacies – Boots and Co. Ltd – that still has a presence on British high streets today. Boot founded the first all-female hall of residence at the University of Nottingham – known affectionately these days as ‘FloBo House’ – and it was she who had the brainwave of ‘selling beauty’ and selling it in the middle of each store. Then, in 1898, she launched the Boots Book-Lovers Library, an affordable subscription service. For Florence, the reading revolution – as part of the education revolution – was as much about giving girls and women independence and financial security as it was about knowledge for knowledge’s sake.

‘The healthy-minded, attractive, alert and intelligent college girl would, in a number of cases, not need more than three months’ training as a shop assistant to enable her to earn her own living: six months ought to see her getting more than merely her bread and butter, and in a twelvemonth she could be absolutely independent.’
Florence Boot


Boot, who was an almost exact contemporary of my great-grandmother Lily, curated the first selection of books herself and published her first catalogue in 1904. Pretty soon, every branch had a lending library, with dedicated and skilled staff. Books – bearing the distinctive ‘green shield’ logo on the front and an eyelet on the spine – were displayed on open shelves so readers could browse. Her lending libraries were a huge success. By 1938, some 35 million books a year were being lent out. A revolution indeed.


[image: Start of image description, A faded photograph of Lily in around 1863, aged around 14 years old. The formal portrait shows her with her hair neatly tied back and a jewelled necklace at her throat., end of image description]

Martha ‘Lily’ Green, c. 1863
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IN HIS ‘AUTOBIOGRAPHY AND NOTES’ – which he began writing in the autumn of 1891 – Lily’s future husband Samuel Watson was, by his own admission, a timid boy, a boy who suffered terribly with a stammer and ill health, a boy who never felt confident or sure.

One of fourteen children, few of whom survived to adulthood, Sam was born at 12 Bouverie Street in London on 26 October 1839, into a family who had risen quickly. His paternal great-great-grandfather was a farm labourer and his great-grandfather a soldier, but his grandfather ‘by sheer industry’ had become a solicitor and founded the firm of Watson & Sons in 1809.

It was a Nonconformist household and life revolved around work and chapel. His father William – whom he describes as a man of ‘strict uprightness, but very little emotion’ – was a deacon of the Lion Street Chapel, in Walworth, where Lily’s grandfather was the minister. Of his mother Ann, who was a daughter of an ironmonger, Mr Deane, of Old London Bridge, Sam writes how she never spoke ‘an unkind or uncharitable word’.

The modest pages of his ‘Autobiography’ are full of faith and piety, days lived in strict observation. Of crossing the fields home from chapel with a lantern, going to school in the countryside of Brixton Hill, playing around the windmill on New Park Road in Clapham, being bullied and despairing of ever curing his stammer. He mentions seeing the great Chartist March setting out from Kennington Common on 10 April 1848 and, later, being articled to his father against his will. We understand his mortification at not being able to speak in front of other people. The problem became so bad that in 1859, Sam wrote to the author of The Water Babies, the Reverend Charles Kingsley – himself a stammerer – for advice. It was the beginning, as Sam writes, of his ‘emancipation’.

Then, in July 1866, came the moment at which Samuel’s life changed. He was visiting his sister and her husband in Lancashire. In an album of family photographs, Sam saw a photograph of a young woman and asked who it was. Martha Louisa Green, he was told, the eldest daughter of Reverend S. G. Green, President of Rawdon College. Samuel writes that he ‘was profoundly struck and much excited’. So much so, he persuaded his brother-in-law to take him to Bradford that afternoon.

At the Zion Chapel, he saw Lily for the first time – he remembers she had a ‘red ribbon over her hair’ and writes that it was ‘love at first sight’. It is tantalizing not to have any record of this first meeting from Lily’s point of view, only to have Sam’s memories of the encounter. She was only sixteen, but I’d love to know if Lily noticed the shy, awkward solicitor from London, ten years her senior, or if he was simply another face in the congregation, a distant relative.

Samuel was bowled over. On returning to London, he hired an elocution master, determined to become able to express himself. By 1867, he was again pressing his brother-in-law to arrange a meeting between him and Miss Green. A plan was arranged that they would go on holiday to Dunoon in Scotland, where the Green family went every year. They met on the station at Penrith and, when Sam saw Lily on the train, he wrote: ‘Here by God’s grace is the one voice for me . . . From that moment, my heart was fixed on her and has never swerved for a moment. All I am in life I owe to her.’

What is frustrating, as I try to catch sight of my great-grandmother, is that Sam claims Lily wrote a ‘most vivid account’ of the Dunoon holiday. Is it still out there somewhere, in a box in an attic? So often, in research, one comes across references to documents or books or letters that have vanished, or have not been thought of significance or interest. But we do know – whether it’s the fragments of classical poetry by Sappho or the discovery in 1945 of the Nag Hammadi Codices, Gnostic early Christian texts dated to the fourth and fifth centuries – that documents that were lost may, sometimes, be found. Perhaps I will be lucky . . . I was with much else.

I’ve not been able to discover why Lily’s mother was so opposed to the match. Sam writes: ‘if I had not been so bound and chained with my love, I never should have stood her insults . . .’ Was it a matter of class, or Sam’s prospects, or concern for her child? Did Mrs Green feel her daughter was too young? And what did Lily herself think of her mother’s opposition? She remained close to her mother and spent time with her family through her married life, so relations seem to have remained affectionate.

But given Lily and Sam were engaged by early 1868, it’s not unreasonable to assume that they stood firm against Mrs Green’s objections and that Lily – whether for reasons of love, for reasons of escape, for reasons of companionship – felt a commitment to Sam. Since she was under twenty-one, she would have needed to have her parents’ blessing and consent, so Reverend and Mrs Green must have relented. Sam writes sweetly that he took Lily to meet his father, who ‘quite approved of what I had done’.

The wedding took place on 23 September 1870, a few weeks before Lily’s twenty-first birthday. Since the Marriage Act in 1836, Nonconformists had been free to marry at their own place of worship rather than an Anglican church, so the service was held at the Baptist chapel at Rawdon College. I have a copy of the marriage licence but, so far, have unearthed no photographs of the wedding, nor any record of who was there. For the time being, Lily is still Martha Watson née Green, and her voice little more than a whisper.

When I was writing the first draft of this book, I didn’t feel I was getting much of a sense of Lily and Sam’s early married life. Did they suit one another? Were they good companions? Did Lily like living in London, having grown up in Yorkshire? They always lived in what was then Streatham, first in Sam’s old lodgings, then in a house called ‘Eversley’ on Clapham Park Road. Later they would move to ‘Poplars’ at 179 New Park Road, a large Victorian house built by Cubitt on Brixton Hill. It’s this house my father, my aunt and my godmother and their first cousin once removed, Sister Katherine, remembered. Set back on a wide avenue with other similar substantial family homes, a pig farm across the fields beyond the bottom of the garden. I knew Sam travelled to the office by tram. And Lily? Well, that’s the question. She was a wife, she was a mother, they went twice to chapel on Sundays. But how did she spend her days? I didn’t feel I knew her.

Then, that moment. It was early December 2021, wet and blustery, the world full of COVID uncertainty still. But I had finished a draft of this book, done the editing and rewriting and supplementary research, and was about to send the typescript to my publisher when I received a phone call from my second cousin, Vanessa Watson. We had become friends through Sister Katherine, who was her beloved aunt. Vanessa had already been more than generous with sharing family documents with me – Lily had been her great-grandmother too – and she was good company.

Now it seemed Vanessa had discovered another heavy black deed box, the kind lawyers have, biding its time at the back of her attic. She hadn’t had the chance to go through it before, but it contained more letters from Lily to Sam. Would I like to see them?

‘How many letters?’ I asked.

‘At least three hundred, maybe more . . .’

This is the kind of treasure every researcher dreams of finding. The book was due to be delivered in a week’s time, but how could I pass up this chance? The handful of letters and journals Vanessa had already shared with me – and documents and photographs my cousin and close friend Anne Renshaw had shown me – were wonderful. I had sketched out a serviceable biography. But now I could do more. I asked my publisher for a two-week extension.

On Monday 20 December 2021, a few days before Christmas, a van arrived with the metal box. About eighteen inches wide by eleven inches deep, the black paint was worn and specked with rust. An old distempered label with the words ‘Watson Family Relics’ printed on it. I lifted the lid, releasing the intoxicating smell of mustiness and old documents and secrets. The box was full – thin pink tracing paper, black-bordered notelets, fragile writing paper and postcards, tiny envelopes with red penny stamps. At least three hundred letters written by Lily, possibly twice as many.

Pretty soon I accepted it would take much longer than a couple of weeks to decipher and read all of the letters in the deed box. Mice had done their worst, so lots of the letters were frilled and shredded around the edges. Though I had become used to it, Lily’s handwriting was difficult to decipher and so many of the letters were faded and written on delicate and transparent paper, with bleached ink; Lily often added postscript sentences up the middle or at the edge of the page, cutting across the main text. And she always wrote on both sides of the paper, so there was often a shadow of words bleeding through, making it hard to read. Finally, although most letters had an address and a date at the top, often the year was missing, and the letters were stacked in no real order.

I realized I’d need professional help to transcribe everything properly and that would take time, time I didn’t have if the book was to be delivered to the publisher by my deadline. But the letters were glorious. I felt – finally – I was in Lily’s company. I learned that, over their long marriage, she and Sam wrote to each other almost every day, sometimes several times in one day, for a period of about thirty years.

Warm and affectionate, sometimes chiding, supportive, domestic, occasionally gossipy, Lily’s letters to Sam tell the story of their family and a life built together. I don’t have many of his letters to her – though he has annotated some of Lily’s letters and kept occasional diary entries. But it was possible, all the same, to piece together many of the key moments in their shared history.

The earliest letter I found in the box is dated 9 July 1874, four years into their marriage. Sent from Rawdon College, Lily had gone to stay with her parents for the summer, taking their two children – Ethel, who’d been born in 1871, and Reggie, born in 1873 – with her.

‘My now darling,’ the letter begins, then details her journey from their home in London in a horse-and-fly to King’s Cross, then the train up to Leeds. A letter the following day is written on pink almost-tissue paper, so light and delicate, a response to having found a letter from Sam waiting for her at Rawdon College.

‘I heard yesterday,’ she writes, ‘from my dear old husband asking me to keep a diary like Pamela . . . I feel much happier and brighter today and am altogether now settled in this lovely place, though I miss my darling.’

Reading a letter like this, of course, brings its own challenge of interpretation. There is no way of knowing whether Lily was simply unhappy at being separated from her husband, or at having to stay with her parents for the summer – she’s still at Rawdon in August – or if there was some bigger issue. This pattern – of Lily taking the children away for the summer and Sam joining them intermittently – is one that will continue for much of their life, and was not uncommon for a middle-class Victorian family.

Lily might well have been pregnant – Harold would be born in the spring of 1875 – or she might have been out of sorts. Depressed, or suffering some medical complication she doesn’t talk about. She is never explicit about her own health, never mentions pregnancy or childbirth. Instead, she writes about celebrating her brother Alfred’s ninth birthday and taking her sister Nellie to the dentist, and remembering the horror of ‘the gas’ when she was a child.

On 13 August, she writes: ‘I am afraid my yesterday’s letter was rather depressing and doleful. I am brighter today, however, and better able to see the cheerful side of things.’

Was Lily worried about upsetting him, so far away in London? Or about him being worried about her? A pattern emerges through their correspondence of how sweetly thoughtful they were of one another. He seems more often in need of reassurance than does she, and Lily often tries to amuse him with pen portraits and sketches. He relied on her. In a note sent, it seems, on the spur of the moment from his chambers in Fleet Street on 22 March 1901, Sam writes: ‘My own darling, just a line as I know you like to have letters. I love you, and long to see you. The older I grow, the more I love you . . . and depend on you more . . . Always most lovingly, Sam.’

For her part, in 1874 the twenty-four-year-old Lily calls him ‘my old boy’, ‘my dearest old Indian’, and signs off as ‘your loving wife’ or ‘your devoted Lily’. It’s hard to say but, reading letter after letter, it feels like the expression of genuine affection and companionship.

Or maybe that’s just the story I want it to be.
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Cornelia Sorabji (1866–1954)
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‘The tongue is the female weapon.’

Still Harping on Daughters Lisa Jardine, 1983

LILY WAS THE WIFE of a solicitor. Sam had been given little choice in the matter. It was the career intended for him. In 1854, Sam had started to accompany his father to the office of Watson & Sons in Bouverie Street, though we know from his ‘Autobiography and Notes’ that it was against his will. In 1857, he was articled to his father and he remained a solicitor for his entire working life:

‘I protested against it, vehemently desiring to be a farmer . . . My father, however, insisted and very glad I am he got his way. He said and rightly that as I was his only son it would not do to let the business pass out of my hands. I have lived to see the wisdom of this.’

From everything I’ve read, I can’t help wondering if Lily might have been the more natural lawyer of the two: she was logical, analytical, steady. Their two older sons, Reggie and Harry, would follow Sam into the family firm, but it doesn’t seem to have occurred to either of them that their daughters might have any aptitude for the law or that they, too, could carry on the family business. The girls were destined for marriage. Two generations later, though, Harold’s granddaughter, Vanessa Watson, would become a lawyer.

Times do change.

But during the second half of the nineteenth century, women were still trying to find a way into the very male bastion of the law, against huge opposition, knowing that women’s lives would be immeasurably improved if women were allowed to advocate for themselves. The law is not justice. And if the law is unjust or biased, then women must campaign to change it.

So, let’s raise a flag for those who campaigned for women’s equality under the law and for those who challenged the idea that justice should remain a matter of luck for women within a system designed by men, for men.
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WE’LL START IN Italy in the Middle Ages, in Bologna, where the teaching of law as a modern discipline began. Matilda of Canossa (c. 1046–1115) – also known as Matilda of Tuscany – was key to the foundation in 1088 of what is essentially Europe’s first law school at the University of Bologna. Born in Lucca in Tuscany, she became known as ‘La Gran Contessa’ and was one of the most powerful women of the Middle Ages. A skilled horsewoman and strategist, she is fabled for brokering peace between the papacy and the Holy Roman Emperor and bringing warring factions to the table. More than five centuries after her death, her remains were transferred to St Peter’s Basilica in Rome in 1630, making her the first woman ever to be laid to rest there.

Bologna soon became the powerhouse of the development of legal training during the Middle Ages. In 1237, Bettisia Gozzadini (1209–1261) made history by being awarded a degree in law, one of the first women to obtain a university degree. She went on to become a teacher, working at first from her own home, then at the university itself, making her, in 1239, the first woman to lecture at a university. Legends about Gozzadini are legion: that she dressed as a man to obtain an education; that she taught from behind a screen so as not to distract her students with her beauty; that her skills as an orator were so exceptional that no room within the university was large enough to contain all those who wanted to listen.

The Museum of the History of Bologna has a seventeenth-century terracotta bust of Gozzadini, one of a series of sculptures honouring celebrated Bolognese women from the worlds of academia and the arts from the 1200s to the 1600s. Her name is also inscribed on the white floor tiles surrounding Chicago’s artwork The Dinner Party.

‘. . . Though justice be thy plea, consider this:
That in the course of justice none of us
Should see salvation.’
Portia


From teacher to practitioner and Giustina Rocca (d. 1502), who is often considered the world’s first female lawyer. Born in Trani in the second half of the fifteenth century, she was an advocate, particularly in cases involving diplomatic relations between Trani and Venice. She’s thought to have been the inspiration for the character of Portia di Belmonte in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice. Shakespeare often turned to history for inspiration, so it’s possible Rocca’s story had reached English shores.

The power of the Italian schools notwithstanding, mercy and justice for women under the law was very much slower to arrive in the United Kingdom.

‘Why is England the only country obliged to confess that she cannot contrive to administer justice to women?’
Caroline Norton


Every woman going through a divorce in the UK owes a debt to the English poet, pamphleteer and justice campaigner Caroline Norton (1808–1877). Norton’s husband accused her of adultery, or ‘criminal conversation’, as it was known! He lost the case, but not only did he still refuse to grant her a divorce, he also denied her access to her three young sons and even continued to claim her earnings from her own writings as his own. Norton used her personal experiences, her victimization, to campaign to change the law.

Norton refused to accept the injustice of her situation. At this time in England, married women were essentially their husband’s property: any money they’d brought into the marriage belonged to him, any children belonged to him, and wives – even if the wronged party – had very few rights. Challenging the legal status quo and the lack of women’s rights – at the time, only a man could petition for divorce – Norton battled against what she described as state-supported domestic violence, coercive control and injustice against women. In 1855, frustrated by repeated delays to the Marriage and Divorce Bill being brought before Parliament, Norton published a brilliantly argued open letter to Queen Victoria (1819–1901), who had been monarch since 1837:

‘The vague romance of “carrying my wrongs to the foot of the throne,” forms no part of my intention: for I know the throne is powerless to redress them . . .

‘I connect your Majesty’s name with these pages from a different motive; for two reasons: of which one, indeed, is a sequence to the other. First, because I desire to point out the grotesque anomaly which ordains that married women shall be “non-existent” in a country governed by a female Sovereign; and secondly, because, whatever measure for the reform of these statutes may be proposed, it cannot become “the law of the land” without your Majesty’s assent . . .’

Norton’s dogged and meticulous campaigning would lead to the Custody of Infants Act 1839, the Matrimonial Causes Act 1857 and the Married Women’s Property Act 1870, three pieces of legislation of enormous significance to women’s lives. My great-grandmother Lily, too, would have cause to be grateful when Sam’s chambers, Watson & Sons, almost collapsed in an embezzlement crisis in 1880.

Widely seen as a victim of injustice, Norton modelled for the Irish painter Daniel Maclise for his fresco of Justice in the House of Lords, unveiled in 1849. Norton published nine novels, two plays, eleven poetry collections and seven political pamphlets. In April 2021, her biographer, the historian Antonia Fraser (b. 1932), unveiled an English Heritage blue plaque at Norton’s former house in Mayfair, London.

‘A married woman, in short, had no legal existence.’
Antonia Fraser


Norton’s campaigning notwithstanding, discrimination against married women in the UK would continue well into the twentieth century. In 1922, the Law of Property Act enabled a husband and wife to inherit each other’s property and, from 1926, women were allowed to hold and dispose of property on the same terms as men. But the marriage bar still operated – whereby a woman would have to give up her job on marriage. The bar was removed for female teachers in 1944, in 1946 for women working in home civil service jobs, but not until 1973 for women in the foreign service.

‘Four words keep coming back to me: resist, insist, persist, enlist.’
Hillary Rodham Clinton


By now, all over the world, women were coming to the same conclusion as Caroline Norton. Namely that, unless women’s voices were heard, the law would always be stacked against them. Increasingly, women wanted not only to campaign for change outside the corridors of justice, but also to operate within them. Let’s celebrate a few more legal firsts.

The first female justice of the peace in the United States was Esther Morris (1812–1902). First appointed in South Pass City, Wyoming, in February 1870, she unexpectedly found herself appointed in Sweetwater County. There was a vacancy only because the male justice had resigned in protest at the territory’s support of the women’s suffrage amendment, a satisfying example of someone cutting off their nose to spite their face.

‘If nations could only depend upon fair and impartial judgments in a world court of law, they would abandon the senseless, savage practice of war.’
Belva Lockwood


One of the first female lawyers in the United States, Belva Ann Lockwood (1830–1917) was also the first woman to run for president. In 1879, she successfully petitioned Congress to be allowed to practise before the Supreme Court, the first woman attorney given this privilege. Lockwood ran for president in 1884 and 1888 on the ticket of the National Equal Rights Party, and was the first woman to appear on official ballots.

It takes great strength to struggle not only against sexist attitudes but also against racism, and to prevail. Charlotte E. Ray (1850–1911) had that determination and became the first African American female lawyer in the United States. Graduating from Howard University School of Law in 1872, Ray was the first woman admitted to the District of Columbia Bar and the first woman admitted to practise before the Supreme Court of the District of Columbia.

‘Something which we think is impossible now is not impossible in another decade.’
Constance Baker Motley


IT WOULD BE a long wait before an African American woman would become a federal judge. After graduating from law school in 1946, Constance Baker Motley (1921–2005) worked for the NAACP as a civil rights lawyer. The fund’s first female attorney, she was a key figure in the desegregation of schools in the South – Motley was part of the landmark Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka trial in 1954, in which the Supreme Court overturned a previous ruling and agreed that state laws allowing racial segregation in state schools was unconstitutional – and also succeeded in having 1,100 Black children reinstated to school in Birmingham, Alabama, who had been expelled for taking part in street demonstrations in the spring of 1963. Part of the legal team representing the Freedom Riders and Martin Luther King, she was also a campaigner for women’s rights. In 1962, Motley became the first African American woman to argue a case before the Supreme Court – she’d go on to win nine of her ten cases – and, two years later, she was the first African American woman elected to the New York Senate.

‘I do not like to recall my first lecture; but the men behaved well. One rather dreaded contest was all I have to record, and a little sarcasm cured the men. I found them docile and very appreciative.’
Cornelia Sorabji


Cornelia Sorabji (1866–1954) was the first woman graduate from Bombay University, the first to study law at Oxford University, one of the first women called to the Bar in 1923, when the law barring women from practising was repealed, and the first female lawyer in India. Later photographs show her in her horsehair wig and white jabot, but photographs of her as a student at Somerville College show her in a veil and sari. Just imagine how she must have felt in that examination hall – the only woman allowed to be there, thanks to a special dispensation – surrounded by male students and male invigilators, many of whom disapproved of her presence. What fortitude it must have taken to ignore their comments, their derision, and concentrate only on the matter in hand, though she took it in her stride.

At every step of the way, Sorabji had to battle to be allowed to fulfil her vocation. A brilliant advocate and campaigner, in 1902 she petitioned the India office to provide female legal advisors to represent women and minors in provincial courts. Like Norton before her, she knew that without women’s voices in the room, women were less likely to receive a fair hearing. Two years later, she was appointed ‘Lady Assistant’ to the Court of Wards of Bengal. Over the next twenty years, Sorabji would help more than six hundred women and orphans fight legal battles. She wrote about her struggles – in Between the Twilights, India Calling: The Memories of Cornelia Sorabji and India Recalled. In 2013, a bust of Sorabji was unveiled at Lincoln’s Inn. In the same year, a play written by Jocelyn Watson called Cornelia Calling was staged in London by Kali Theatre Company. In a blog for the British Library, Watson explained how she used documents about, and by, Sorabji held in the archives. It’s another crucial reminder of how, if we want the women of the past to speak to the women of today, we must value, protect and preserve their authentic voices.

‘I must admit I was not free from trepidation when I first stepped up to the Bench. However, what was foremost in my mind was a fierce determination to make a success of this experiment. I knew I was a test case. If I faltered or failed, I would not just be damaging my own career, but would be doing a great disservice to the cause of women.’
Anna Chandy


The first female judge in India was Anna Chandy (1905–1996). Born into an Anglican Syrian Christian family, she was the first woman in Kerala to take a law degree and, in 1937, became the first female judge in India. In 1948, she was appointed a District Judge and, in 1959, was appointed to the Kerala High Court, making her the first female High Court judge in India.

The third of our pioneering legal women in India was Durgabai Deshmukh (1909–1981), who founded the Andhra Women’s Conference in 1937. The only female member of the Constituent Assembly of India, Deshmukh worked to establish a Central Social Welfare Board in 1953 and became its first chair. Building on the work of Sorabji and Chandy, she was instrumental in setting up separate Family Courts, to ensure justice for women and children – particularly those with disabilities – and in 1958 was the first chair of the National Council on Women’s Education. Deshmukh was imprisoned three times for her opposition to British rule and described by Indira Gandhi (1917–1984) as the ‘Mother of Social Work in India’.

Finally, born a generation after Deshmukh, Leila Seth (1930–2017) would go on to become the first woman judge to serve on the Delhi High Court. In 1991, Seth became the first female chief justice of a state High Court and was also the first female lawyer designated as a senior counsel by India’s Supreme Court. She was also part of the Justice Verma Committee established to overhaul India’s rape laws in the aftermath of the horrifying 2012 Delhi gang-rape case of Jyoti Singh (1990–2012). She also become vocal in her support of her son, novelist Vikram Seth, when he came out as gay, writing extensively in the Indian media in favour of LGBT rights.

‘[We] will not hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we have no voice, no representation.’
Abigail Adams


In New Zealand on 17 September 1897, Ethel Benjamin (1875–1943) became the first woman, in what was still the British Empire, to appear as counsel in court and the second to be admitted as a barrister and solicitor, a couple of months after Canadian lawyer Clara Martin (1874–1923). Benjamin had to fight every step of the way. The Otago District Law Society restricted her access to their library and the New Zealand Law Society omitted to invite her to official functions and tried to enforce a dress code. But in experiences common to trailblazing women everywhere, there were practical obstacles put in her way too – for example, there being no bathroom or private space where she could change.

Tiny acts of petty sabotage.

Benjamin opened her own private legal practice, mostly acting for clients from the Jewish community and women with financial interests, as well as publicans and hoteliers – in a wine-producing nation, she was a rare nineteenth-century women’s rights advocate who didn’t support temperance. In 1899, she was also a founding member of the Dunedin branch of the Society for the Protection of Women and Children.

‘The radicalism of a baby – of a well-born little Chinese girl who would not behave as she was supposed to – became the radicalism of what, in the West, would be a debutante turned anarchist.’
Tcheng Yu-hsiu


Tcheng Yu-hsiu (1891–1959) was the first female lawyer and the first female judge in Chinese history. Having studied first in Tokyo, then in Paris, in 1931 she became President of the University of Shanghai School of Law. She advocated for women having choices in marriage and was a skilled orator. All the same, when her autobiography My Revolutionary Years was published in 1944 – under her married name of Madame Wei Tao-ming – it was promoted as having been written by the wife of the Chinese Ambassador to Washington, despite her own extraordinary accomplishments. The memoir begins with her description of how much she admired the sixth-century warrior princess Mulan and explains how, from the earliest age, inspired by her mother and against her grandmother’s opposition, she had always been a rebel . . .

Until 1933, the definition of a lawyer in Japan stood as ‘a male Japanese national’ of at least twenty years of age. Three years after the law changed, the first three women were admitted to the Bar: Masako Nakata (1910–2002), Ai Kume (1911–1976) and Yoshiko Mibuchi (1914–1984). Mibuchi became the first woman judge in the Nagoya District Court and, thirty years later, was the first female chief judge of the Niigata Prefecture Family Court.

Ascensión Chirivella Marín (1894–1980) became the first female lawyer in Spain. A powerful advocate for women’s rights, she campaigned for women’s right to vote, the right to run for political office and the right to divorce. Marín was forced into exile in Mexico in 1939 at the end of the Spanish Civil War.

One of the founding mothers of the feminist movement in Romania, Ella Negruzzi (1876–1948) was also the first female lawyer in Romania. She co-founded the Association for the Civil and Political Emancipation of Romanian Women in 1917, followed by the Group of Democratic Lawyers in 1935 and the Women’s Front in 1936.

Stella Thomas (1906–1974) was the first female magistrate in Nigeria. Born in Lagos – of Yoruba and Sierra Leonean descent – in 1933, she became the first woman of African descent to qualify as a lawyer. She’s also considered to be the first Black British woman to qualify as a lawyer, having studied at Oxford. She was a member of both the League of Coloured Peoples and the West African Student Union, working alongside Jamaican playwright, poet and activist Una Marson (1905–1965). Thomas actually appeared in Marson’s 1933 play At What a Price, one of the very few plays of the period to have an all-Black cast. Marson herself was the first Black woman to be employed by the BBC during the Second World War and became the producer of the radio series Calling the West Indies, which would later become Caribbean Voices.

Born sixteen years after Thomas, fellow Nigerian lawyer Modupe Omo-Eboh (1922–2002) was called to the Bar at Lincoln’s Inn in 1953. Returning home to Lagos, she worked as a lawyer, magistrate, chief magistrate, administrator-general, director of public prosecutions and acting solicitor-general before she was appointed a judge in Benin City in 1969, becoming Nigeria’s first female judge.

Mehrangiz Manouchehrian (1906–2000) became Iran’s first female lawyer in 1947 and, in 1963, was one of two women appointed as the first female senators in Iran. A feminist and musician, she was a member of the Women’s Organization of Iran and instrumental in drafting the Family Protection Act, a set of laws extending women’s rights within marriage.

‘Protests against the mandatory hijab are here to stay. The only way to deal with them is to pay attention.’
Nasrin Sotoudeh


With the emergence of a strict Islamic ruling party in Iran, many of the gains for women have been rescinded. The Iranian human rights lawyer Nasrin Sotoudeh (b. 1963) has repeatedly been imprisoned, has been on hunger strike during the last decade, and has been prevented from practising. Sotoudeh has represented imprisoned Iranian opposition activists and politicians, as well as prisoners sentenced to death for crimes committed when they were children and women arrested for appearing in public without a hijab. Clients have included Nobel Peace Prize laureate, lawyer and former judge, activist Shirin Ebadi (b. 1947), founder of the Defenders of Human Rights Centre in Iran. In 2004, Sotoudeh was listed by Forbes magazine as one of the ‘100 Most Powerful Women in the World’.

First female lawyers/judges include: Adolphine Kok (1879–1928) in the Netherlands; Maria Angélica Barreda (1887–1963) in Argentina; Helena Wiewiórska (1888–1967) in Poland; Juliette Smaja Zerah (1891–1974) in Tunisia; Laure Pillay (1917–2017) in Mauritius; Frances Claudia Wright (1919–2010) in Sierra Leone; and Marie ‘Mame’ Bassine Niang (1951–2013) in Senegal.

Esilda Villa (1909–1947) was the first woman lawyer in Bolivia and a key figure in the Bolivian women’s movement in the early twentieth century. She passed her Bar examinations in 1928, but was refused a licence to practise because women were not at that time considered citizens under the Bolivian constitution. International pressure forced a change of heart and Villa was granted her licence the following year. In the Bulletin of the Pan American Union for 1929, there’s a charming paragraph: ‘Senorita Esilda Villa has passed her examination as attorney in the Supreme Court in Oruro. Senorita Villa, who is the first woman lawyer in Bolivia, has received many congratulations.’

Ten years later, when Villa passed the examination to become a trial lawyer, the Supreme Court again refused to issue her a licence. Yet again, she protested. Yet again, she won. As Hillary Clinton said: ‘Insist, persist.’

‘Even in my own time and in my own life, I have witnessed a revolution.’
Sandra Day O’Connor


NOWHERE IN ANY of my great-grandmother’s letters to Sam is there any indication of her thoughts about the emerging revolution in the legal profession. Given her anti-suffrage views, I suspect Lily might have considered the business of the law was men’s work. The prevailing attitude in the press, and law schools, to women lawyers was predominantly antagonistic.

I found myself wondering if it was something Lily and Sam discussed. In the latter years of the nineteenth century, there were regular columns in newspapers about women entering the professions – medicine as well as law – and a great deal of mostly negative publicity about women who were making their mark. Did they see it as a threat to Sam’s livelihood, or to their son Harold’s opportunities? By the time the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act was finally passed, Sam would be gone.

They had strong family links to Scotland. Lily had been at school in Edinburgh for a time and, of course, Sam had followed the Green family on holiday to Dunoon in the summer of 1867, with the express purpose of wooing Lily. Now, a powerhouse of female legal talent was establishing itself on both sides of the Scottish border, including Madge Anderson (1896–1982). She was the first woman to graduate from the University of Glasgow in law and the first woman admitted to practise both in Scotland and England. Anderson set up her own legal practice in Glasgow in 1927, then decamped to London to join forces with Edith Berthen (1877–1951) and Beatrice Honour Davy (1885–1966) at the UK’s first all-female-led law firm. In 1937, Anderson passed the English Law School exam to become qualified in England and became a partner – the business was renamed the ‘Firm of Messrs Berthen, Davy and Anderson’.

In 1888, Eliza Orme (1848–1937) became the first woman to achieve a law degree in England. She began working in legal practice in 1872, but because she wasn’t allowed to practise on her own behalf, Orme established an office on Chancery Lane drafting conveyancing documents and patents. From the mid-1880s, Orme worked with Reina Lawrence (c. 1860–1940), an American lawyer and borough councillor, to whom she left everything at her death.

In England, Carrie Morrison (1888–1950) was the first woman who qualified as a solicitor in 1922 and Maud Crofts (1889–1965) was the first woman to be articled and to hold a practising certificate in 1923, after a ten-year campaign. Ivy Williams (1877–1966) was the first to be called to the Bar in 1922, though she never practised.

‘I still do not like to see women getting the worst end of any deal for lack of a little elementary legal knowledge which is the most common form among men.’
Helena Normanton


That accolade falls to the extraordinary Helena Normanton (1882–1957), who had been admitted to the Middle Temple as a student on Christmas Eve 1919, just twenty-four hours after the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act had been passed. That same day, seven women were appointed as magistrates.

Normanton has a whole heap of other firsts to her name: the first woman to obtain a divorce for a client; the first woman to appear before the High Court and Old Bailey; the first woman to act for the prosecution in a murder trial; the first woman to conduct a case in the US for a woman’s right to keep her name on marriage; the first married British woman to hold a passport under her unmarried name. She was the founder of the Magna Carta Society and a member of CND. There are many wonderful black-and-white photographs of Normanton, including one taken in 1950 showing her with black round-rimmed glasses, wearing her barrister’s wig and white ruched jabot and cuffs, looking directly into the camera. In October 2021, Brenda Hale (b. 1945), who was the first woman to head the UK Supreme Court, unveiled a plaque at what was Normanton’s home in Bloomsbury from 1919 to 1931.

‘She [Normanton] had to overcome a great deal of prejudice and discrimination. A blue plaque is a fitting tribute to her courage and her example to women barristers everywhere.’
Brenda Hale


Blue plaques mark sites of historical or cultural importance, honouring those who’ve made a significant contribution in their field, and have been running since 1866. Yet there continues a clear imbalance in the numbers of women honoured. The first woman to be celebrated was the Welsh actress Sarah Siddons (1755–1831), although the original plaque no longer exists. By the early years of the twentieth century, there were still only five women with plaques dedicated to them – including one of my great-grandmother’s favourite authors, George Eliot – and, in 2020, it was estimated that still only 14 per cent of the 950-plus plaques celebrate women. Only 4 per cent of plaques commemorated people from a Black, Asian or minority ethnic background.

Visibility matters.
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TO FINISH, LET’S raise a glass to a final magnificent seven from the UK, France, Tunisia and the United States.

Rose Heilbron (1914–2005) also has a list of dazzling firsts to her name. Born into a Jewish family in Liverpool at the beginning of the First World War, everything about her life and career shows her determination. She was the first woman to achieve a first-class honours degree in law at the University of Liverpool; the first woman to win a scholarship to Gray’s Inn; one of the first two women to be appointed King’s Counsel in England; the first woman to lead in a murder case in 1950; the first woman recorder; the first female judge to sit at the Old Bailey; and the first female treasurer of Gray’s Inn. She was also the second woman to be appointed a High Court judge, after Elizabeth Lane (1905–1988). Heilbron also advocated strongly for women continuing to work regardless of their marital status. On 27 March 1952, after speaking at Manchester University about the importance of women not wasting their training and keeping their careers after marriage and motherhood, the headline of the Daily Mirror read: ‘Rose . . . the woman who would not be wasted’.

‘Pain is the root of knowledge.’
Simone Veil


Simone Veil (1927–2017) – activist for women’s rights, magistrate and campaigning politician – transformed the lives of women in France. She served as Health Minister in several governments and is celebrated for her support of the 1974 act giving French women safe access to contraception and for the 1975 law that bears her name, legalizing abortion in France. Veil was President of the European Parliament from 1979 to 1982, the first woman to hold the office, her passion in part coming from the fact that she was a Holocaust survivor of both Auschwitz-Birkenau and Bergen-Belsen. Veil served as President of the Fondation pour la Mémoire de la Shoah for seven years from 2000 and was dedicated to European cooperation as a bastion against unrest. Elected to the Académie Française in 2008, she received the grand cross of the Légion d’Honneur in 2012.

The French Tunisian-Jewish lawyer Gisèle Halimi (1927–2020) is another familiar name in France, thanks to her work as counsel for the Algerian National Liberation Front, most notably with Djamila Boupacha (b. 1938), whose forced confession to having planted a bomb at a café in September 1959 was the result of rape and torture by French soldiers. Boupacha refused to accept what had happened to her and brought a legal case against her torturers. It was reported on by Simone de Beauvoir for Le Monde, and Halimi subsequently wrote a book about the case in 1961 (with an introduction by de Beauvoir), which became a rallying cry in France. Ten years later, Halimi founded the feminist group Choisir (‘To Choose’) to protect women who admitted to having illegal abortions, working closely with Simone Veil. In 2022, a campaign was launched to have Halimi admitted into the Panthéon in Paris, where the ‘great men’ of France are entombed by a ‘grateful nation’ – the inscription on the façade reads: AUX GRANDS HOMMES LA PATRIE RECONNAISANTE. Perhaps it’s no surprise that the first woman was not entombed here until 1995 and there have still been only six. In November 2021, the American-born performer, Resistance agent, civil rights campaigner and icon Josephine Baker (1906–1975) was the first woman of colour to be laid to rest beneath its dome.

‘Women belong in all places where decisions are being made. It shouldn’t be that women are the exception.’
Ruth Bader Ginsburg


Finally, it’s fitting to end this chapter on trailblazing women lawyers with the tiny-but-mighty powerhouse Ruth Bader Ginsburg (1933–2020). Known as the ‘Notorious RBG’, she was an associate justice of the Supreme Court of the United States from 1993 until her death in September 2020. Ginsburg was the first Jewish woman and only the second woman to serve on the Court, after Sandra Day O’Connor (b. 1930). At the time of writing, the impartiality of the Supreme Court of Justice is being challenged, and the landmark ruling for women’s abortion rights in the United States of America, Roe v. Wade, was revoked in June 2022, now that Bader Ginsburg was no longer there to defend it. Since Warrior Queens was published in 2022, the assault on women’s reproductive rights in the United States has continued. Fourteen states now have outright bans on abortions – even in cases of incest, rape or serious risk to the mother – and in 2024, the states of Alabama, Arizona and Virginia introduced bills to deny women and girls access to birth control. The pendulum swings. No progress can be taken for granted. Women have to fight for their rights, then fight to keep them.

Elegant and inquisitive to the last, with her trademark glasses and magnificent collars, let’s leave the last word to RBG: ‘Real change, enduring change, happens one step at a time.’

A woman’s place is at the Bar.

‘There never will be complete equality until women themselves help to make laws and elect lawmakers.’
Susan B. Anthony
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‘Poplars’, New Park Road, Brixton Hill


[image: Lily]

IN HER SCRAPBOOK, MY godmother Sister Katherine noted that Lily’s father, Samuel Green, was distantly related to the notorious Henry Morgan – Morgan the Pirate – the violent and rapacious scourge of the Spanish Main and Lieutenant Governor of Jamaica in the 1670s. It certainly doesn’t fit with Lily’s Huguenot antecedents, and it’s impossible this far after the event to know how a rumour like that took hold, or if there’s any grain of truth in the story at all.

What’s undeniable, though, is that Lily loved to write and tell pirate stories to her grandchildren. I have letters written to my father, sent when he was confined to bed for a year in 1930 with tuberculosis. They are filled with pictograms, sketches of pirates with eye-patches and cutlasses, stories where the pirate is always more of a Robin Hood figure – outside of the law but on the side of justice – rather than an opponent to be feared.

I don’t think this suggests Lily had a hankering for adventure on the high seas, though I’d like to think she would have enjoyed my pirate novel, The Ghost Ship. Rather, her pirate stories are fairy tales, like her 1867 novella, Little Goldenhair, that begins with a ‘once upon a time’, and ends with ‘I shall remember the lesson life has taught me.’

Lily and Sam lived in a protected world, and were happy there: a comfortable house in Streatham, Sam’s daily journey to his office in Bouverie Street and home again; his club and her sojourns with her family. Long summer holidays in Europe, and frequent visits to hotels and friends in England. In a century of wars, none of their sons was destined to be a soldier, even though for most of Lily’s married life, Britain was involved in conflicts somewhere in the world – Burma, India, China, Afghanistan, Crimea, the Eastern Cape of South Africa, Bhutan, New Zealand, Canada . . .

It’s always been a truism in the writing of history – and historical fiction – that mostly people don’t know they’re living through it. Only hindsight gives perspective and significance. In the past few years, though, that’s changed. The fracturing of the closer European alignment, the rise of populism and the worldwide COVID pandemic, war in Ukraine, the rolling back of women’s rights, the death of Queen Elizabeth II – we know we are living through history. This is what history feels like.

Working on the second draft of Warrior Queens & Quiet Revolutionaries in January 2022, I went back to Lily’s correspondence, frustrated that nothing of the wider world seemed ever to make it onto the page. Attempting to catalogue the letters in order – many are dated only with the day and month, not the year – I scoured them for references to current affairs, but found nothing: no politics, domestic or international, no comments about Crown or State, nothing about women making history in her lifetime.

In more than five hundred letters and notes, the only newspaper clipping I found was a small paragraph from spring 1900, the date written – 7 April – in Sam’s meticulous handwriting on the corner. The headline was ‘Mistress and Maid’ and reported how an old lady, Florence Lockwood – a widow of Westbourne Park Villas, Bayswater – had been sentenced to four months’ imprisonment for neglect, cruelty and violent abuse of her maid, Emily Gibbs. Enslavement, we’d call it now. Apart from the date written in Sam’s handwriting, there was nothing to show why it had been kept. Did they know Mrs Lockwood? Or was there some family connection with Emily Gibbs?

Although Lily lived during the reign of Queen Victoria, I have no idea what she thought about the fact that there was a woman on the throne. Caroline Norton’s open letter in 1855 made the point that it should make a difference to ordinary women’s lives that the head of state was a woman, but did it? On 23 January 1901, the day after Victoria died on the Isle of Wight and the newspapers were full of nothing else, Lily’s letter to Sam gives no indication that something momentous is happening.

‘Just a few words, dear . . .’ she begins, ‘to say I will be arriving home tomorrow at 5 p.m.’

Victoria Regina et Imperatrix – Queen and Empress – was not a warrior queen, but she was arguably the most famous and powerful woman of her time. There are more statues of Victoria in the UK than any other person. Her name is still scattered across the globe – cities, states, lakes, railway stations and waterfalls are named after her. She was the longest-serving British monarch until Elizabeth II (1926–2022), who, in 2017, became the first British monarch to reach a Sapphire Jubilee, and a Platinum in February 2022. Not a warrior queen either, but a woman of great fortitude, stamina and service. The national and international outpouring of genuine and heartfelt grief after she died on 8 September 2022 was testament to that.

Queen Elizabeth was part of my family history too. My father invited my mother to watch Elizabeth II’s coronation from a balcony in Pall Mall in London on 2 June 1953. He had been a captain in the Welsh Guards, and still had visiting privileges. Encouraged by the atmosphere, the sense of occasion and hope, he screwed his courage to the sticking place, and proposed. They married a year later on 29 May 1954, the day before my father’s thirtieth birthday, at St Mary’s Church, Ewell, and remained together until his death on 18 May 2011. My mother died three years later, on 21 December 2014, the shortest and darkest day of the year. A day she had always hated.

They were beloved, and are very much missed.
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Laskarina Bouboulina (1771–1825)
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Warrior Queens & Pirate Commanders
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‘I will not resign myself to the lot of women who bow their heads and become concubines. I wish to ride the tempest, tame the waves, kill the sharks.’

Tri[image: e]u Th[image: i] Trinh, third century CE

WHETHER OR NOT LILY admired Victoria, whether she mourned her, she must surely have felt that her death marked the end of an era.

Within history the most visible women have, of course, always been queens and leaders. The quiet revolutionaries have mostly been overlooked. Since history has traditionally been the story of conquest, of battles, of faith, then it stands to reason that those men – and women – occupying the highest positions of power, most firmly in the public gaze, are likely to be the better known. Even if not every detail of their lives is recorded, set down for posterity – misinterpreted or manipulated – their presence roars from the archives.

It’s wise to remember, though, that sometimes the only source of a woman’s life – particularly in the distant past – could well be a chronicler who might or might not approve of her power. A common complaint in the archives is of a wife or lover exerting ‘undue influence’. Raising the spectre of a woman’s sexuality and ‘virtue’ as a way to discredit her opinions or undermine her reputation has often been a strategic move.

As well as contemporaneous documents and records, another reason we know these warrior queens and pirate commanders so well is that their lives, unlike those of ordinary people, have often inspired plays, songs, operas, novels, films, paintings, sculpture or music. They live on in the popular imagination of successive generations, not only as biographies on the pages of a history book.

Many of the women celebrated in this chapter are well known, others, less so. I wish I had space to include more, but it’s important to have the historical context too, the influences that one generation might have on the next, or the one after. Every woman included is not here as a heroine, an ‘angel in the house’ to be admired or venerated, but rather because her presence in the world made a difference. Putting women back into history and keeping them there requires repetition, not just one mention in one book, until they, too, become household names.

[image: Scene break image]

I’M STARTING IN Egypt again, because I fell head over heels in love with history because of it when I was nine years old.

London 1972, a cold and damp July afternoon, the Tutankhamun exhibition at the British Museum. I would be just one of 1.6 million visitors who would queue over the next nine months to see treasures looted from the boy-king’s tomb.

I have an illustrated hardback book on my shelves entitled All Colour Book of Egyptian Mythology, bought for me by my mother from the museum gift shop that day. I can still picture myself in the railway carriage on the journey home, silent and fascinated by the vivid golden images, the stories behind the artefacts, the sense of the ancient world come to life.

We also have a tenuous family connection with Egypt. My maternal great-grandfather was a Coptic Christian, adopted from Cairo as a child and brought to London, where he married an Englishwoman and had four very English children – Ethel, Fred, Hilda and my granny, Alice. It wasn’t until I was in my late teens that I learned my granny’s maiden name had been Hassan.

Although my mother had never been to Egypt, she felt – like me – some kind of affinity and, nine years later, a few weeks shy of my twentieth birthday in 1981, we went on an Egyptian adventure together. We saw the sights: the pyramids at Giza, the chaotic street markets of Cairo, the Aswan dam and Abu Simbel, the Valley of the Kings, the white stucco buildings and faded grandeur of old Luxor. Palm trees and the Nile and the desert. But back in the 1970s, all I had were images in my precious copy of the All Colour Book of Egyptian Mythology, the beginnings of a passion for the stories of the past, in particular for extraordinary female leaders.

In the Old Kingdom, there had been suggestions that there might have been female Pharoahs – for example, Merneith (c. 2970 BCE) is named in the list of Egyptian rulers on the Palermo Stone. Another, Khentkawes (c. 2550/2520–c. 2510/2490 BCE) is represented as a ruler on her tomb, showing her enthroned, holding a sceptre and wearing both a tie-on beard, which signals kingship, and the royal ‘uraeus’ cobra on her brow. Some historians consider her title was as the ‘Mother of Kings’ rather than the ruler in her own right. But it is at the end of the Middle Kingdom (c. 2040–1782 BCE) that the first universally accepted female Pharoah, Sobekneferu (d. 1802 BCE), ruled for nearly four years. She is evidenced to have taken the five royal names of a king, along with the epithet ‘Son of Ra’ amended to ‘Daughter of Ra’. In portraits, she is shown with both male and female signifiers, wearing the male-style kilt over female dress. She’s also shown with a coronation cloak.

Nearly three hundred years later, Hatshepsut (1507–1458 BCE) was widowed and usurped her son to become Egypt’s second – and fearless – female Pharaoh. She commissioned hundreds of buildings, temples and statues, and her own mausoleum was the first built in the Valley of the Kings. During her twenty-one-year rule, her public portrayal was often as a man. Historian Alice E. Smith suggests that although there is significant evidence of her female predecessors – such as Khentkawes – having done the same, the reason that Hatshepsut is so often described as cross-dressing is perhaps because her portrayal was about power, pure and simple, rather than ‘feminine’ power or beauty as displayed by Nefertiti (c. 1370–1330 BCE).

The glorious stucco-coated limestone bust of Nefertiti was found in Armana by the German archaeologist Ludwig Borchardt in 1912 and, in contravention of international agreements, smuggled out of the country to Berlin in 1913. Hugely influential, Nefertiti ruled alongside her husband from 1353 to 1336 BCE, and may have ruled the New Kingdom outright after his death. Though her tomb has never been found, there are several surviving wall paintings, including a beautiful portrait where she’s playing a game of senet, a kind of chequers.

‘I will not be triumphed over.’
Cleopatra


More than a thousand years later, we come to the acknowledged last female pharaoh of Egypt, Cleopatra VII (69–30 BCE), and there is no doubt of her authority. By the age of twenty, she had been crowned, deposed, reinstated, married two of her half-brothers and ordered the execution of a half-sister. She famously had affairs with both Julius Caesar and Mark Antony, leading to Antony’s rival, Octavian, attacking their combined forces at Actium in 31 BCE. Taken captive in Alexandria, and knowing she would be publicly paraded and executed, Cleopatra poisoned herself – possibly by snake venom – rather than allow herself to be humiliated. Cleopatra has been immortalized in statuary, poetry, films and plays – not least by Shakespeare, whose depiction is still as fresh today as when Antony and Cleopatra was first performed in 1607 – making her one of the most famous women in history.

‘If you weigh well the strengths of our armies you will see that in this battle we must conquer or die. This is a woman’s resolve. As for the men, they may live or be slaves.’
Boudica


ANOTHER CELEBRATED WARRIOR queen from history is Boudica (c. 30–61 CE), often still referred to as Boadicea, the leader of the Iceni tribe in the east of Britain in the first century CE. After the death of her husband, Boudica’s estates were illegally seized by order of the Roman governor. When she protested the decision, Boudica was flogged and her daughters – still children – were publicly raped. This shocking act of violence united the Iceni with the neighbouring Trinovantes tribe and, in 60–61, Boudica led the combined forces – some one hundred thousand warriors – in revolt against the Roman occupiers. She overwhelmed the Roman Ninth Legion, destroyed Camulodunum, present-day Colchester, then led her troops to St Albans and London, slaughtering between seventy thousand and eighty thousand people before she was finally defeated. History is not sure what happened next. The Roman historian Tacitus claims Boudica died by suicide rather than fall into her enemy’s hands; others suggest she died of wounds sustained in battle.

In 1902, a bronze statue called ‘Boadicea and Her Daughters’ was erected by Westminster Bridge in London. The front plinth reads: BOADICEA (BOUDICCA), QUEEN OF THE ICENI WHO DIED AD 61 AFTER LEADING HER PEOPLE AGAINST THE ROMAN INVADER. The statue had been nearly half a century in the making – it was not erected until some seventeen years after the artist’s death, the year after the death of Queen Victoria. The parallels drawn between the late monarch and Boudica – whose name also means ‘victory’ or ‘she who brings victory’ – were deliberate. Two exceptional female leaders.
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THE QUESTION OF where and to whom statues are erected is a huge contemporary issue, particularly when the people honoured have been demonstrably active or complicit in slavery or conquest and oppression. Are statues only to commemorate and celebrate, or can they be trusted to serve as a reminder of the uglier and darker times of history? Can they do both?

As part of this debate, increasingly urgent questions are being asked about the lack of women’s representation. The statistics are even worse when statues of mythical or symbolic figures are not included. A survey conducted in 2019 reported that in the UK 86.3 per cent of statues of historical figures were male, and the figure for women plummets when royal statues are removed. Until 2021, there were more statues to men named John than all the women put together and, in Edinburgh, at the time of writing, there are more statues of animals than of women. It’s worse in the US, where some 92.4 per cent of statues of historical figures are male. In France in the nineteenth century, twenty statues of celebrated women – ‘Reines de France et Femmes illustres’ – were commissioned for the Jardin du Luxembourg in Paris, including those representing Jeanne d’Albret and Blanche of Castile (1188–1252). It is one of the most visited areas of the gardens. But such displays are the exception that proves the rule. Worldwide, the proportion of statues of women to men is very low.

This absence matters. Because by leaving out the vast majority of the women who also built our world – and for Black women and other women of colour the absence is even more acute – we are being told a partial, very misleading story. For many people, the daily walk past a statue is part of living history, a reminder of those in whose footsteps we walk. Which is why campaigns to erect statues to great women is so important, a very visible way of putting women back into the history books.

History was made in the UK in October 2021 when the first statue of a Black woman, Henrietta Lacks (1920–1951), created by a Black woman – the Bristolian sculptor Helen Wilson-Roe (b. 1964) – was erected at the University of Bristol. Lacks’s cells were taken in the 1950s, and used without her consent, to create the HeLa cell line, which has been crucial in medical research, not least of all in the development of in vitro fertilization. Her name was publicly used too after her death without consent and her private medical records were made available to the media, a shocking lack of respect for Lacks as a person.

‘A landscape full of places named after women and statues of women might have encouraged me and other girls in profound ways.’
Rebecca Solnit


BOUDICA WAS NOT the only warrior queen in Roman-occupied Britain. Cartimandua (d. after 69 CE) was queen of the Brigantes, a Celtic tribe in the north of England. She was, for the most part, ruling under Roman protection rather than fighting against them. What little we know of her life also comes from Tacitus and he is ambivalent, despite her supposed loyalty to Rome. Cartimandua has been fictionalized in several novels and films, most notably Barbara Erskine’s (b. 1944) novel Daughters of Fire.

Septimia Zenobia (c. 240–c. 274 CE) was queen of the Palmyrene Empire, in what is now Syria. She became ruler after the assassination of her husband and stepson in 267 CE, expanding her kingdom into Roman-occupied Egypt and Anatolia. The Romans responded by besieging her treasury and although she and her son escaped the siege, they were then captured and taken hostage. It’s said she was led through the streets of Rome bound in golden chains as part of a military victory, the humiliation Cleopatra sought to escape. Zenobia’s legacy is one of intellectual strength, of creating a court of scholarly pursuit, as well as governing a stable multiethnic and multicultural state.

‘For my own part, I adhere to the maxim of antiquity, that the throne is a glorious sepulchre.’
Theodora


Theodora of Byzantium (c. 497–548 CE) began life as a dancer, mime-artist – and possibly courtesan. She travelled to North Africa, before settling outside Alexandria and converting to Christianity. It was then that she made her way to Constantinople, where she met Justinian. In 525 CE, he changed the law to marry her and, when he was crowned emperor two years later, Theodora was crowned empress at his side. They ruled together until her death at the age of forty-eight. Justinian never remarried.

Theodora is far from missing from history – and there are many excellent biographies and novels – but I’m including her because her representation is an object lesson in how we should beware of believing everything we are told by historians who might have their own agenda.

Because here’s the thing. Most of what we know about Theodora’s life, and statements attributed to her, comes from the work of Procopius, who offered three wildly differing portrayals. The first, The Wars of Justinian, completed in 545 CE, just three years before her death, paints a picture of a principled and courageous wife who saved her husband’s throne. In Secret History, Theodora is depicted as vulgar, sexually voracious, calculating, shrill – textbook epithets for traducing a woman’s reputation, where accusations of immorality are used to undermine integrity and honesty. Finally, in Procopius’s third portrayal, Buildings of Justinian, she is again a paragon of sober, wise leadership. The same woman, the same historian. Which should we believe?

What we do know is that, during Justinian’s rule, laws were passed expanding the rights of women in divorce and property ownership. Her name appears in some legislation passed at the time, again supporting the idea that Theodora was actively involved. The death penalty was introduced for rape, the exposure of unwanted children – that’s to say, leaving them outside to die of hypothermia and hunger – was forbidden, and mothers were granted some rights of guardianship. We can’t be certain, but it strongly suggests Theodora used her influence and her power to effect improvements to women’s lives. A saint in the Eastern Orthodox Church, her feast day falls on 14 November.

An extraordinary story, an extraordinary woman.

Wu Zhao (624–705 CE) was the first and only female emperor of China. Commonly known as Wu Zetian, she was a woman of extraordinary political ability who ruled as the ‘Holy and Divine Emperor’ of the Second Zhou Dynasty for fifteen years. Having poisoned the crown prince and exiled other claimants, she first established her elder son on the throne after her husband’s death, then deposed him six weeks later and replaced him with his younger brother. She established a network of spies, undertook a root-and-branch reform of government, tax and education, and expanded her empire by invading Korea in 688 CE. She was finally overthrown in 704, when she was eighty years of age. A warrior to the last.

[image: Scene break image]

JUMPING FORWARD IN history, we come to an era that inspired the first of my historical novels, and the most inspirational and least known of the Crusader queens, Melisende, Queen of Jerusalem (1105–1161).

One has to guard against eulogizing any aspect of Crusader history – they were bloody religious wars of conquest and devastation – but Melisende is a woman I admire. She was athletic, a keen horsewoman and diplomat, and I first came across her when I was shown the exquisite Melisende Psalter held in the vaults of the British Library in London. With its ivory covers inlaid with turquoise and garnet, and its illuminations of gold and lapis lazuli, it’s one of the few treasures known to have belonged to Melisende.

Entranced by the psalter, I became fascinated by her almost complete absence from history, given her extraordinary life and achievements, and began researching her life. Again, much of what we know comes from a male historian. The difference here is that William of Tyre hugely supported Melisende.

‘. . . the rule of the kingdom remained in the power of the lady queen Melisende, a queen beloved by God, to whom it passed by hereditary right.’
William of Tyre


The eldest of the four daughters of Baldwin II in Outremer – meaning ‘beyond the sea’, the Crusader name for the Holy Land – Melisende was raised to succeed her father. From an early age, her name appeared alongside his on official documents and in diplomatic correspondence. Although she was married to a wealthy crusader, Fulk of Anjou, her father held a coronation ceremony investing the kingship of Jerusalem three ways – between Melisende, her husband Fulk and his grandson, the future Baldwin III, who’d been born in 1130 – and, in an extraordinary move, he made Melisende her son’s sole guardian.

Baldwin II died in 1131 and, as he’d clearly feared, Fulk refused to accept his wife as his equal. Melisende went to war against her husband to secure her rights and – again, extraordinarily for those times – the clergy and nobility of Outremer supported her. They were reconciled by 1136 and she appears genuinely to have mourned him when he was killed in a hunting accident in 1143. Fulk is thought to have sought his wife’s forgiveness by commissioning the beautiful psalter I saw in the British Museum.

Melisende ruled as queen from 1131 to 1153, and again as regent for her son Baldwin III. She refused to move aside when he came of age in 1145 and held on to power until 1152, when she was compelled to step back by the young king’s supporters. She endowed many convents and religious institutions, including the most important site in Christendom: the location of Christ’s tomb, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. She also founded the Convent of Bethany in 1143. (The fact that my godmother Sister Katherine’s order was the Society of the Sisters of Bethany was another connection that drew me to Melisende.) A generous patron of the arts, she commissioned many works of art, books and buildings throughout Jerusalem, creating a thriving and flourishing cultural city. The sister to three extraordinary women, and grandmother to the last great Crusader queen of Outremer, Sybilla (1159–1190), Melisende deserves to be a household name. She was buried in the Abbey of Jehoshaphat, at the foot of the Mount of Olives, just a few steps above the Tomb of Mary, the mother of God. But perhaps her best epitaph is these words written by William of Tyre:

‘She was a very wise woman, fully experienced in almost all affairs of state business, who completely triumphed over the handicap of her sex so that she could take charge of important affairs . . .’
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‘Grief is not very different from illness: in the impetus of its fire, it does not recognize lords, it does not fear colleagues, it does not respect or spare anyone, not even itself.’
Eleanor of Aquitaine


FROM ONE OF the least known to perhaps the most famous of medieval queens, Eleanor of Aquitaine (c. 1122–1204). A patron of the arts, a leader of armies, a skilled negotiator and strategist, Eleanor was one of the most powerful women in Western Europe. Queen consort of France from 1137 to 1154 through her marriage to Louis VII and queen consort of England from 1154 to 1189, she survived and thrived, faced set-backs and calumnies, to live into her eighties. Forced to endure a kind of semi-imprisonment for sixteen years by her estranged husband Henry II of England, she became even more active in public life after he died in 1189, and ruled as regent for her son, Richard I of England, while he was away on Crusade. The mother of five daughters and five sons, Eleanor was, like Melisende, remarkable for her ability to acquire and hold power, and to successfully keep the support of churchmen and military advisors in a century rife with shifting allegiances. She died at Fontevraud Abbey, in the Loire Valley in France, where her tomb can be found. She lies between the stone effigies of Richard and Henry, who are sleeping in death. Eleanor, however, has a book in her hands, as if she still might wake and start to read . . .
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ALONGSIDE THESE HUGE figures in history, there were, of course, countless other women leaders, crown or no crown, who stood up for their communities and their land. Alaïs – the hero of my novel Labyrinth, which is set in Languedoc during the Albigensian Crusade of 1209 and its aftermath in 1244 – was inspired, in part, by the spirit of such courageous women.

In Wales, for example, Gwenllian ferch Gruyffydd (c. 1100–1136) took up arms against Norman rule, launching several raids in the 1120s and 1130s. During the period of disruption known as the ‘Anarchy’, Gwenllian raised a force aiming to cut off supplies to the Norman stronghold of Cydweli Castle. Betrayed, she was beheaded on the battlefield. For some, her spirit endures as a symbol of Welsh independence.

A generation later in England, Nicola de la Haye (c. 1150–1230), sometimes described as the ‘woman who saved England’, successfully defended Lincoln Castle twice against prolonged sieges. De la Haye had inherited the position of Constable of Lincoln Castle from her father and, throughout her life, continually had to fight to keep her title. In 1216, despite being a woman and in her sixties, she was appointed by King John as Sheriff of Lincolnshire. Her success in holding the castle in May 1217, during the first Barons’ War – defeating Louis of France – was a turning point in English history. Diplomat, politician, a woman strong of heart and character, she lived to be nearly eighty, an extraordinary age in the thirteenth century.

We see, then, how warrior women can become symbols beyond their own history and reputation, beyond time and place. Their names are not forgotten, though sometimes the flesh-and-blood woman behind the legend becomes obscured.

In Japan, Tomoe Gozen (twelfth century) was a legendary onna-musha or onna-bugeisha (gozen is a title of respect bestowed by a shogun teacher), a female warrior and heroine of the Genpei War. In 1182, Tomoe is reputed to have led three hundred samurai in battle against two thousand warriors of a rival clan. In the fourteenth-century epic The Tale of Heike, she is described as: ‘a warrior worth a thousand, ready to confront a demon or a god, mounted or on foot’. Fearless and described always as beautiful, capable of riding wild horses on impossibly steep terrain, Tomoe retired, unlike many warriors, to enjoy a long life.

Evidence from the Battle of Senbon Matsubarau in 1580 shows the tradition of female warriors fighting alongside samurai continued. DNA sequencing has proved that of the 105 people killed in the conflict, thirty-five were women.

Five hundred years after Tomoe, another legendary onna-bugeisha, Nakano Takeko (1847–1868), fought in the Battle of Aizu in the autumn of 1868. Although she, and other female fighters, were not recognized as an official part of the army, Takeko led a unit that was later described as Jōshitai – the ‘Women’s Army’. Her weapon was the naginata, a long stave with a blade at one end. Can you imagine the sound, a forest of wood and the metal tips glinting, the snap of pennants in the wind, as the women rode out?

Shot in the chest while leading a charge against the Imperial Japanese Army – and not wanting her body to be paraded as a gruesome war trophy – Takeko asked her sister to cut off her head and bury it. Later, it was interred beneath a pine tree at the Hōkai-ji Temple in modern-day Fukushima. Her statue there shows her with her naginata in her hand, and even today, more than 150 years after her death, girls come to the monument during the Aizu Autumn Festival each year to commemorate Takeko and her valiant Women’s Army.

Another legendary fighter, Khutulun (c. 1260–c.1300) was the great-great-granddaughter of Genghis Khan, whose Mongol Empire was starting to splinter. By 1260, her father Kaidu Khan was in dispute with his uncle Kublai Khan, provoking an armed conflict that would last for thirty years. Kaidu’s most trusted military advisor and general was not one of his fourteen sons, but his beloved daughter. Both the Venetian explorer Marco Polo and Persian statesman and historian Rashid al-Din wrote accounts of meeting her, Polo describing her as a ‘hawk’.

Khutulun was also a famous wrestler, and this is where the lines between fiction and fact become blurred. Under pressure to marry, legend has it, she said she would only accept someone who could beat her in a wrestling competition. If she won, they had to present her with one hundred horses – some versions of the story say one thousand – and it is said that is how she built up her own herd of ten thousand horses. Kaidu failed to secure his daughter’s succession as Grand Khan and little is known of her after his death, though it’s believed she chose her husband herself and had several children.

Khutulun’s story is yet another example of how even a woman famous and celebrated in her day can vanish from the record. For centuries she was forgotten, until the early eighteenth-century French orientalist and traveller Francois Pétis de la Croix wrote a story inspired by her life story – ‘Turandot’, or the ‘Turkish Princess’ – though rather than wrestling her suitors, his princess sets them riddles. That story inspired the commedia dell’arte piece Turandot by Italian playwright Carlo Gozzi in 1762 which, in its turn, inspired many more pieces of theatre and music including Puccini’s famous 1924 opera.

‘I am not afraid; I was born to do this.’
Jeanne d’Arc


Perhaps the most enduring symbol of stoical female resistance is Joan of Arc (1412–1431). Jeanne d’Arc was also known as La Pucelle, or the Maid of Orléans, and was little more than a child when she joined the army of the French king at Orléans in April 1429, which had been besieged by English forces for seven months. A devout Catholic, Jeanne claimed to have seen visions of the Archangel Michael among other saints. The English forces were superior in terms of both numbers and resources, so when the siege was lifted a mere nine days after her arrival, the legend of La Pucelle was born.

The following year, Jeanne was captured by the English and, after a show trial, she was convicted as a heretic and burnt at the stake on 30 May 1431. She was only nineteen years old.

Having written novels set against the backdrop of religious conflict – from Labyrinth to The Burning Chambers and The City of Tears – I’m haunted by the idea of what it must have been like for a young woman alone, surrounded by male inquisitors determined to condemn her. The black-and-white photograph of Joan Plowright (b. 1929) – childlike, powerless, strong – taken in 1963 on the stage of Chichester Festival Theatre in Bernard Shaw’s Saint Joan sums up, for me, more than anything the courage of these warrior women. Declared a martyr in 1456 and beatified in 1909, Jeanne was canonized in 1920.

While guarding against seeing global history through a very partial Western Christian lens, it’s also true that Joan’s name has become a byword for any courageous, principled warrior woman taking a stand against overwhelming odds. So even though each of these women has her independent history and should be seen in her own right, as a shorthand, here, across many centuries and different lands, are one or two other so-called Joans . . .

We’ll start in the third century CE with Triệu Tḥ Trinh (c. 226–248). Sometimes known as the Vietnamese Joan of Arc – although since she predates La Pucelle by some twelve hundred years, we should, rather, be calling Jeanne the ‘French Lady Triêu’ – she fought against Chinese rule and refused to accept the limitations placed on her by traditions of the time. She is said to have died by suicide rather than fall into the hands of her enemies.

Like La Pucelle, the so-called Russian Joan of Arc came from a humble background. Alyona Arzamasskaia (c. 1640s–1670) was born into a peasant family, was married and widowed young, then lived as a nun at Nikoleavskii monastery. Though she learned to read and study medicine there, she hated the confinement and, in 1669, she fled, cut her hair and began dressing as a man. In 1670, she joined the Peasants’ Revolt in southern Russia, gathering a regiment of some three hundred to four hundred men from around her home town, none of whom had any idea their commander was a woman. Initially, Arzamasskaia and her troops were successful, until the Tsar launched a campaign to crush the rebels. She was captured in December and sentenced to be burnt at the stake. Witnesses reported that she did not make a single sound as she died in agony, a warrior to the last.

‘Monsieur, you are indeed welcome. I surrender arms to you.’
Madeleine de Verchères


Born eight years after Arzamasskaia’s execution, the Canadian Joan of Arc was Marie-Madeleine Jarret (1678–1747). Known also as Madeleine de Verchères, she is credited with repelling a raid by the First Nation Iroquois on Fort Verchères in Quebec (then known as New France) when she was fourteen years old. Madeleine had been left alone with one elderly man and only two soldiers but, by rushing from place to place, firing cannons and muskets to give the impression the fort was better defended than it was, she won the day. After eight days, when reinforcements arrived, she gave over command of the fort. However, the governor of New France, Louis de Buade, Comte de Frontenac, did not mention Madeleine in his report of conflicts with the Iroquois that year and she did not seek recognition until 1699, when she wrote to the wife of the French Minister of the Marine, describing her role in the defence of Fort Verchères and petitioning for a pension.

Like many of our women lost to history, de Verchères’s life and achievements received little attention in the century following her death. But following the 1837 Rebellion in Lower Canada, she started to become seen as a heroine of French-Canadian history. During the First and Second World Wars, the story and image of Madeleine de Verchères were used to encourage Canadian women’s participation in the war effort, especially in Quebec.

‘What matters to God is your intention. Your intention is what God accepts.’
Kimpa Vita


Another extraordinary woman in her own right, the Congolese Joan of Arc, Kimpa Vita (c. 1684–1706), had a certain amount in common with her French namesake. As a young woman, Dona Beatriz Kimpa Vita had visions and attempted to reconcile Catholic doctrine with traditional African beliefs in order to unite the country, which had suffered from Portuguese aggression. When only in her teens, she launched a non-violent campaign for the liberation of the Realm of the Kongo, opposing all forms of slavery, both local and those linked to European colonization, leading thousands of people in the reconstruction of Mbanza Kongo. After a near-death experience in 1704, Vita believed she spoke with the voice of St Anthony, the patron saint of Kongo, and launched her own religion, Antonianism, the first Black Christian movement in sub-Saharan Africa. Hailed as a prophet and leader, she was captured at the instigation of Capuchin missionaries and, like Jeanne two hundred and fifty years before her, she was burnt at the stake as a heretic on 2 July 1706. She was twenty-one years old.

The Filipina Resistance leader Gabriela Silang (1731–1763) used sometimes to be known as the Joan of Arc of Ilocandia. She and her independence fighters besieged the city of Vigan, held by the colonial Spanish forces, on 10 September 1763. They failed. Silang was captured and executed ten days later. Her legacy endures – the Gabriela Women’s Party, established in 1984, was named after her.

The Spanish Joan of Arc is Agustina of Aragón (1786–1857), who defended Zaragoza against the French, first as a civilian and later as a professional officer in the Spanish army. Agustina is the only identifiable figure in Goya’s The Disasters of War and Byron wrote several stanzas about her in Childe Harold. It’s said that on 15 June 1808, during the battle for Zaragoza, Agustina loaded a cannon and fired on the French attackers, giving the fleeing Spanish inhabitants the courage to return to their city to defend it. She was one of the rare fighting women who survived to retire, marry and live until the grand old age of seventy-one.

‘The young intellectuals are all chanting, “Revolution, Revolution”, but I say the revolution will have to start in our homes, by achieving equal rights for women . . .’
Qiū Jĭn


The so-called Chinese Joan of Arc was Qiū Jĭn (1875–1907). A swordswoman and fighter, a pioneering feminist, a poet and essayist, she was the first woman to lead an armed uprising against the Qing Dynasty. She was also a women’s rights activist, fighting for equal rights and education, and against the practice of foot binding. Arrested by imperial forces in 1907, and charged with conspiracy to overthrow the government, she was beheaded in her home village at the age of thirty-one.

Aurora Mardiganian (1901–1994) survived the Armenian genocide during the First World War, where as many as one million Armenian women and men died at the hands of Ottoman Turks. They were executed, or died from starvation or disease, during the mass deportation death marches from eastern Anatolia to the Syrian desert. Although the figures are disputed, independent journalists and advisors bore witness to the atrocities and the forced conversion to Islam of Armenian women and girls. Kidnapped on the death march, and sold into slavery in Anatolia, Mardiganian managed to escape into Georgia, then to St Petersburg and finally, with the help of an aid agency, to New York. In collaboration with a screenwriter, she published a memoir, Ravished Armenia: the Story of Aurora Mardiganian, the Christian Girl Who Survived the Great Massacres. It was filmed as a silent movie, Auction of Souls, with Aurora playing herself, and predictably she became known in the British and American press as the Armenian Joan of Arc.

‘With my country threatened and my family in danger, I set about making preparations for war. From that time forward, my life was never the same.’
Ani Pachen


Finally, the woman the media referred to as the Tibetan Joan of Arc. Warrior nun Ani Pachen (1933–2002) led a force of around six hundred fighters against the Chinese invasion of neighbouring Buddhist Tibet in 1958, resisting the resulting genocide during which some six hundred monasteries are believed to have been destroyed. Though there are several versions to the story of Pachen’s early life, it appears she was in training to be a Buddhist nun. After her father’s death, she saw it as her duty to join the Resistance instead to defend her country and their way of life. She took part in the Tibetan Uprising in the capital city of Lhasa in March 1959, and after months of evading the Chinese, Pachen was finally captured. Brutalized and tortured over the next twenty years, she was kept in some of the harshest prisons in China – for nine months, she was shackled and kept in solitary confinement – but she never lost her Buddhist faith.

When she was released in 1981, during a slight thawing of relations between China and Tibet, Pachen continued to protest against the genocide and Chinese occupation. In danger of being re-arrested, she fled on foot through the Himalayas to Nepal in 1988. Her memoir, Sorrow Mountain: The Journey of a Tibetan Warrior Nun was published in 2000, two years before Pachen died in exile in India:

‘Life is impermanent, like lightning in the sky, like dewdrops on the grass. Our loved ones and our wealth last only a fleeting moment. The only changeless truths are the teachings of Buddha.’
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‘Our histories cling to us. We are shaped by where we come from.’
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie


MY GREAT-GRANDMOTHER LILY was born in 1849, at the height of a period of huge colonial expansion and conquest. All over the world women – as well as men – were taking up arms to resist the European invaders. Although, to my knowledge, Lily never wrote about politics or foreign affairs, I suspect her sympathies would have been with the British Empire, rather than with those fighting to guard or regain their independence and traditions, or those fighting against the enslavement of their people and the theft of their sovereign land.

So, let’s meet more of the courageous female leaders who resisted, persisted, insisted and, finally, enlisted.

Settling in the tropics of north-eastern Brazil, within a community of Afro-Brazilian people who’d freed themselves from slavery, Dandara (d. 1694) lived at the end of the seventeenth century. Palmares was a place of white sandy beaches, clear lagoons and coral reefs, but it was under attack from European invaders. Skilled in the Brazilian martial art of capoeira, Dandara fought fiercely, especially as tensions between the Portuguese and the Dutch escalated. A peace treaty signed in 1678 did not commit to an end to slavery, so Dandara refused to surrender and kept fighting for another sixteen years. Finally caught in February 1694, Dandara died by suicide rather than submit.

‘I am a warrior in a time of women warriors; the longing for justice is the sword I carry.’
Sonia Johnson


A century later in South America, Manuela Sáenz (1797–1856) was a prominent Ecuadorian revolutionary and women’s rights activist. Originally married to a wealthy English merchant, and living a socialite existence in Lima, Peru, Sáenz became involved in political and military affairs. Leaving her husband, she began an eight-year collaboration and relationship with Simón Bolívar that lasted until his death in 1830. After she prevented an 1828 assassination attempt against him, Bolívar began to call her ‘Libertadora del Libertador’ (the ‘Liberator of the Liberator’). Though in 1821 she had been awarded the highest distinction in Peru, the Caballeresa del Sol (the Order of the Sun), after her death Sáenz’s role was generally overlooked until the late twentieth century. Today she is recognized as both a feminist symbol of the nineteenth-century wars of independence and a key figure in her own right.

From South America to the West Indies, and one of the most famous women in Jamaican history, Nanny of the Maroons (c. 1686–c. 1733). Celebrated in poems, portraits and on the 500-dollar note, Queen Nanny was born in Ghana in 1686. Little is recorded about her early life, but we do know that she and other previously enslaved people sought refuge in the Blue Mountains region of Jamaica where they established a settlement, Nanny Town. The Maroons were descendants of enslaved people living independently and Nanny trained her warriors in the art of guerrilla warfare. She also was rumoured to use obeah – a form of spiritual and supernatural practice – to protect them from the British.

The fighting continued for six years, until Nanny Town was destroyed in 1734. It’s not clear if she survived and went into exile, or if she died in the fighting, but her legacy was secure. In 1739, another Maroon leader signed a peace treaty with the British and was granted five hundred acres of land, the settlement becoming known as New Nanny Town. Nanny was declared a National Hero – ‘the Order of National Hero’ – by the Jamaican government, the only woman to have been commemorated in this way and one of only seven recipients overall.

In West Africa in Dahomey, modern-day Benin, Seh-Dong-Hong-Beh (c. 1815/1835–after 1851) was a leader of the Dahomey Amazons. In 1851, she led an all-female army consisting of six thousand warriors against the Egba fortress of Abeokuta. In 1851, British naval commander Frederick Forbes drew Seh-Dong-Hong-Beh – which means ‘God Speaks True’ – in her uniform, armed with a musket and holding a captive’s severed head. A passionate abolitionist, Forbes had travelled to the Dahomey kingdom in 1849 – an empire that existed between 1625 and 1894 – determined to convince the king to stop the internal African slave trade. He described the female Dahomeyan army in detail, commenting on their lifestyle and behaviour. Many Amazons were enlisted as small girls of between eight and ten years of age, but his portrait shows a woman perhaps in her early twenties. Seh-Dong-Hong-Beh was not mentioned in the French army account during the Dahomey–French wars in 1890, so she might have died in battle or retired. The army was known for its fearlessness – in one of the final battles against the French, before Dahomey became a French colony in 1892, it’s said that only seventeen of the 434 Amazons came back alive. There are descendants of these warrior queens living in present-day Benin today.

‘If you, the men of Asante, will not go forward, then we will. We, the women, will. I shall call upon my fellow women. We will fight. We will fight till the last of us falls in the battlefields.’
Yaa Asantewaa


Showing the same kind of determination, Yaa Asantewaa (c. 1840–1921) was born in the Ashanti Empire, present-day Ghana, homeland of Nanny of the Maroons and a country rich in gold. The British attempted to take it by force in the 1890s. In 1900, they captured and exiled the king, but failed to recognize the importance of the queen mother, Yaa Asantewaa, who was ruling as regent. When the British governor-general attempted to occupy the throne, Yaa Asantewaa led a military operation in an engagement known as the War of the Golden Stool, or the Yaa Asantewaa War, besieging the British for three months. By September, although sixty of the Ashanti leaders had surrendered or been taken in battle, Yaa Asantewaa continued her campaign with her army of women warriors. She was finally captured; her lands became part of the British Gold Coast and she died in exile in the Seychelles in 1921.

The great Tamil warrior Velu Nachiyar (1730–1796) was the first Indian queen to wage war against the mighty British East India Company in 1780. Born in Tamil Nadu, Nachiyar was trained in martial arts, horse riding and archery. She was proficient in several languages including Urdu, French and English. In the mid-eighteenth century, she married the king of Sivagangai and ruled alongside him for twenty years. When he was killed in battle in 1772, Nachiyar escaped with their daughter and raised a 5,000-strong army with the help of the former Sultan of Mysore and several local feudal lords and merchants. One of her leading commanders was Kuyili (1700s–1780), who may or may not have been Nachiyar’s adopted daughter. Kuyili covered herself in ghee and set herself alight to destroy the British store of ammunition, so is considered the first suicide bomber and first woman martyr in Indian history. After Nachiyar had reclaimed her kingdom, she established her own women’s army, the Udaiyall, and ruled until her death in 1796. In 2014, a six-foot-high bronze statue of Nachiyar, her sword in hand, was erected in Sivagangai.

‘If defeated and killed on the field of battle, we shall surely earn eternal glory and salvation.’
Lakshmibai


Probably the most famous of the warrior queens fighting against British occupation in India is Lakshmibai, Rani of Jhansi (1828–1858). Born a century after Nachiyar, in the northern city of Varanasi – one of the seven sacred cities of Hinduism – she was raised in the company of boys and received an education usually denied to girls. As a result, Lakshmibai was a skilled horsewoman, often taking the reins rather than riding in a litter like most noblewomen of the time. Adept in martial arts, she married the Maharajah of Jhansi in 1842 at the age of fourteen. She had a son, who died four months after birth, so two years later they adopted a cousin’s boy to be their heir. When her husband died, the British governor-general annexed Jhansi, contravening a pre-existing agreement. The twenty-two-year-old queen refused to yield. She joined the Indian Rebellion against the British East India Company in 1857 and, possibly dressed as a man, led her troops into battle. She died in action.

In the early years of the nineteenth century in the northern United States, Indigenous peoples were also resisting the annexation of their lands by white settlers. Bíawacheeitchish (c. 1806–1858) – a name which means ‘woman chief’ – was a warrior of the Crow Nation and ‘two-spirit’, what today we might call non-binary. Bíawacheeitchish lived within the male culture of her tribe rather than the female – though she never adopted male clothing – took over the household of her adoptive father after his death and rose to be the third most important in the 160-strong council of chiefs. She had a reputation as a courageous fighter, leading raiding parties, and took four wives. Other women warrior chiefs of the Crow Nation include Akkeekaahuush (c. 1810–1880) – which means ‘Comes Towards the Near Bank’ – and Biliíche Héeleelash (c. 1837–1912), ‘Among the Willows’.
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ALTHOUGH MY GREAT-GRANDMOTHER wrote children’s stories about pirates, her adult fiction was very much set within historical or contemporary worlds that she knew. Yet nineteenth-century literature was awash with pirate stories: R. M. Ballantyne’s The Coral Island: A Tale of the Pacific Ocean came out in 1857; Walter Scott’s The Pirate was published in 1822; and Treasure Island by Robert Louis Stevenson, a third Scottish bestselling writer, was serialized between 1881 and 1882 in the children’s magazine Young Folks and published in book form in 1883. All of these pirate stories were firmly promoted as boys’ reading, so I think it’s likely that Lily’s sons, Reggie, Harry and Leader, might well have had the volumes on their bookshelves.

Many other pirate novels, like Emilio Salgari’s The Black Corsair and Rafael Sabatini’s Captain Blood, claimed to have been inspired by real buccaneers and pirates. But what about the women? We know that there were a few women who, out of necessity or a desire for adventure or revenge, also took to the seas and became ‘she-captains’.

In the fourteenth century, Jeanne de Clisson (1300–1359) was known as the ‘Lioness of Brittany’. Vowing to avenge her husband’s execution for treason in 1343, she acquired three warships with the assistance of the king of England, painted them black and fitted them out with red sails, then launched a campaign of terror against the French king and French ships in the English Channel. Her flagship was known as My Revenge and, for thirteen years, de Clisson ruled the Channel, running down ships and slaughtering their crew. All but one. She always left one man alive to carry her message of defiance.

A century later, Sayyida al Hurra (1485–1561), the queen of Tétoun in northern Morocco, was also a pirate commander, controlling the west side of the Mediterranean Sea in an alliance with the Turkish corsair Barbarossa of Algiers, who held the eastern waters. The title ‘al Hurra’ means the ‘free one’, suggesting that, from 1515 to 1542, she ruled as queen in her own right after the death of her first husband, and is most likely the last Islamic woman to legitimately have held such a title. She was a key protagonist in the sixteenth-century struggles between the Ottoman and Christian empires in Spain and Portugal.

Despite her liking for pirate stories, I doubt if Lily would have heard of Sayyida. But I’m sure she’d have been familiar with Gráinne O’Malley (c. 1530–c. 1603). A towering figure in sixteenth-century Irish history, Gráinne was head of the O’Malley clan who, for more than three hundred years, ruled the southern shore of Clew Bay and most of the barony of Murrisk. One of her many legends has it that when she asked to accompany her father on a trading trip to Spain, and was refused on the grounds that her long hair would catch in the ship’s ropes, she chopped off her hair rather than accept her father’s decision. The act earned her the first of her nicknames, Gráinne ‘Mhaol’, maol meaning bald or cropped hair. Later in life, when her lover was killed, she took revenge by storming his murderers’ castle at Doona and acquired a second nickname, the ‘Dark Lady of Doona’.

At her father’s death, Gráinne took the helm as captain of the fleet. In 1593, after her sons and her half-brother were taken captive, O’Malley sailed to England to petition Elizabeth I for their release.

Extraordinarily, given how she lived, Gráinne survived into her early seventies, and died of natural causes in 1603. Buried in the Cistercian abbey on Clare Island, she became a national folk hero, fictionalized in novels, films and plays. She is sometimes used as the personification of Ireland. A mighty seven-foot four-inch statue of O’Malley was unveiled at Westport House, in County Mayo, in 2003. Strong, determined, the statue of the pirate queen is again looking out over the western seaboard where, once, she ruled the waves.

The largest pirate fleet commanded by a woman that I’ve discovered was amassed by Zheng Yi Sao (1775–1844), the pirate queen of the South China Seas, who inherited her dead husband’s informal command over the entire pirate federation and led a fleet of possibly as many as sixty thousand pirates. When she was forced to surrender in 1810, she was in personal command of twenty-four ships and more than one thousand pirates.

But despite Zheng Yi Sao’s extraordinary achievements, in popular culture eighteenth-century female pirate history really belongs to two women, Anne Bonny (1697–1721) and Mary Read (1685–1721). Their lives read like a nautical sensation novel – embracing notoriety, courage, disguise, romance, impossible adventures, danger and glory. Read, who was born in England, began dressing as a boy when she was a child, first as a way to secure an inheritance, then as a way to enlist in the navy, fighting with British and Dutch forces against the French. Once peace was declared, and so now with no hope of advancement, Mary joined a ship bound for the West Indies. She was kidnapped by pirates, and aligned herself with their interests. Then, in 1720, she joined Anne Bonny and her partner, the notorious pirate ‘Calico Jack’ Rackham.

The Bonny and Read legend began.

‘If you had fought like a man, you needn’t be hanged like a dog.’
Anne Bonny


Anne Bonny was born in Ireland, though she moved to Carolina in North America when she was ten. She may have ‘married’ a female pirate, then did marry James Bonny, a sailor and pirate, but at some time after 1714, she and James moved to the Bahamas, which is where Calico Jack saw her and fell in love. When Bonny’s husband refused to divorce her, they fled the island, with Bonny disguised as a man, to crew Calico Jack’s ship.

With both Anne Bonny and Mary Read disguised, the trio spent years at sea in the Caribbean, with a price on their heads until finally, in October 1720, their ship was seized. Contemporary reports talk of how Read and Bonny were the only two left fighting, as the men cowered below deck. Arrested and condemned, Calico Jack was executed, but the women were both granted a stay of execution by ‘pleading the belly’ – that’s to say, claiming they were pregnant. And this is where the story ends. Read died in prison in April 1720, probably from postpartum fever. But Bonny? There is no record either of her release, or of her execution. A ledger in a church in Jamaica lists an Anne Bonny dying in December 1733. Other stories have her escaping to America and settling there. Who’s to say . . . The legend of Bonny and Read – and some of these other astonishing ‘she-captains’ – inspired the next novel in The Joubert Family Chronicles, The Ghost Ship.

Finally, one of the most extraordinary naval military commanders in history was also a woman. Known as the kapetanissa, Laskarina Bouboulina (1771–1825) was the heroine of the Greek War of Independence of 1821 and, it seems, the first woman to attain the rank of admiral.

Bouboulina was born in prison, but grew up hearing stories of sailing and the sea. Much of her life story is well known. She was widowed twice and left with seven children from two marriages, and a large fortune. She built up her own fleet of ships, including an eighteen-cannon warship, Agamemnon. On 13 March 1821, Bouboulina raised the Greek flag and began a naval blockade against the Turkish fleet, playing a key role in their defeat.

The later years of her life remain murky, and she was killed in a domestic dispute rather than in battle, but her legacy as a fearless and courageous woman lives on. The museum dedicated to her in Spetses has several items on display, including her favoured weapon. A gift from Tsar Alexander I, it’s a Mandinka sword of north-west African origin, fashioned to contain poison at its tip. The museum also displays her silk headscarf, beautifully embroidered with real gold and silver thread, and a bronze statue stands at the harbour entrance. Bouboulina’s hair is covered by a headscarf, her right hand resting on her sword. Her left shields her eyes as she looks out to sea, like Gráinne O’Malley.

A saint? One woman’s freedom fighter is another woman’s mortal enemy; it depends where on the divide you stand. The impulse to sanitize the past, to glamorize it and gloss over the violence or the cruelty, is to do history a disservice. All the same, we can still salute the determination of these warrior queens and pirate commanders who survived, as women, in a desperate and dangerous man’s world.
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Note from Lily to Sam about the death of her brother, July 1882
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THERE ARE, SOMETIMES, BURIED within documents, stories of such tragedy and loss that one wonders how they remained hidden. Within the Green and Watson families, was one such devastating secret.

While rummaging through a plain cardboard folder trying to verify another slippery date, I found a different kind of family tree. A partial document, in which not everyone is listed. In the bottom right-hand corner, there’s a white sticker with the name and an address in Sussex – Hadley Dean. In ink below, a date: February 1977.

The document is typewritten and, next to each name, either the letter ‘H’ is written in red biro or a capital ‘C’ is written in green. The heading is stark: ‘Haemophilia sufferers or believed sufferers and carriers or possible carriers only’.

The first recorded mention of haemophilia dates from the Talmud, when a ruling by Rabbi Judah decreed that a baby boy should not be circumcised if two of their older brothers had bled to death following the procedure. Other rabbinical rulings followed. In the tenth century, a Muslim doctor described cases of male members of the same family dying from excessive bleeding after a trauma. Some early treatments to try to induce blood clotting included injecting lime, bone marrow, oxygen, hydrogen peroxide and gelatin.

In 1803, Dr John Conrad Otto published a paper about a familial bleeding disorder that only affected males. Though the term ‘haemophilia’ dates from 1828, mostly it was known as the ‘bleeding disease’ and seen as a royal affliction of Europe. Queen Victoria was a carrier of haemophilia B, or factor IX deficiency, and passed the trait on to three of her nine children. Her beloved son Leopold, always a delicate child, was to die of a haemorrhage after a fall on 28 March 1884. He was thirty years old.

In the first years of their marriage, Lily was pregnant every other year. The family was living in Streatham and all six children were born there – Ethel in 1871, Reginald in 1873, Harold in 1875 and Winifred in 1879 at ‘Eversley’, then Arnold – known by his middle name, Leader – in late 1885, and my grandmother, Betty, on 12 December 1891 at ‘Poplars’.

Holding this family tree in my hand, I saw how all three of Lily’s sons were sufferers. In the letters I’ve read, I found no references to Reggie’s health and only once does she mention Harry was ill. In a diary entry from November 1900, Sam wrote: ‘Harry has quite broken down in health.’ But that crisis clearly passed.

Leader, on the other hand, was more seriously ill. Like his brothers he was sent away to school – first to Margate, then to Eastbourne – but he was often sent home. In a letter from ‘Poplars’ on 10 April 1895, Lily wrote: ‘Leader is a fearful handful. He has been in mischief and causing a great commotion all the morning and my nerves are all on edge. I don’t know what to do for I cannot bear a further three weeks of it.’ The letter is conversational, as if she is speaking to Sam, and it’s one of the very rare occasions when she mentions her writing: ‘Have been writing, but under difficulties. Only five more chapters, hurrah!’ I think this must be A Fortunate Exile, which was published in 1896. Lily finishes with her customary ‘I shall not write on now. You are not forgotten by your loving wife.’

Leader’s letters from school are sweet. He writes to Ethel to make sure she is looking after his goldfish, and to Winnie about her attempts at catching butterflies, and signs off: ‘Your loving brother Leader Watson always needing stamps!’ His letters to his mother are more formal, reporting diligently on fishing expeditions and how he is learning new dance steps. But I assume his health was deteriorating because, by May 1898, Leader had been brought closer to home and was attending a day school in Streatham. His report says he ‘is intelligent and promising’, but that he has been ‘seriously handicapped by absence from school’.

Lily seems to have spent the August of 1898 with Leader in St Leonard’s on the East Sussex coast, no doubt hoping that the sea air would do him good. But her son was dying. In the deed box, I found a letter to Sam dated 1 September detailing what the doctor had said and reassuring him that Leader is a ‘shade better’. Did Lily believe this, or was she simply trying to comfort her husband?

The following day, there’s a telegram written in pencil: ‘Leader passed peacefully away about 3pm – funeral cannot be here – home by eleven-thirty today – break it gently.’

Reading Leader’s death certificate, I discovered he had died after three days of haemorrhaging from his mouth and gums. Three days. Just the thought of those terrible and endless hours at his bedside, with Lily unable to help her son as she watched him die, is heartbreaking.

Haemophilia was incurable. For Lily, the horror of this illness would not have been new. Of her four brothers, three were haemophiliac – only Edwin escaped – and there’s mention in family documents of two other brothers who did not survive long enough to be registered, suggesting that perhaps those ghost children were sufferers too.

Sixteen years earlier, Lily had been at another death-bed in her parents’ house. There’s a scribbled note I found to Sam in the deed box: ‘Dearest, Alfred died peacefully this morning’. At the bottom of the page, Sam has added in his precise, tight handwriting: ‘Received this from my wife 8 July 1882’.

Their eldest daughter Ethel never had children, but Winifred would turn out to be a carrier. It’s the only reference to the ‘family weakness’ I’ve been able to find in Lily’s letters. On 19 July 1904, Lily would write two letters on one day from the Lake District, the first with the happy news that Winnie’s suitor had proposed. ‘Well, my darling – this is one more great event in our pleasing lives together. Mr Scott is writing to you.’ Lily continues: ‘haemophilia must be spoken of, in justice to him’. In a second letter, written hours later and marked ‘2nd update’, she repeats it: ‘I presume you will leave all details e.g. the family weakness till that interview’.

One of Winnie’s sons would be a sufferer and, in 1910, her daughter would die after only a few weeks of life. My grandmother, Betty, was tested too and proved negative, as did my aunt Margaret and my cousin Anne. On our side of the family, the illness seems to have died out within three generations.

I wonder if Lily saw her son’s death as God’s will and accepted it, or raged against the unfairness? I could find no letters talking about what she felt after Leader had gone – perhaps because she and Sam were together at ‘Poplars’? Or maybe it was simply too difficult to express. I wonder, too, if her faith made the loss easier to bear? Sam was in no doubt – in his diary, he writes: ‘We are all terribly distressed but feel it is for the best. We shall see him again.’ Was Lily as sure?

Lily never wrote explicitly about haemophilia in articles that I’ve been able to find, nor does the condition appear in any of her books. But her third novel, In the Days of Mozart, published in 1891, has a relationship between an older sister and a delicate brother at the heart of the story. Set in Austria in the late eighteenth century, Rudolph, a musician and composer, is suffering from tuberculosis. Elsa, older and stronger, sacrifices her chance of happiness in order to care for him. It’s a story about duty, about female responsibility, about the transcendent power of music and faith, about endurance in the face of hardship and injustice. The novel ends with Rudolph dying in Elsa’s arms, taking him ‘far, far beyond the reach of her sympathy or tender care’. An experience Lily had already been through twice before.

There is also, always, the erroneous idea that those in the past mourned less than we would do at the loss of someone beloved. It’s true to say expectations were different then. Life expectancy in the 1870s was only 42.1 years for women and 39.6 years for men. In 1893, there were 159 perinatal deaths for every 100 live births. Until the early 1900s, the life expectancy for boys with haemophilia was only thirteen years. Would Lily have been aware of these harsh odds? Even if she were, would knowing the odds make the grief and the fear of loss any less fierce?

On the page, death can be beautiful to write, dramatic even. A moment of resolution or closure. That is not how it feels in real life.
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Susan La Flesche Picotte (1865–1915)
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Sophia Jex-Blake (1840–1912)
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Dorothy Hodgkin Crowfoot (1910–1994)
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Mothers of Invention
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‘The idea of winning a doctor’s degree gradually assumed the quality of a great moral struggle, and the moral fight possessed immense attraction for me.’

Pioneer Work in Opening the Medical Profession to Women 
Elizabeth Blackwell, 1895

HAEMOPHILIA IS STILL INCURABLE, but today there are effective treatments to encourage clotting. And much more is known about the condition.

In 1925, Von Willebrand’s disease – which has similar markers to haemophilia – was first recognized by the Finnish physician Erik von Willebrand. In 1937, doctors discovered clotting problems could be corrected by adding platelet-free plasma, called antihaemophilic globulin. And in 1944, Argentine physician Alfredo Pavlovsky identified haemophilia A and haemophilia B as two distinct diseases. We also now know that women can suffer from haemophilia too, though very rarely because it’s linked to the X-chromosome that only women carry.

In the 1930s, snake venom was still being used to help blood clotting. Hospital-based plasma transfusions continued until the 1950s. By 1960, the life expectancy for a boy or man with severe haemophilia was still only about twenty years of age. Then, in 1965, the American physician Judith Pool (1919–1975) discovered cryo-precipitation, a process for creating concentrated blood clotting factors, which significantly improved the quality of life for haemophiliacs.

None of this would be in time to save Lily’s brothers or her son, but it’s an example of how the women (and men) of science and medicine can transform lives. So, here are women physicians and physicists, chemists, biologists, mathematicians, engineers and computer scientists, whose quest for knowledge changed the world.

‘It is important to note early that women’s historically subordinate “place” in science (and thus their invisibility to even experienced historians of science) was not a coincidence and was not due to any lack of merit on their part . . . It was due to the camouflage intentionally placed over their presence in science.’
Margaret Rossiter


As we have seen, it was the American science historian Margaret W. Rossiter who coined the phrase the ‘Matilda Effect’ to refer to the deliberate suppression of the contributions of female scientists within research, as well as the frequent crediting of their work to male counterparts. Rossiter believes that because few male historians were willing to write about female scientists, or their achievements, it meant that even if a woman was visible within her lifetime, her work quickly became invisible after her death. It’s all about the recording – who records what and who values it. The further back in time one goes, the harder it is to discover the names of any individual physicians or healers. And, even when women’s names were recorded, those who wish to erase women’s contributions can either ignore them or suggest they were somehow symbolic, rather than real. That’s the case with one of the two earliest recorded women healers in Ancient Egypt.

It’s not certain if Merit Ptah (c. 2700–c. 2200 BCE) was a real person. Originally thought to be a physician at the Pharaoh’s court during the Second Dynasty, it’s now suggested that she was a twentieth-century invention of Canadian feminist, medical historian and obstetrician Kate Campbell Hurd-Mead (1867–1941). But Peseshet (c. 2613–2494 BCE), who probably lived under the Fourth Dynasty, did exist and is considered by historians to be the first verified female physician. An inscription found at the tomb of Akhet-Hetep at Giza suggests Peseshet’s title was ‘lady overseer of the female physicians’ and she might also have trained midwives at Sais, a town on the western Nile Delta. Like many Egyptian temples, the Temple of Sais had an associated medical school with female students as well as teachers, particularly in gynaecology and obstetrics. A surviving inscription found at Sais reads: I HAVE COME FROM THE SCHOOL OF MEDICINE AT HELIOPOLIS, AND HAVE STUDIED AT THE WOMEN’S SCHOOL AT SAIS, WHERE THE DIVINE MOTHERS HAVE TAUGHT ME HOW TO CURE DISEASES.

In Classical Greece, women could train as doctors – though they were very much in the minority thanks, in part, to Aristotelian ideas of the humours and supposed differences between women and men. In Politics, Aristotle wrote: ‘the male is by nature superior and the female inferior, the male ruler and the female subject’. Much of his reasoning was based on the idea that women – impulsive, deceitful, jealous – were mentally as well as physically different from men. His unfortunate attitudes greatly influenced ideas of what women were considered capable of doing. But there were opportunities for midwives to receive medical training and to become iatromea, a doctor-midwife.

Though some question whether or not she was a real person, Agnodice (fourth century BCE) is usually credited as the first female physician and midwife in ancient Athens. The Roman historian Gaius Julius Hyginus wrote in his Fabulae that she studied medicine and practised in Athens disguised as a man, because women were forbidden to work as physicians on male patients. As her popularity with female patients grew, rivals accused her of inappropriate behaviour. She was tried and was forced to reveal her own sex by lifting her tunic. The charge was changed from immorality to illegally practising medicine – a no-win situation – but her patients defended her and she was acquitted. The law against female physicians in Athens was subsequently revoked.

Though there were many barriers to women practising as physicians, it wasn’t uncommon for the daughters and wives of celebrated doctors to follow in the family tradition. Antiochis of Tlos (first century BCE) was a Roman physician who began working alongside her father in the ancient hilltop citadel of Tlos, now on the southern coast of Turkey. Unusually, Antiochis did not concentrate primarily on pregnancy and childbirth, but treated illnesses that afflicted both men and women. In 1892, an Austrian expedition found a pedestal to her there, the inscription of which read: ANTIOCHIS OF TLOS, DAUGHTER OF DIODOTUS, COMMENDED BY THE COUNCIL AND THE PEOPLE OF TLOS FOR HER EXPERIENCE IN THE DOCTOR’S ART, HAS SET UP THIS STATUE OF HERSELF.

One of her successors, Metrodora (c. 200–400 CE), was a Greek physician and the author of On the Diseases and Cures of Women, the world’s oldest medical textbook written by a woman. The work was often referenced by other female physicians and medical writers in ancient Greece and Rome. Covering many areas of medicine (though, oddly, not obstetrics), it was later translated and published in medieval Europe.

‘We cannot live in a world that is not our own, in a world that is interpreted for us by others. An interpreted world is not a home.’
Hildegard of Bingen


THE IDEA OF a polymath, someone who is skilled in many different areas, dates from fifteenth-century Italy, and the phrase ‘Renaissance man’ – or ‘Universal Man’, Uomo Universale – is still in current usage. But, here’s the thing, the original Renaissance man might actually have been a woman who lived four centuries earlier.

Hildegard of Bingen (c. 1098–1179), also known as Sibyl of the Rhine, could feature in many chapters of this book. A renowned composer, a poet, a Christian missionary and a prolific writer on natural and scientific subjects including botany and medicine, she entered the Benedictine convent at Disibodenberg at the age of fourteen and became a great religious leader, founding communities throughout Germany and conducting preaching tours. Her writings – which include some four hundred letters, a morality play and musical compositions – make up one of the largest surviving bodies of medieval work. She’s included in this chapter because Hildegard is also considered Germany’s first female physician.

A respected advocate for scientific research, Hildegard was an early promoter of the use of herbal medicine to treat ailments, often using herbs from the physic garden of her convent. Around 1150, in her book Physica, she catalogued the use of herbs in medicinal treatment, though she diagnosed and gave treatment using both classical and contemporary texts too.

In the European Middle Ages, many women worked as herbalists, midwives, surgeons and healers. Hildegard was an exceptional person, but she was far from the only one. We have the names of twenty-four women described as surgeons in Naples, in Italy, between 1273 and 1410, and references have been found to some fifteen female physicians, many of them Jewish, in Frankfurt between 1389 and 1497. Hildegard is another of the thirty-nine women celebrated at the table of Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party. Her place setting is inspired by a Gothic cathedral, her plate painted as a rose window.

‘A medical man likes to make psychological observations, and sometimes in the pursuit of such studies is too easily tempted into momentous prophecy which life and death easily set at naught.’
George Eliot


Trota of Salerno (early twelfth century) is also present at The Dinner Party table, described as a ‘physician and gynaecologist’. Now, it’s generally accepted that ‘Trotula’ refers to a group of three texts on women’s medicine – and other medical issues – that were composed by more than one author in the twelfth century. There was, however, a woman identified as Trota, the most celebrated of the so-called ‘Ladies of Salerno’, the first and most important medical school of its time founded in the ninth century. By the twelfth century, the Trotula were some of the most celebrated sources of medical knowledge in Western Europe. Conditions of Women, Treatments for Women and Women’s Cosmetics were written in Latin and circulated, anonymously at first, throughout medieval Europe, from Spain to Ireland, Poland to Sicily. In opposition to Christian belief of the time – namely, that women should suffer during childbirth as punishment for Eve’s sin – the texts advocated for the use of opiates during labour and challenged medical orthodoxy by suggesting men might also be infertile. Some 130 copies have survived, as well as more than 60 copies of medieval vernacular translations, testament to how widely they were read and how much they were valued. They remained key texts on women’s diseases for some five hundred years. Her place at The Dinner Party has an image of the tree of life. As of 2024, the Brooklyn Museum, where the original artwork is exhibited, has not updated the information on either Trota’s name nor the supposed date of her death.

Other female physicians associated with Salerno include Rebecca Guarna (c. 1200) who published treatises on fevers, embryos and urine, and Constance Calenda (fifteenth century), who lectured on medicine and became a professor at the University of Naples.

It seems Italy was far ahead of the curve in terms of allowing women to train and practise as physicians. There are few extant records of female physicians in medieval England in the thirteenth century. Two sisters, named Solicita and Matilda, were recorded working in Hertfordshire. We know, of course, that women were midwives and sage-femmes – literally, wise women – and every village and small town would have someone who was trusted in the traumatic, often fatal, but everyday drama of childbirth.

It was at the University of Bologna, the birthplace of modern anatomical study, that the first woman recorded as practising pathology and anatomy, Alessandra Giliani (1307–1326), was a student. Giliani is a good example of the ‘Matilda Effect’, as male commentators later challenged whether or not she had existed at all – some even claiming she was an invention by Machiavelli, others admitting she existed but thinking she was written out of history because the idea of a woman practising anatomy was seen as too challenging. And, though it’s true that all evidence of her work was either lost or destroyed, a plaque at the Church of San Pietro e Marcellino in Rome describes her achievements. Contemporary historical documents record that Giliani was a brilliant prosector, a preparer of corpses for anatomical dissection, and confirms that she carried out her own experiments.

Only a generation later, Dorotea Bucca (1360–1436) was to hold a chair of medicine and philosophy at the University of Bologna for over forty years.

‘It is better and more becoming that a woman clever and expert in the art should visit a sick woman . . . a woman would allow herself to die before she would reveal the secrets of her illness to a man . . . Thus it is that the laws say that lesser evils should be permitted, so that greater ones may be avoided.’
Jacobina Felice de Almania


In Paris in 1322, the Florentine physician Jacobina Felice de Almania (fourteenth century) was put on trial for unlawful medical practice. Known for treating men as well as women, she conducted physical examinations and prescribed potions and herbs – in other words, she used traditional female skills alongside more contemporary medical techniques. Despite eight witnesses testifying to her excellence, she was found guilty – in part on the grounds that since a woman could not be a lawyer, she could also not be a doctor – and together with her fellow accused, she was excommunicated. After that, her name disappears from the records. This cuts to the heart of the challenge facing women in the medieval period: they could not practise without a licence, yet were not admitted to schools of learning in order to gain a licence. De Almania’s court case is considered one of the pretexts for women being banned from academic study in France until the nineteenth century.

A century later in China, Tan Yunxian (1461–1554) was a herbalist and physician during the Ming Dynasty in China. Descended from a family of physicians, Tan learned her skills from her grandparents and her father. Her medical practice was restricted to treating women and so-called ‘women’s complaints’, such as problems with menstruation, miscarriage, infertility and postpartum fatigue. Tan Yunxian also practised the burning of moxa, or dried Artemisia, on specified parts of the body. Since this required the physician to touch the patient, male doctors were not allowed to perform this treatment on women. In 1511, she published Miscellaneous Records of a Female Doctor, thirty-one case studies, making it the earliest known printed record of a female physician’s work. The studies also included accounts of treating illnesses not specific to women, such as nausea and skin rashes.

‘It is my deliberate opinion that the one essential requisite of human welfare in all ways is scientific knowledge of human nature.’
Harriet Martineau


THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE with gathering evidence of named female physicians is, as we’ve seen, that women worked in the shadows because they were often not allowed to practise legally in most countries. The Royal College of Physicians in London admitted that it used the silence on women in its founding documents as an excuse for excluding women from membership until the early twentieth century, taking its lead from a 1511 Act of Parliament that called women doctors ‘the great multitude of ignorant persons’ carrying out ‘the Science and Cunning of Physick and Surgery’.

When women do appear in the records, it’s usually because they are being prosecuted for practising medicine – in other words, when their disguise has been discovered. Now and then, we catch a glimpse of what must have been reality for many. Trying to do good, always fearful of being betrayed or caught, working to the flickering light of candles. The first woman so far discovered to be recorded as practising medicine in Elizabethan England was Alice Leevers (sixteenth century). She was prosecuted in 1586, the legal document describing her as an ‘unskilled woman, and a demented old wife’. Henry Carey, 1st Baron Hunsdon and cousin to Queen Elizabeth, intervened and Leevers was – exceptionally – allowed to continue her vocation.

We’ve also noted women following in their parents’ footsteps. Many wives worked with husbands. Having been widowed, Susan Reeve Lyon (seventeenth century) appears in the records of both the Royal College of Physicians and the Society of Apothecaries. As we’ve seen with printing and publishing, widows were allowed to inherit their husband’s trade and continue working, so the guild allowed Lyon to maintain the business and supervise an apprentice. However, marrying again put her foul of the law. She was summoned before the college censors in February 1631 and banned from making any more medicines, despite the college acknowledging her skill. And although Nicholas Culpeper is well known, it was actually his wife Alice Culpeper (1625–1659) who was responsible for the publication of many of his works after his death, securing his reputation – and her unwarranted anonymity. Another woman working with her husband was Anna Manzolini (1714–1774), a fabled anatomist, anatomical wax modeller and lecturer on anatomical design at the exceptional University of Bologna. Together with her husband, she founded an anatomy school and worked dissecting bodies, setting the standard for generations of anatomists to follow. Extraordinarily, after the death of her husband, she was given a dispensation by the Pope – after a rigorous examination – to continue working as a demonstrator of anatomy to medical students at the university.

Born nearly a decade later, Elizabeth Nihell (1723–1776) trained as a midwife at the Hôtel-Dieu in Paris, since there was no equivalent school in Britain. She spent her career working in London, when female midwives were in competition with male doctors. She campaigned against male midwives and, in 1760, having attended over nine hundred births, wrote A Treatise on the Art of Midwifery Setting Forth Various Abuses Therein, Especially as to the Practice with Instruments. She wrote that women who used male midwives had ‘sunk to so low a degree of cheapness [to] a sort of prostitution’. Harsh words, indeed.

‘Unless I am allowed to tell the story of my life in my own way, I cannot tell it at all.’
Mary Seacole


In contrast, our next medical pioneer, you might feel, needs no introduction. Today, she is a superstar and one of the most written about women of the nineteenth century. But the story of the rise and fall of her reputation is a sobering reminder of how easy it is for even the most famous women in their day to disappear from history, and how much celebrating the achievements of women of the past really matters.

Mary Seacole (1805–1881) was a nursing pioneer, healer and businesswoman. Tireless, dogged, brilliant and determined, she was born in Jamaica to a white Scottish father and a Black mother, from whom she learned many of her healing skills. In the 1820s, Seacole travelled to London, then to Cuba, Haiti and the Bahamas. She nursed victims of the 1850 cholera epidemic in Kingston and in Panama the following year, before returning to Kingston during the yellow fever outbreak of 1853.

But it is for her work in Crimea that she is best known. Unsupported by the authorities, Seacole decided to fund her own passage to what is now Ukraine and set up her own ‘British Hotel’, offering care for wounded and convalescent soldiers. She quickly became a legend, so much so that when she returned to Britain with little money after the conflict ended in 1856, a four-day fundraising gala took place on the banks of the Thames for her in 1857 to support ‘Mother Seacole’. Her autobiography, Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole in Many Lands, came out the same year and was a huge bestseller.

Fame, though, failed to protect her legacy. Class and racism, too, played their part, not least in that many historians of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries chose not to consider Seacole’s achievements part of British history, even though she was a British citizen. After her death in 1881, she largely vanished from the record for almost a century and was only brought back to prominence by the tireless efforts of campaigners including the Mary Seacole Trust. Now there is a blue plaque at her former home in Soho Square and, in 2016, a statue to her was erected in the grounds of St Thomas’s Hospital on London’s South Bank. Her grave is at St Mary’s Catholic Cemetery in Kensal Green, a carved stone palm tree on the headstone, with her name and dates picked out in gold. In 2004, she was voted the greatest Black Briton in a poll of more than ten thousand people.

‘I attribute my success to this – I never gave or took any excuse.’
Florence Nightingale


Born fifteen years after Seacole, Florence Nightingale (1820–1910) also founded a Crimean field hospital, in Scutari just outside Istanbul. Her achievements were lauded at the time: Nightingale implemented a system of hygiene and ventilation, massively reducing the death rate for wounded soldiers, although the figures were still high. On returning to England, she devoted her life to social and public health reform and, in 1858, was admitted to the Royal Statistical Society. Like Seacole, ‘the lady with the lamp’ worked to professionalize nursing, founding a training school and sending nurses to care for the poor and disadvantaged in workhouses. They both achieved extraordinary things, but Seacole’s reputation was allowed to dwindle whereas Nightingale’s was protected. She was a middle-class woman, well connected in British society; she published more than 150 articles and was a celebrated statistician too. But both pioneers deserve to be remembered, not set against one another as competitors but rather celebrated as contemporaries living lives of extraordinary public service. Inspired by Seacole and Nightingale, the 1901 Census recorded that there were some 68,000 nurses working in the UK.

Known as the ‘Florence Nightingale of America’ and the ‘Angel of the Battlefield’, Clara Barton (1821–1912) was the founder of the American Red Cross. A teacher and feminist pioneer, she served as a nurse during the American Civil War. Her name appears on the tiled floor of Chicago’s The Dinner Party.

‘We had seen great suffering but greater courage. We had learned to take responsibility and to act on our own when required. We had learned to be patient.’
Emma Duffin


In the twentieth century, the Northern Irish nurse, diarist and welfare worker Emma Duffin (1883–1979) would write about her experiences, first during the First World War and then during the Second World War. Despite having no professional training or nursing experience, together with three of her sisters Duffin enlisted as a nurse in the Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD), working first in Alexandria in Egypt, then in Le Havre in France.

She kept a diary and, though much less known than Testament of Youth by feminist and pacifist Vera Brittain, Duffin’s record of active service is just as important an account of women at the Front. Between the wars, she worked for the Belfast Council of Social Welfare, campaigning for subsidized housing and giving free legal advice. She took up her pen again after the outbreak of the Second World War and, like other former VADs, began nursing, particularly during the Wehrmacht’s Blitz bombing of Belfast in 1941. Duffin donated her writings, including her diaries, to the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland. On International Women’s Day 2017, a blue plaque was erected at her former home on University Square, Belfast.

‘It may be that the issues I have raised today as the lone woman here, have been defeated. But one day there shall be many of us standing here and you will listen to our voices then!’
Senedu Gebru


Also active during the Second World War, Senedu Gebru (1916–2019) was the founder of the Ethiopian Red Cross. An educational campaigner, freedom fighter, feminist, playwright and poet, she was educated in Switzerland and Paris. Senedu returned to Addis Ababa in 1933 to teach, while also working as an interpreter for foreign journalists. During the Second World War, she joined the Resistance. She was captured by Mussolini’s forces, but survived.

In 1957, she was the first woman to be elected to the Ethiopian Parliament and, in 1960, became the vice-president of the Senate. She wrote in Amharic and in 1950 published her only book, a collection of poems, short stories and songs, under the title YaLebbe Meshaf (Book of My Heart).

‘My whole life is devoted unreservedly to the service of my sex. The study and practice of medicine is in my thought but one means to a great end . . . the true ennoblement of woman.’
Elizabeth Blackwell


WE COME, NOW, to the first of our founding mothers of modern medicine, Elizabeth Blackwell (1821–1910). A woman driven to make other women’s lives better, her story marks the beginning of a sea-change in medicine in the English-speaking world. Like Seacole and Nightingale, though Blackwell’s legacy is secure, we shouldn’t ever forget how hard she worked to make it so.

Born in Bristol in 1821, her family emigrated and settled in Ohio ten years later. Blackwell was a talented musician and raised funds to pay for her medical training by working as a music teacher in North Carolina. Rejecting a professor’s suggestion that she should disguise herself as a man in order to trick her way in, she was refused by more than ten medical schools. She persisted and, on 23 January 1849, became the first woman in the United States to take a medical degree. Blinded in one eye in that same year – the year my great-grandmother Lily was born – Blackwell was unable to become a surgeon as she’d hoped, so instead focused on general medicine.

She co-founded the New York Infirmary for Indigent Women and Children, the Woman’s Medical College of the New York Infirmary and a medical college for women which pioneered a four-year course with extensive clinical training. On New Year’s Day 1859, she was the first woman in the UK to have her name entered in the General Medical Council’s medical register. In 1871, she co-founded the National Health Society, and she supported the founding of the London School of Medicine for Women. Her autobiography Pioneer Work in Opening the Medical Profession to Women was published in 1895.

At her place setting of The Dinner Party, the ‘E’ on the front of the runner beneath her plate is embroidered with a stethoscope.

‘Nowhere in Europe was the woman who wished to study medicine so stubbornly opposed as in Britain.’
Elizabeth Garrett Anderson


The second of our mothers of medicine, who had to endure huge opposition from within her own family as well as from the wider medical establishment, was born fifteen years after Blackwell. Another with many firsts to her name, Elizabeth Garrett Anderson (1836–1917) was the first woman to gain a medical qualification in Britain. Her many achievements include joining the British Medical Association in 1873 – no other women would be invited to join for another nineteen years – and, in 1874, co-founding the London School of Medicine for Women, the first hospital in the UK to be staffed wholly by women and the only teaching hospital in Britain to offer medical courses for women. In 1883, she became the dean, the first female dean of any medical school in Britain. She was also the first female doctor of medicine in France. A political campaigner and suffragette, in 1909 she became the first elected female mayor for the town of Aldeburgh in Suffolk. There is a blue plaque at her former home in Upper Berkeley Street, London.

‘. . . but that very many women have wished that they could be medically attended by those of their own sex I am very sure, and I know of more than one case where ladies have habitually gone through one confinement after another without proper attendance, because the idea of employing a man was so extremely repugnant to them.’
Sophia Jex-Blake


The third of our founding mothers of nineteenth-century medicine is Sophia Jex-Blake (1840–1912), physician, teacher and suffragist and the best-known of the Edinburgh Seven.

Jex-Blake began studying medicine at the University of Edinburgh in 1869, though the university charged women higher fees and insisted they attend separate classes. There was significant opposition from some male students and lecturers, and the female students endured a campaign of bullying and physical intimidation. The flashpoint was an anatomy exam on 18 November 1870, a notorious engagement that would become known as the Surgeons’ Hall Riot. When the seven women arrived, they were confronted in the street by two hundred or so male students who abused them, pelting them with mud, and the college’s pet sheep was driven into the exam hall to disrupt the examinations.

It was a mis-step on the part of their male opponents. Though none of the women were allowed to graduate, the Surgeons’ Hall Riot turned out to be a turning point. There was a public outcry and headlines in the Edinburgh newspaper, The Courant, and public opinion turned in their favour. Jex-Blake led the Edinburgh Seven to file a lawsuit against the university for failing to allow them to complete their medical education. They passed their exams and won the lawsuit, but lost on appeal, so were forced to take their fight to Parliament. Jex-Blake completed her medical education in Switzerland and, in 1877, she and four other women passed their medical exams at the College of Physicians in Dublin, Ireland. Jex-Blake went on to become the first practising female doctor in Scotland and co-founded the London School of Medicine for Women with Garrett Anderson.

Thanks to their efforts, a new Medical Act was passed in 1876, but change would come slowly and incrementally. Thirty years later, only twelve women doctors were recorded in the 1901 Census, though there were some 1,740,800 domestic servants, representing half of all women in paid employment.

Women’s work . . .

In 2019, on the 150th anniversary of their matriculation, the Edinburgh Seven were awarded posthumous degrees. A plaque was unveiled at the University of Edinburgh by Anne, Princess Royal (b. 1950) and seven current female students at Edinburgh accepted the degrees on their behalf.

The Edinburgh Seven were: Isabel Thorne (1834–1910); Mary Anderson Marshall (1837–1910); Sophia Jex-Blake; Emily Bovell (1841–1885); Edith Pechey (1845–1908); Matilda Chaplin (1846–1883); and Helen Evans (1833/1834–1903).
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THE ‘GLASS CEILING’ – a phrase to describe the often-invisible barriers women come up against in their careers – was coined by the American management consultant Marilyn Loden (1946–2022) at a conference in May 1978. Every one of the female doctors trying to acquire a medical education and permission to practise or research would understand what this meant.

One of the few ways in which the glass ceiling can be cracked, broken and shattered is by sheer force of numbers. Once something’s been done once, it’s then easier for it to happen a second time, then a third – even if each subsequent victory is slow in coming. And, of course, it’s worth repeating there may have been other ‘firsts’ who were not recorded. But, still, let’s celebrate more women who were first in their country or their field, helping to chip away at that glass ceiling for the women following after them.

Kusumoto Ine (1827–1903) was, so far as we know, the first woman to practise Western medicine in Japan. She was the daughter of a Japanese mother and a German father, a doctor who worked on the island of Dejima, previously a Portuguese and then a Dutch trading colony. During the Edo period it was the only place of direct trade and exchange between Japan and the outside world, where foreigners might work. Kusumoto’s reputation soared after she qualified as a doctor of Western medicine. Something of a folk heroine, her life has been celebrated in novels, plays, comics and musicals.

Her contemporary Rebecca Crumpler (1831–1895) was the first recorded African American woman in the United States to earn a medical degree. Crumpler worked for eight years as a nurse before being accepted at the New England Female Medical College in Boston. She completed her training in 1864, becoming the first Black graduate in the school’s history.

Jane Waterston (1843–1932) was the first female doctor in South Africa. Arriving from Scotland in 1867, she was appointed superintendent of a new girls’ section at the Lovedale Missionary Institute. She trained at the London School of Medicine for Women in 1880, before working in a private practice in Cape Town where she established a ‘Ladies Branch of the Free Dispensary’, an organization that cared for mothers and trained midwives. Given the South African title Noqataka, ‘the mother of activity’, for her work in disadvantaged communities, Waterson became the second woman to be made a fellow of the Royal College of Physicians of Ireland in 1925 and, in 1929, was made a doctor of laws by the University of Cape Town.

Constance Stone (1856–1902) was forced to leave her native Melbourne to study because the university would not accept women. She trained first in Pennsylvania, received her MD in Toronto and, inspired by the New Hospital for Women in London, returned to establish a sister organization in Australia. Stone was the first woman to be registered with the Medical Board of Victoria and worked in private practice with her sister Clara Stone (1860–1957). In 1899, she was one of eleven female doctors in Melbourne who founded the Queen Victoria Hospital for Women run ‘by women, for women’.

The obstetrician and surgeon Matilde Montoya (1859–1939) was the first woman to practise medicine in Mexico. A campaign was waged against her by male doctors, but she applied to the National School of Medicine in Mexico City and was accepted on her second attempt. Once there, male students and other surgeons again tried to intimidate her but, fearless and determined, she graduated in 1887. In 2019, Google celebrated her 160th birthday with a doodle of Montoya with her stethoscope around her neck.

Her counterpart in India was Kadambini Ganguly (1861–1923), the first Indian woman to practise Western medicine in India and one of the first Indian women awarded with a degree in modern medicine. Rukhmabai (1864–1955) was another of the trailblazing women to practise in British-controlled India. She was also involved in a landmark case in the 1880s involving her own marriage as a child bride – the marriage was eventually dissolved, sometimes it’s suggested on the order of Queen Victoria herself, to whom Rukhmabai made a direct appeal. Her campaigning ultimately contributed to the Age of Consent Act in 1891.

Susan La Flesche Picotte (1865–1915) was the first Indigenous woman in the United States to take a medical degree. The daughter of an Omaha chief in north-east Nebraska, Picotte taught at a Quaker school on the Omaha reservation before being accepted to medical school. Returning home after graduating at the top of her class, Picotte looked after a population of more than one thousand three hundred people and helped drive political reform. Battling years of racism and sexism, and unequal healthcare for Indigenous people, in 1913 she finally opened a hospital in the reservation town of Walthill.

Eloísa Díaz (1866–1950) was the first woman to become a doctor of medicine not just in Chile but in all of South America. In 1898, she was appointed director of Santiago’s School Medical Service and went on to found nurseries and healthcare centres for the poor, school camps and school breakfast services, and waged campaigns against tuberculosis and alcoholism.

Díaz was a contemporary of Irishwoman Emily Dickson (1866–1944), who was not only the first female fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland, but also the first female fellow of any of the royal colleges of surgery in Great Britain and Ireland.

Emily Siedeberg (1873–1968) was New Zealand’s first female medical graduate. The daughter of an Irish Quaker and a German-Jewish architect, Siedeberg grew up in Dunedin. Appointed Medical Superintendent at St Helen’s Hospital, Dunedin, in 1905, she was a founding member of the Dunedin branch of the New Zealand Society for the Protection of Women and Children and became Honorary Life President in 1949.

The first female radiologist in the UK was the Irish physician Florence Stoney (1870–1932). Like many of her fellow travellers, Stoney attended the London School of Medicine for Women, before going on to establish an X-ray department at the Elizabeth Garrett Anderson Hospital for Women in 1902. During the First World War, Stoney helped to organize a unit of women volunteers alongside the Women’s Imperial Service League and the Belgian Red Cross, then worked as head of the X-ray and electrical department at Fulham Military Hospital from 1915 to 1918, one of the first female physicians employed there full time.

Margaret Cruickshank (1873–1918) was only the second woman in New Zealand to complete a medical course in 1897 and was New Zealand’s first registered female doctor. She spent her entire career in Waimate in the South Island, visiting patients on horseback, by gig, or bicycle. She worked tirelessly during the flu epidemic of 1918, before it claimed her life. Five years later, the town’s grateful residents erected a statue in her honour inscribed to: THE BELOVED PHYSICIAN FAITHFUL UNTO DEATH. It is one of New Zealand’s few memorials to a woman other than Queen Victoria.

Czech physician Anna Honzáková (1875–1940) was the first woman doctor to graduate from the Charles-Ferdinand University in Prague in 1902. She ran a private gynaecological surgery in Prague for thirty-five years and created a fund to support poor and sick women. Working to honour other women in her field, she wrote a biography of Anna Bayerová (1853–1924), the second Czech female doctor after the Bohemian medic Bohuslava Kecková (1854–1911). Neither was allowed to practise in their home country, because their degrees were from Swiss universities and so not recognized.

Petronella van Heerden (1887–1975) was a pioneering gynaecologist and the first Afrikaner woman to qualify as a doctor. Her PhD thesis on endometriosis, awarded in 1923 in Amsterdam, was the first doctoral thesis written in Afrikaans. Van Heerden settled in Cape Town, served on the committee of the Cape National Party in 1924, and published two memoirs – Candle Snuffings (1962) and The Sixteenth Cup (1965) – as well as articles on feminism, lesbianism and sexual identity, and critiques of gender inequality. She was also a keen archaeologist. There’s a fabulous photograph of her, lying face down in the dirt with her tools around her, excavating the Natufian graveyard at Wady El-Mughara at Mount Carmel in Palestine in 1931, taken by her friend and leading Palaeolithic archaeologist Dorothy Garrod (1892–1968). Garrod, who was director of the excavation, became the first woman to be awarded a professorship at the University of Cambridge, in 1939.

María Teresa Ferrari (1887–1956) was the first female university professor in any discipline in Latin America and one of the first permitted to teach, though, like her European sisters, Ferrari had to fight to be awarded her professorship. An Argentine educator, physician and women’s rights activist, she was a pioneering researcher in women’s health, using radiation therapy rather than surgery for treating uterine tumours and developing a scope that revolutionized vaginal examination.

Hilana Sedarous (1904–1998) was the first female Coptic doctor in modern Egypt. Having trained and qualified in London in 1930, she returned to Cairo and opened a private clinic specializing in obstetrics and gynaecology. After retiring, she became an author and translator of children’s books.

Meanwhile, Irene Ighodaro (1916–1995) was a Creole physician and social reformer, the first woman from Sierra Leone to qualify as a medical doctor, and Susan Ofori-Atta (1917–1985) was the first Ghanaian woman to earn a university degree and the first female doctor in Ghana. She helped establish the Women’s Society for Public Affairs and was one of the founding fellows of the Ghana Academy of Arts and Sciences.

Elizabeth Awoliyi (1910–1971) was the first woman to practise as a surgeon in Nigeria. The first West African woman to earn the licence of Royal Surgeon in Dublin, in 1938 she became only the second West African woman to qualify in orthodox medicine, after Agnes Yewande Savage (1906–1964), who’d graduated in medicine from the University of Edinburgh in 1929. A member of the Royal College of Physicians in the UK and the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecology, Awoliyi also held a diploma from the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health. She began her career at the Massey Street Hospital in Lagos, becoming medical director in 1960. An advisor to the Federal Ministry of Health, she was also President of the National Council of Women’s Societies of Nigeria from 1946 until her death in 1971.

Finally, Dorothy Brown (1919–2004) was the first African American female surgeon in the South of the United States and, in 1959, was the first African American woman to be made a fellow of the American College of Surgeons.

This list of pioneering women to celebrate attests to the fact that the driving force for many women wanting to work in medicine in the nineteenth century, as it had been in the distant past, was to be able to give women the specific care they needed and deserved, appropriate to female needs. Not just pregnancy and childbirth, but every other condition or ailment that might affect women from cradle to grave.

‘As for private practice, I sometimes wonder whether it was not easier to make a start in the old days, when a woman doctor could count on the loyalty of a group of devoted feminists who would choose a woman because she was a woman.’
Alice Hamilton


THERE IS LITTLE in Lily’s letters about her own health. Every now and again, there are comments that suggest she might be suffering from some kind of depression or fatigue, but she is never explicit. She makes no reference to her health during her pregnancies, nor her experiences during childbirth, but that is no more than one might expect from a woman of her time writing to her husband. It’s possible she might have been less guarded with her daughters or her own mother, though I doubt it. Lily’s primary definition of herself was as a wife, a mother, a Christian – not a woman.

‘A modern and humane civilization must control conception or sink into barbaric cruelty to individuals.’
Marie Stopes


A complete history of the struggles of women with fertility and childbirth is beyond the scope of this book. But there are two names that stand out in the context of contraception. Both Margaret Sanger (1879–1966) in America and Marie Stopes (1880–1958) in the UK were pioneers in the campaign for women’s reproductive rights. Stopes was a palaeobotanist and the first female academic at the University of Manchester. The publication of her sex manual Married Love, in 1918, shone a spotlight on the subject of birth control for the first time. She founded the first birth control clinic in Great Britain in 1921, and gradually built up a network across the UK, run by midwives and supported by visiting doctors. Free and open to all married women, the clinic gave advice on birth control including the cervical cap, coitus interruptus and spermicides based on soap and oil, as well as the use of olive oil-soaked sponges – a technique dating back to Agnodice and Antiochis in Greek and Roman times. For all the good they did, both also supported troubling and racist ideologies – Sanger opposed a woman’s right to choose and was a eugenicist, as was Stopes, who opposed mixed-race marriage.

In every period of history, and almost every culture, male control over women’s reproductive rights has been a key way in which women’s choices are limited – battles that are still raging today, from North America to Poland to Honduras, El Salvador and Nicaragua. There are currently twenty-two countries in the world that prohibit abortion altogether, even if the mother’s life is at risk, and many more with severe restrictions. In March 2022, a proposed bill in Missouri in the United States attempted to make it illegal for a woman to get an abortion even in the case of an ectopic pregnancy – quite literally, a death sentence. In June 2022, just fifteen words from the Supreme Court was all it took to overturn nearly fifty years of precedent and remove the constitutional right to access abortion for 40 million US women. The fight for Roe v. Wade to be reinstated is only just beginning. Women’s rights over their own bodies are being eroded in an unprecedented way in the twenty-first century.
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THERE WERE, OF course, women working in research as well as on the front line as medical practitioners. Developments in the treatment of haemophilia would come too late for Lily’s son, Leader, but she would not have been unaware that, in hospitals and laboratories throughout the world, scientists were striving to create vaccines and treatments for illnesses that had previously proved fatal. In 1924, the year my father was born, children in France would start to be vaccinated with BCG, named after the two French bacteriologists who invented it – Albert Camette and Camille Guérin.

In America, biologist Mary Jacobi (1842–1906) was researching menstruation, partly in order to challenge many of the fallacies used to justify discrimination against women. The first woman to study medicine at the University of Paris and the first to be accepted into the New York Academy of Medicine, Jacobi also created the Association for the Advancement of the Medical Education of Women to address inequalities in the training of female students.

Fellow American Nettie Stevens (1861–1912) originally trained as a teacher to fund her studies, so it wasn’t until she was in her thirties that she moved to Stanford and began her research in earnest. She was, in fact, the biologist and geneticist who discovered sex chromosomes, following on from the work of Gregor Mendel in the late nineteenth century – though her work was misattributed to male scientists and went unacknowledged for some years. In 1906, her male colleagues appeared at a conference to present their theories on sex determination, but Stevens was not invited to speak . . .

The pioneering chemist Alice Augusta Ball (1892–1916) developed the ‘Ball Method’, a ground-changing treatment of Hansen’s Disease – leprosy – by delivering a water-soluble injection of chaulmoogra oil, a substance derived from the seeds of the tropical evergreen tree. Ball was the first woman and first African American to receive a master’s degree from the University of Hawaii. She was also the university’s first female professor and first African American professor of chemistry. Ball didn’t get to see the results of her work. She died at the age of only twenty-four in 1916 from chlorine poisoning. The college president continued her work and it quickly became a worldwide treatment used until the 1940s, but he failed to credit her initial discovery. It was only thanks to a brief mention in a 1922 medical journal, where it was stated how Ball had created the chaulmoogra solution, that her name wasn’t lost to history. In 2000, the University of Hawaii placed a dedication plaque to Ball underneath its only chaulmoogra tree and, seven years later, posthumously presented her with its Medal of Distinction.

‘And so this is the satisfactory thing about science, you see, that sometimes the answer is the answer that you get.’
Janet Vaughan


In contrast to Alice Ball, a scientist whose name needs little introduction is the extraordinary Janet Vaughan (1899–1993). Vaughan was a friend of Virginia Woolf and, in part, the inspiration for the characters of Chloe and Olivia in A Room of One’s Own. Working at University College London in the early 1930s, Vaughan secretly gave anaemic patients liver, rather than dosing them with arsenic, having used herself as an early guinea pig. A British physiologist, academic, and academic administrator, her ground-breaking research into haematology and blood transfusions would lead to the creation of London’s first blood banks during the Second World War. She was one of the first civilians to enter the concentration camp Bergen-Belsen at the end of the war, served as Principal of Somerville College, Oxford, from 1945 to 1967, received her damehood in 1957, became a fellow of the Royal Society in 1979 and continued her research into radiation well into her nineties.

The most celebrated female chemist of all time is, without doubt, the Polish-French scientist Marie Skłodowska Curie (1867–1934). Honoured not just for her work, but for the difference she made to the opportunities of so many women coming after her, she is the towering scientist of her generation.

Because the University of Warsaw did not accept women in the 1880s, Curie studied mathematics and physics in Paris. Working with her husband, she discovered that uranium emitted rays and, in 1898, coined the term ‘radioactivity’. In November 1903, they shared the Nobel Prize in Physics with Henri Becquerel, although the committee had to be persuaded that Marie was an equal partner. She won the Nobel Prize again in 1911, this time in Chemistry – and without sharing the honour – for her discovery of two elements, polonium and radium. In addition to her Nobels, her list of ‘firsts’ is dazzling – the first female physics professor at the Sorbonne, the first woman to win any Nobel Prize, the first person and only woman to win a Nobel twice, and the only person to win in two different field; and, in 1995, Curie became the first woman to be entombed for her individual achievements in the Panthéon in Paris.

Adrienne Rich’s poem ‘Power’, written in 1974, paid tribute to Curie and the physical suffering she endured in the name of research:

She died a famous woman denying

her wounds

denying

her wounds came from the same source as her power.

Her daughter Irène Joliot-Curie (1897–1956) won a Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1935, the year after her mother’s death. They are the only mother and daughter to both have been celebrated by the Nobel Committee. Like her mother, Irène died of leukaemia caused by excessive exposure to radiation.

Until the twenty-first century, the Nobel Committee had a poor track record in honouring the work of women in science. Too often, it was assumed that the woman was merely an assistant to her male colleagues rather than an equal partner – the ‘Matilda Effect’ in action. Since 1901, there have been fifty-eight female Nobel laureates across all disciplines, but fewer than 3 per cent of Nobel science winners are women: four in physics; seven in chemistry; and twelve in physiology or medicine. To date, no Black women or other women of colour have received a Nobel Prize in these categories.

Lise Meitner (1878–1968) is one of the most notorious examples of the ‘Matilda Effect’. In 1944, she was denied a share of the Nobel Prize in Chemistry, which was awarded exclusively to Otto Hahn for their joint work. Sometimes referred to as the ‘German Marie Curie’ (though Meitner was actually Austrian), she was part of the team that discovered the radioactive isotope protactinium-231 in 1917. She was the first woman to graduate from the University of Vienna and the first woman to become a full professor of physics in Germany, though she lost her position in the 1930s because of the discrimination and mounting violence against Jewish people. In 1938, she fled to Sweden where she lived for many years, ultimately becoming a Swedish citizen.

Meitner was nominated nineteen times for a Nobel Prize in Chemistry between 1924 and 1948, and twenty-nine times for a Nobel Prize in Physics between 1937 and 1965. Perhaps the most important scientist never honoured by the Nobel Committee, the chemical element 109 meitnerium was named after her in 1997.

Asima Chatterjee (1917–2006) was an Indian organic chemist. Her research included ground-breaking anti-epileptic and anti-malarial drugs. Chatterjee was the first woman to receive a doctorate of science from an Indian university and become a fellow of the Indian National Science Academy in 1960, the first woman to win the Shanti Swarup Bhatnagar Award in chemical science in 1961 and the first female scientist elected General President of the Indian Science Congress Association. To this list of pioneering women to be celebrated we should add Sarah Gilbert (b. 1962), who designed the Oxford/AstraZeneca COVID-19 vaccine, and Hungarian biochemist Katalin Karikó (b. 1955), who was pivotal to the creation of the Pfizer COVID-19 vaccine.

‘I was captured for life by chemistry and by crystals.’
Dorothy Hodgkin Crowfoot


The first British woman to win a Nobel Prize in Chemistry – and only the third woman overall – was Dorothy Hodgkin Crowfoot (1910–1994). However, the Daily Mail headline on 30 October 1964 read: ‘Oxford housewife wins Nobel Prize’. Other newspapers followed suit, the Daily Telegraph pointing out she was a ‘mother of three’. Many of the interviews asked how she coped with juggling her domestic responsibilities and scientific work . . .

A ‘married mother of three’ she might have been, but Hodgkin Crowfoot was absolutely one of the greatest scientists of the twentieth century, whose research revolutionized the lives of millions. She proved it was possible to have both a family and a career. Her first major discovery came in May 1945, when she decoded the molecular structure of penicillin by the use of X-rays. In 1954, she published the structure of vitamin B12, which would prove essential for the treatment of anaemia. In 1969, she discovered the structure of insulin, which significantly improved treatment for diabetes. She is one of very few women in science besides Curie – another being the American geneticist Barbara McClintock (1902–1992) – to have won a solo award.

Rosalind Franklin (1920–1958) is sometimes known as the ‘wronged heroine’ or the ‘Dark Lady of DNA’, another Nobel laureate that never was. An English chemist and X-ray crystallographer, her work was central to the understanding of the molecular structures of DNA. Yet her colleague Maurice Wilkins not only shared her work with fellow biologists without her permission, but also allowed the ‘double helix’ theory to be published in Nature magazine in 1953 without even acknowledging her. Watson, Crick and Wilkins won the Nobel Prize in 1962 for their work, four years after Franklin’s death at the age of only thirty-seven. Watson did state that Franklin should have been awarded a Nobel in Chemistry too, but the Nobel Committee claimed they could not nominate posthumously.

Three final, life-changing Nobel laureates. Trudy Elion (1918–1999), the American biochemist and pharmacologist, shared the 1988 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine for the development of new drugs including the game-changing AIDS anti-viral drug AZT. The German-born theoretical physicist Maria Goeppert-Mayer (1906–1972) jointly won the 1963 Nobel Prize in Physics, only the second woman to do so after Marie Curie, for her revolutionary work in discovering how the nucleus was structured. In 1986, the Maria Goeppert-Mayer Award for early-career female physicists was established in her honour. It would not be until 2018 that Canadian optical physicist Donna Strickland (b. 1959) would be the third woman to be honoured in this category.

And two more who got away. Austrian scientist Marietta Blau (1894–1970) was a particle physicist. Credited with developing photographic nuclear emulsions, Blau was also nominated several times during the period 1950–1957 for the Nobel Prize in Physics and once for the Nobel Prize in Chemistry. She never won, and the Chinese-American particle and experimental physicist Chien-Shiung Wu (1912–1997) was denied her share of Nobel recognition too. Shiung Wu worked on the Manhattan Project to develop nuclear fission and the nuclear bomb, helping to develop a process for separating uranium into uranium-235 and uranium-238. She conducted the eponymous Wu Experiment, a discovery which resulted in her two male colleagues winning the 1957 Nobel Prize in Physics. Wu’s nicknames include the ‘Queen of Nuclear Research’, the ‘First Lady of Physics’ and, predictably, the ‘Chinese Madame Curie’.

‘My wish is that through the use of atomic energy, cancer treatment will be within the reach of the masses, just as aspirin is’.
Sameera Moussa


Egypt’s first female nuclear researcher was Sameera Moussa (1917–1952). She studied at Fuad I University in Cairo and became its first female faculty member. She specialized in gas thermal convection and later received her PhD in atomic radiation. Moussa believed in the concept of ‘Atoms for Peace’. She might have achieved this, except during a research trip to the University of California in America in 1952, her car was forced off the road. Though the driver jumped free, Moussa was killed immediately. The case remains unsolved, though there have been many suggestions that it was the work of the Israeli Intelligence and Secret Service organization, Mossad.

Katharine Burr Blodgett (1898–1979) might need little introduction, but we should celebrate her achievements all the same. The first woman awarded a doctorate in physics from the University of Cambridge and the first female scientist at General Electric, she invented ‘invisible glass’, hugely important not only for spectacles and lenses, but also for film cameras and periscopes. On 13 June 1951, ‘Katharine Blodgett Day’ was celebrated in her home town of Schenectady, New York, where she lived with her partner, Gertrude Brown.

‘The unforgotten moments of my life are those rare ones which come after years of plodding work, when the veil over nature’s secret seems suddenly to lift, and when what was dark and chaotic appears in a clear and beautiful light and pattern.’
Gerty Cori


Gerty Cori (1896–1957) was born into a Jewish family in Prague. In 1922, she and her husband left Europe for the comparative safety of the United States. Despite attempts to discriminate against her employment in favour of her husband’s, they continued to work as a team. In 1947, she was the first woman to be awarded the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine, awarded jointly with her husband, for their discovery of the catalytic conversion of glycogen, which revolutionized treatment for diabetes.

‘Above all, don’t fear difficult moments. The best comes from them.’
Rita Levi-Montalcini


Another Nobel laureate, the magnificent Italian neurobiologist Rita Levi-Montalcini (1909–2012), was a pioneer in the field of the treatment of cerebral palsy and other neurological diseases. Her life is the stuff of legend. Born in Turin to Italian-Jewish parents at the beginning of the twentieth century, she had to fight fiercely to be allowed to train as a doctor at all, beginning her training at the University of Turin. Her academic career was cut short by Mussolini’s introduction of anti-Semitic laws barring Jewish people from academic and professional careers. Refusing to be defeated, Montalcini set up her own makeshift laboratory in her bedroom and kept working in secret – an experience brought to the small screen some fifty years later as part of the science documentary The Life and Times of Life and Times.

In 1945, Montalcini was invited to Washington University in St Louis to attempt to replicate some of her ground-breaking home laboratory experiments. She succeeded and was offered a research associate position, a post she held for thirty years. She was made a full professor in 1958 and, in 1963, became the first woman to receive the Max Weinstein Award, given by the United Cerebral Palsy Association. In 1986, she was jointly awarded a Nobel Prize in Physiology for research into the nerve-growth factor NGF and, in 2009, became the first centenarian Nobel laureate. There are plenty of photographs, including several with Montalcini sipping a glass of champagne. But my favourite is her standing at a lectern in a black suit, with crisp white blouse, delivering a lecture at the age of a hundred. A tiny woman, with a cloud of white hair and a mischievous smile, she was still changing the world in her second century.

‘We rise to the knowledge of truth, like those giants who climbed up to the sky by standing on the shoulders of one another.’
Emilie du Châtelet


EACH OF THESE extraordinary scientists was, in part, building on the work of women who had gone before them, working in the fields of physics, mathematics and astronomy.

Over a hundred years before Curie was born, the French natural philosopher and mathematician Emilie du Châtelet (1706–1749) published the ground-breaking Foundations of Physics in 1740. Tackling three of the major issues facing natural philosophers in the early eighteenth century: the problem of bodies, the problem of force, and the question of appropriate methodology, the book was circulated widely, republished and translated into other languages, and turned much of accepted thinking on its head. She also translated Newton’s Principia Mathematica from Latin into French. Published posthumously in 1756 – and heavily referenced in Diderot’s Encyclopédie, one of the most significant works of the French Enlightenment – du Châtelet’s remains the standard translation, even today.

Marie-Sophie Germain (1776–1831) was a brilliant German mathematician who wrote under the male pseudonym of Monsieur LeBlanc. Learning from books and lecture notes begged, borrowed or stolen from the newly established École Polytechnique in Paris, Germain engaged leading mathematicians in dazzling, written mathematical debate, only later revealing she was a woman. Nearly a hundred years before the Nobel Prizes were launched, Germain was the first woman to win a prize from the Paris Academy of Sciences in 1816.

Working a century later, Amalie Noether (1882–1935) was a leading German-Jewish mathematician, particularly in the field of algebra. She developed theories of rings and fields, and discovered the connection between symmetry and conservation laws, known as Noether’s theorem.

‘Last night, when sweeping over a part of the heavens with my 5-feet reflector, I met with a telescopic comet.’
Caroline Herschel


German astronomer Maria Kirch (1679–1720) was the first woman to discover a comet, though her discovery was initially attributed to her husband. But the most celebrated female comet hunter of the eighteenth century was fellow countrywoman Caroline Herschel (1750–1848).

Having contracted typhus as a child, Herschel grew to only just over four feet tall, and lived a confined life with very little formal education until she was twenty-two. Exchanging Hanover for Bath, where her brother William was teaching music and staging concerts, Herschel was sent to join him with the intention of pursuing a career as a singer. It’s the kind of European story my great-grandmother Lily would have loved – the relationship between Germany and England, with music at the heart of it. But the Herschel siblings’ joint passion for astronomy soon eclipsed their commitment to music and, soon after William’s discovery of the planet Uranus in 1781, they moved to Windsor and Caroline’s career in astronomy began.

Herschel discovered eight comets and has many other firsts to her name: she was the first woman in England to receive a salary as a scientist; the first to publish scientific findings in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society; the first awarded a Gold Medal of the Royal Astronomical Society in 1828; and, in 1835, the first woman to be named an honorary member of the Royal Astronomical Society, along with Mary Somerville. Herschel is another of the thirty-nine stars honoured at the table in Chicago’s The Dinner Party. Her runner is iridescent with the gold stars of the night sky and a telescope is entwined within the capital ‘C’ of her name.

‘Are you not convinced daughters can also be heroic?’
Wang Zhenyi


The Chinese astronomer Wang Zhenyi (1768–1797) was born eighteen years after Herschel. She refused to accept the limitations placed on her because of her sex, and educated herself in astronomy, mathematics, geography and medicine. Publishing articles entitled ‘Dispute of the Procession of the Equinoxes’, ‘Dispute of Longitude and Stars’ and ‘The Explanation of a Lunar Eclipse’ among others, Wang put forward ideas that would become the foundation for astronomy in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Her rallying cry for girls to be given the same opportunities as boys has become an anthem for women in science all over the world.

‘Teaching man his relatively small sphere in the creation, it also encourages him by its lessons of the unity of Nature and shows him that his power of comprehension allies him with the great intelligence over-reaching all.’
Annie Jump Cannon


Fifteen years after Herschel’s death, one of the brightest lights of American astronomy was born. Annie Jump Cannon (1863–1941) was a data scientist, one of the so-called ‘Harvard Computers’, an all-female group working with Edward Pickering to map and define every star in the visible universe. Cannon had lost almost all of her hearing as a child, so had been taught at home by her mother, who instilled in her a love of the stars.

Nicknamed the ‘census taker of the sky’, Cannon had to fight to be acknowledged for her contributions – there are many who think the Harvard Classification Scheme of Stars should be known as the Cannon Classification Scheme. Cannon joined the ‘Harvard Computers’ in 1896, after Williamina Fleming (1857–1911), who originally had been Pickering’s maid, and Antonia Maury (1866–1952), who came from a family of astronomers and insisted on her work being attributed if Pickering wanted to retain her services. Cannon published her first catalogue in 1901, and was made Curator of Astronomical Photographs at Harvard in 1911, after years of being overlooked and underpaid. On the eve of the First World War, she was admitted as an honorary member of the Royal Astronomical Society.

Another of the ‘Harvard Computers’ was Henrietta Swan Leavitt (1868–1921), who, like Annie Cannon, was also deaf. Leavitt changed how we saw the world when she published a paper in 1912 showing how the distance of a star from the Earth could be measured. The tools she developed for measuring the size and rate of the expansion of the universe are still used in 2022.

‘Young people, especially young women, often ask me for advice. Here it is, valeat quantum. Do not undertake a scientific career in quest of fame or money. There are easier and better ways to reach them. Undertake it only if nothing else will satisfy you; for nothing else is probably what you will receive. Your reward will be the widening of the horizon as you climb. And if you achieve that reward you will ask no other.’
Cecilia Payne


Born in the twentieth century, Cecilia Payne (1900–1979) was a British-born astronomer and astrophysicist. Having completed her studies at Cambridge (though not allowed to take her degree), she moved to Harvard in the United States, where she was the first woman to be promoted to full professor from within the university. The first person ever to earn a PhD in astronomy from Radcliffe College, Payne essentially established what the universe is made of by discovering that stars were composed primarily of hydrogen and helium. Her ground-breaking conclusion, published in her 1925 doctoral thesis, was initially rejected because it contradicted the scientific wisdom of the time, but independent observations eventually proved her discoveries were correct. In 1926, at the age of twenty-six, she became the youngest scientist to be listed in American Men of Science, and refused to give up working when she married and had children.

The bias against female scientists didn’t vanish in the twentieth century, but things became a little easier in the UK after the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act was passed in 1919. Some of the women named here are better known than others, but listing their achievements alongside those who came before them is important in helping to give a fuller picture of all the discoveries in medicine, virology, engineering and science that have made our world what it is today. Mothers of invention, all.
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WOMEN WERE MAKING their mark in the field of engineering too.

Dorothée Pullinger (1894–1986) was a British engineer. Originally denied membership of the Institution of Automobile Engineers – on the grounds that ‘a person’ in their constitution meant ‘a man’ – Pullinger nonetheless worked as a ‘lady superintendent manager’ for seven thousand female munitions workers making shells. In 1919, she became a founder member of the Women’s Engineering Society and helped establish an engineering college for women. She was the first person, male or female, to realize that women needed a different design for cars. At the age of thirty, driving a Galloway, Pullinger was the winner of the Scottish Six Day Car Trial and was the first woman member of the Institution of Automobile Engineers. Returning to munitions work during the Second World War, she was the only woman appointed to the Ministry of Production’s industrial panel. In 2012, she became the first woman to be inducted (albeit posthumously) into the Scottish Engineering Hall of Fame.

‘Way is being made by electricity for a higher order of women – women set free from drudgery, who have time for reflection; for self-respect.’
Caroline Haslett


Caroline Haslett (1895–1957) was an English electrical engineer and administrator. One of the founding members and first secretary of the Women’s Engineering Society, as well as editor of its journal, The Woman Engineer, she was the first female member of the Federation of House Builders. Haslett became the first director of the Electrical Association for Women in 1925, her chief motivation being to harness the benefits of electrical power to emancipate women from household chores.
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THANKS, IN PART, to Margot Lee Shetterly’s 2016 book Hidden Figures: The Untold Story of the African American Women Who Helped Win the Space Race, the names of other pioneering women of space are becoming better known. Picking up Annie Jump Cannon’s mantle, Dorothy Vaughan (1910–2008) was an African American mathematician and ‘human computer’ who worked for the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA) and NASA. Having been passed over for promotion for many years, in 1949 she became acting supervisor of the West Area Computers, the first African American woman supervisor. Vaughan later headed the programming section of the Analysis and Computation Division (ACD) at Langley, famously the headquarters of the CIA.

Katherine Johnson (1918–2020) was another of the trailblazing African American mathematicians working at NASA in the period after the Second World War. Johnson’s calculations were essential to the beginning of the Space Shuttle programme. In 2015, she was presented with the Presidential Medal of Freedom by Barack Obama. In 2019, she was awarded the Congressional Gold Medal and, in 2021, Johnson was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame.

The third of our ‘hidden figures’ is Mary Jackson (1921–2005), who worked at NACA and NASA with Johnson and Vaughan. Jackson started at the segregated West Area Computers in 1951, but took advanced engineering classes and, in 1959, became NASA’s first female African American engineer. In 2019, she was posthumously awarded a Congressional Gold Medal and in 2021, the Washington, DC headquarters of NASA was renamed the Mary W. Jackson NASA Headquarters.

During the same period, the ‘Mother of Computer Science in China’, Xia Peisu (1923–2014), was the leading developer of China’s first indigenously designed general-purpose electronic computer. Hu Qiheng (b. 1934) led the National Computing and Networking Facility of China, overseeing China’s connection to the internet in 1994. In the Soviet Union, mathematician and computer scientist Rozetta Zhilina (1933–2003) developed algorithms and computer programmes for solving problems in physics, mechanics and nuclear weapons. In India, Sanghamitra Mohanty (1953–2021) worked in the fields of artificial intelligence, image and speech processing, as well as weather prediction.

And last but by no means least, the British computer scientist and a near contemporary of Jackson, Johnson, Vaughan and their fellow ‘human computers’, Mary Berners-Lee (1924–2017). A mathematician and early computer scientist, she was based at the University of Manchester working on Mark 1, Ferranti Mark 1 and Mark 1 Star computers. Berners-Lee also helped develop a programme for the RAF to track weather balloons and interpret their readings. She was clearly an inspiration and role model to her son, Tim, inventor of the world wide web.

‘Think big. That’s what I have always been encouraged to do and it works. Throughout my life, I’ve been taught that anything is possible.’
Martha Lane Fox
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Winnie and my grandmother, Betty, 1894
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LILY MIGHT HAVE BEEN very much a Victorian wife and mother, but she was not afraid to speak her mind. In one letter, dated 1 March at ‘Eversley’– so probably written in the late 1870s – she takes her husband to task for sending the ‘usual’ telegram saying he will not be home to dinner. The letter points out that the household is organized around his needs, that other ‘professional men’ do manage to include dinner ‘in their day’s programme’, and essentially asks him to do better. Equally interesting is that she encloses two cheques – ‘one for bank, other to be cashed’ – which confirms that it is her money, at this point, that is keeping the household afloat.

In another, when Sam is clearly worried about something, Lily gives him advice. Dated 5 June 1879, it is lovingly but essentially a ‘buck-up’ letter:

‘First – does not past experience show that your forebodings are invariably unfulfilled? Second – that worrying never does the least good? Third – have you not acted in the best interests so there is no cause for self-reproach? . . . Cheer up and take courage. Even if things seem dark, they will brighten, as in the past. Your loving wife, Lily’

Unless other letters come to light, there’s no way of knowing what prompted this. But it’s possible that Sam was – on this occasion – right. A crisis was brewing.

In 1880, a scandal put their comfortable life under threat. Robert Watson, a cousin and one of Sam’s partners at Bouverie Street, out of the blue disclosed ‘his falsifications and forgeries’. It was revealed he had been defrauding the firm for some time and siphoning the other partners’ savings, leaving Sam and the other partners with heavy liabilities. By this time, Lily and Sam had two sons and two daughters and though there was never any question of them losing their house – surely Lily’s parents would have stepped in – the spectre of ruin must have been devastating. In 1876, Lily’s father, Reverend Samuel Green, had resigned as Principal of Rawdon College and moved to London to take up a post as an editor at the Religious Tract Society, so they were close neighbours and would have been aware of what was happening.

Sam wrote of their debt to his friend Leopold Salomons, who lent them money and financial advice. ‘But for him,’ Sam wrote in his diary, ‘I should this day be a beggar.’ Salomons remained a close friend. His is one of the first letters of condolence received after Leader’s death, preserved in Sam’s file of correspondence: ‘My dear old friend, this is as hard a letter to write as it will be to receive . . .’

Ten years before this crisis, the Married Women’s Property Act had been passed in 1870, thanks to the work of legal campaigners including Barbara Bodichon (1827–1891). It would be significantly extended in 1882, and across other British territories, effectively ending the practice of couverture whereby husband and wife were considered a single person in law (with the woman having few, if any, rights). This was a crucial reform because it meant that, up to a point, Lily’s own money was protected.

I’ve not yet found any letters from Lily to Sam about the crisis, so I don’t know how long it took for them to feel secure again. In a later letter, Sam will claim that both he and Lily are extravagant. However, at a partners’ meeting in December 1893 – interestingly, Lily was present – there is discussion about Sam’s inability to live within his means. Was it her money and prudence that eventually put the marriage back on an even keel?

I wonder, too, if this was perhaps the reason for a longer gap between children? Winnie had been born in the spring of 1879, just before Lily’s ‘buck-up’ letter to Sam, but Leader was not born until the end of 1885.

The financial crisis was significant for another reason. In her scrapbook, Lily’s granddaughter, my godmother Sister Katherine, claims that Lily began to write for a public readership because she needed to contribute to the household finances after Robert Watson’s embezzlement. This, again, is one of the challenges of research. It might well have been something Sister Katherine heard her grandmother say but, since she was only a child at the time, this as many of her reminiscences of Lily can’t be first-hand.

In this case, it is possible that Lily’s precarious family financial situation did encourage her to take up her pen. For Mrs Samuel Watson would, under the name of Lily Watson, begin to write for The Girl’s Own Paper.

Launched on 3 January 1880, the paper was published by the Religious Tract Society, costing one penny. Lily’s father was one of the editors who put together the sixteen three-column pages, with steel engravings and the first serial of two long stories, as well as a short story, three poems and articles – on the ‘Girlhood of Queen Victoria’ and ‘Fashionable Costumes of Long Ago’. There were also pieces on needlework and a competition inviting girls to write ‘an essay on the life of any one famous English woman, born in the present century’.

Exactly the kind of writing competition that might have caught my eye, as it happens . . .

The chief editor of The Girl’s Own Paper was Charles Peters, who worked there for twenty-eight years and died in harness. He had clear ambitions for the paper that it should be used to: ‘foster and develop that which was highest and noblest in the girlhood and womanhood of England . . . putting the best things first, and banishing the worthless from its pages’.

As the paper grew in reputation and circulation, the range of improving articles became wider. Making pincushions and tips on folding linen now sat alongside pieces on girls’ education, reviews and pen portraits, and the popular ‘Answers to Correspondents’. It became, if you like, a one-stop shop for a certain kind of woman, leading a very particular type of aspirational middle-class Victorian life.

In its sixty-six-year history, contributors included Noel Streatfeild (1885–1986) of Ballet Shoes fame, ‘Just William’ creator Richmal Crompton (1890–1969), Angela Brazil (1868–1947), the creator of the ‘Scarlet Pimpernel’ Baroness Orczy (1865–1947), and the British missionary, explorer, nurse and author Kate Marsden (1859–1931). In the 1890s, the paper helped fund Marsden’s expedition to Siberia and serialized her writings about it.

To this list of celebrated contributors, we should add Lily Watson. In the course of her writing life, Lily wrote nearly one hundred articles and pieces for The Girl’s Own Paper – Sister Katherine claims Lily was, in fact, writing an article for the publication (now Woman’s Magazine) on the day she died.

But family folklore that Lily took up her pen as an immediate response to their straitened circumstances doesn’t quite fit the dates. The first contribution by Lily – the serialization of her debut novel The Mountain Path – was published in 1885, five years after the family’s financial crisis. That said, from then on, all of Lily’s novels – with the apparent exception of The Vicar of Langthwaite – were first serialized in the newspaper before subsequent publication in book format. The majority of Lily’s journalism – articles such as ‘What Can the Middle-Aged Woman Do When Her Work for the War Is Over’ (1918), ‘Getting the Women Together’ (1924) and ‘Getting on Each Other’s Nerves’ (1925) – was published in the early twentieth century and in the years after the First World War under the new editor, Flora Klickmann (1867–1958).

Klickmann – who would later become a passionate environmentalist and campaigner against chemicals in farming and gardening – had more serious ambitions. As well as including articles about missionary work, she set about offering advice on how to apply for higher education. Interestingly, The Girl’s Own Paper moved from Paternoster Road to Bouverie Street in 1902, just along from the offices of Watson & Sons. This could mean something, or nothing.
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LILY’S LETTERS TO Sam – and the few written to her children and grandchildren – give little away as to her innermost thoughts. They are brim-full of everyday life, of domestic concerns, with love for her husband and family. But she plays her cards close to her chest. It was only through reading Lily’s articles that I started to get a deeper sense of what most mattered to her. She was an interesting mixture, though not untypical of her time. She was traditional in her views of girls’ and women’s roles as wives and mothers, ‘helpmeets’ to the men in their lives. Yet, at the same time, she was committed to education for girls and the importance of having purpose. Her attitudes were very much what we might call ‘Victorian’: home and hearth, self-improvement, Christian charity, political with a small ‘p’, a sense of an ordered England where everyone knew their place.

Lily filed book reviews, essays on the religious writings of Browning and Ruskin, biographies of Joan of Arc and Flora Macdonald, a critical analysis of George Eliot’s Maggie Tulliver in The Mill on the Floss. Her breadth of reading and writing is evident. She is also often judgemental and uncompromising, clear in her opinions and her right to express them. In ‘Girls as Daughters’, printed in Volume 21 (1900), she tackles the issue of individualism and how relationships between girls and their mothers were changing to the detriment of society.

‘Now the whole subject of what is usually called “Women’s Rights”, political, social, and so on, is too vast to be discussed here, and one can only just touch the fringe of it, as it were. I should be a traitor to my sex did I not rejoice in the increasing facilities for development, for a full, free, and noble life offered to women. Every year sees some advance in the opportunities for mental and physical culture placed before them. The spectacle so often seen in the past, of a number of young women shut up in one family, spending the day in fancy-work, or occupations simply invented to kill time, is happily becoming rare.’

So far, so good. But, as the article continues, Lily is critical about the silliness of modern girls and it’s clear she disapproves of some of the other consequences of emancipation in terms of disrupting the natural order of the home:

‘For a houseful of daughters to be dutiful and good in the truest sense, it is not necessary for them to beset their mother, possibly still in the prime of life, in a worrying phalanx, nor for half-a-dozen people to do the work of two. Let each have her own career or occupation – not necessarily wage-earning – leaving one at least as the “home daughter”.’

This attitude was not untypical: that a daughter – never a son – should give up her own personal ambitions and expectations if required to do so. Literature is full of such women. Lily’s novels all have this moral – that although a woman should be educated and fulfilled, her most significant role will be to support and cherish her father, her brothers and, in time, her husband and children.

Later letters between Lily and Sam suggest Lily was opposed to women’s suffrage – on the grounds that women would lose the privileged position they had in society (though this speaks to the experience of a very narrow band of women). This made me wonder about Lily’s relationship with her own daughters. Though my grandmother, Betty, would have only been eight when Lily wrote ‘Girls as Daughters’, Winnie was twenty-one and Ethel, recently married, was twenty-nine. Did they read the piece as veiled criticism, or as a validation of choices they had made? There is no one left to ask. All I can say is that Lily the polemicist seems slightly at odds with the warm and loving woman she seems in her letters.

The more I researched, the more I wondered if I would have liked Lily. Then, I stopped. It shouldn’t matter whether I like her or not. My task is to find a way to put her – honestly, truthfully with the material I have – onto the page. Women’s inclusion in the historical record cannot be dictated by likeability. After all, it’s not the judgement for the most part put on men. My responsibility is to do my best to represent Lily as she was, not impose my own politics or twenty-first-century attitudes on her.

All the same, I want to like this great-grandmother of mine and it was disappointing to learn Lily attended anti-suffrage meetings. I would have wanted her to be storming the barricades, not supporting the patriarchal status quo ante. But that is to miss the point. Would I try to persuade her to support the right of women to vote if she was campaigning against it? Absolutely. Would I respect her right to think differently? Again, absolutely.

Many organizations and books putting women back into history have been obliged to defend their inclusion of certain women: those who colluded with enslavement in nineteenth-century America or Jamaica, say, or who were Nazi sympathizers or supporters, or who stood against rights of other women to have agency over their own bodies, their lives, their votes – from fictional Aunt Lydias in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale to conservative campaigners such as Phyllis Schlafly (1924–2016) in America, opposing Shirley Chisholm (1924–2005) and others fighting for the Equal Rights Amendment in the 1970s. Or those women at the forefront of overturning Roe v. Wade in 2022.

But unpalatable as it might seem, in the matter of recording history it’s wrong to only include women whom we now consider worthy, who were – in a phrase Lily might have used – ‘on the side of the angels’. Because that, ironically, takes us very close to those divide-and-rule Victorian values of the ‘Angel in the House’ as the sole representative of female ambition.

Women contain contradictions, as do men. Promotion is one thing, inclusion is another. For history to be valid and valuable, to reflect the genuine state of things at any given time, in any given place, then all women who made a contribution, for good or for ill, need to be included, regardless of their views or their loyalties. Otherwise, we too, regardless of our intentions, are colluding in a strategy that sets women against one another. We do not expect all men to agree with one another simply because they are men, so why expect women to do so? We don’t have to agree, or think the same, or ‘approve’ of other people’s choices in order to listen to them or defend their right to speak. We must strive to put all the sources we find back into the record because it’s only by doing so that we will succeed in creating the authentic past. Excluding views with which we don’t agree is one of the many reasons why in addition to women, so many people of colour, indigenous voices, working-class voices, disabled voices, LGBTQIA+ voices are missing. It’s our duty to include the whole glorious, complex, contradictory mixture of human actions and emotions, attitudes, choices and opinions. We must learn to embrace the inconsistencies.

Of course, it’s nevertheless demoralizing when women one admires have opposing views to our own. In Lady into Woman, Vera Brittain puts it beautifully. Acknowledging the intelligence of some of the anti-suffrage women – such as novelist Mrs Humphrey Ward (1851–1920), who was the Founding President of the Women’s Anti-Suffrage League, or the distinguished unofficial diplomat, archaeologist and explorer Gertrude Bell (1868–1926) – she wrote: ‘it’s as though a close friend were discovered in an ungenerous act of betrayal’.

I like the Lily I’m getting to know through her letters. I like her optimism and her hope, her determination, her loyalty to her family. I admire her courage, her stoicism and her industry. I applaud her joy in travel and nature, trips to Switzerland and to Cannes, Yorkshire and Derbyshire, the watering holes of the South Coast to the Scottish Highlands.

While I was researching, it always gave me great pleasure to find any personal link between us. For example, on 7 August 1897, Lily writes from Earnley Rectory outside Chichester, a few miles from where I sit now and write. A flying visit to stay with her sister Nellie, and Lily talks about visiting Chichester Cathedral and the ‘dry and dusty’ country roads. Insignificant in the scale of things, but another connection all the same.

Reading Lily’s journalism, I suspect we would not have seen eye to eye on many political issues. She had firm and determined opinions and I don’t imagine she invited dissent. Everything I’m discovering reinforces the fact that she was a woman of significance in her community and beyond – Gladstone and the literary press certainly thought so. In the end, perhaps only the ‘Matilda Effect’ can fully explain why she has all but disappeared from the historical record.
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Shirley Chisholm (1924–2005)
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A Woman’s Place Is in the House

[image: ]


‘I am standing as a woman, not because I believe there is any antagonism between men’s and women’s interests but because I believe there is need in the House of Commons for more women who can represent directly the special experience and point of view of women.’

Eleanor Rathbone, 1922

HISTORY IS A PENDULUM. It swings back and forth, rather than always onwards. The world isn’t constantly improving for women: things improve, then they go backwards. We know this, we see this. Just consider the revoking of Roe v. Wade and the battles over women’s right to choose raging all over the world.

Looking at suffrage and representation, we can find ancient societies where things seemed more equitable. We can look at the more modern world and log the progress: civil rights, abolitionism, Chartism, socialism, religious emancipation, anti-colonialism, Fabianism, indigenous land rights, trade unionism. We understand how these movements often intersect as part of a broader picture of revolution, of liberation, of freedom from discrimination. And many of the women we’ve already celebrated for their writing, their leadership, their scientific and medical skill, their legal practice – well, many were also active in the feminist and civil rights movements too.

This chapter is not about matrilineal societies, where descent is followed through the female not the male lines. Today, the largest matrilineal society is the Minangkabau in Indonesia. Others include the Khasi in India, the Mosuo in China, the Bribri in Costa Rica and the Akan in Ghana. There’s ample evidence that in most matrilineal societies women’s standing is equal or better.

Marie Guyart (1599–1672) was a French nun who worked with the First Nations people of Canada during the seventeenth century. She observed in 1654 that Iroquois women had equal standing and a deciding vote in councils. Property and descent were passed through the female line, crucial because a key issue in women’s rights is often tied up with property and wealth. We’ll see more examples from Māori, Aboriginal and indigenous peoples in later chapters. But this chapter is not about the ways in which women’s position within communities during different eras changed and evolved. Rather, it is specifically about those who fought to have a voice – fought for the right to vote, to be enfranchised, for the right to be full and independent citizens.

‘Any great change must expect opposition, because it shakes the very foundation of privilege.’
Lucretia Mott


Thanks to twenty-four-hour media, we’re aware at every moment of much of what is happening in any corner of the globe. For most of human history, of course, countries and cultures worked more independently. But one movement for change feeds another. At certain points in history, a domino effect was in evidence as women in many cultures started to challenge the status quo that kept them without voice, without authority. Sisters fought against traditions giving their brothers preferential treatment, asked why they had less control of their money, their opportunities, their property and their status.

Beginning in the early eighteenth century, the suffrage movement was global. As monarchies tumbled and countries large and small started to want to shape their own societies, there was a clear shift in Europe, North America and Oceania from an era of queens and kings ruling by divine right to acceptance of ideas of justice for all.

In Sweden, conditional women’s suffrage was in effect during the Age of Liberty (1718–1772), and the Corsican Republic granted women the vote in 1775. In many countries, local states passed legislation significantly earlier than national governments. New Jersey awarded women the vote in 1776, though that was rescinded in 1807 so that only white men had voting rights. An amendment in Kansas in 1867 to enfranchise the newly liberated Black Americans was accompanied by a parallel amendment to give votes to women too. In the UK, the Municipal Franchise Act in 1869 gave some women rate-payers the vote in local elections and the 1888 County Council Act gave women the vote at county and borough council elections.

The first province to grant women the vote – and not rescind it – was the Pitcairn Islands in 1838, inhabited by descendants of the ‘Bounty’ mutineers. They were followed by the Isle of Man in 1881, and Franceville in 1889–1890, though some of these were only briefly independent states. The Kingdom of Hawaii introduced universal suffrage in 1840, but a second constitution in 1852 specified it should be limited to males over twenty years old.

The pendulum swings back.

In the years after 1869, a number of provinces held by the British and Russian empires conferred women’s suffrage. Some of these, such as Finland, later became sovereign nations. In 1893, New Zealand became the first self-governing country in the world in which all women had the right to vote in parliamentary elections, though women could not stand for election until 1919.

‘The young women of today, free to study, to speak, to write, to choose their occupation, should remember that every inch of this freedom was bought for them at a great price . . . The debt that each generation owes to the past it must pay to the future.’
Abigail Scott Duniway


SO LET’S FOCUS here on individuals rather than countries, starting with Lydia Taft (1712–1778). She may have been the first woman to vote legally in colonial America. The facts are disputed, but it’s claimed that, at a town meeting in Massachusetts Colony in October 1756, the men of Uxbridge allowed ‘the widow Josiah Taft’ to vote on the principle of ‘no vote, no taxation’. This was important because Josiah’s estate was substantial. But it would be 164 years before the constitution would be amended at federal level.

Lucretia Mott (1793–1880) was an American Quaker, abolitionist and social reformer. Like many women involved in suffrage movements, her active involvement dates from a flashpoint moment. In 1840, she was one of several women excluded from the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London. Furious, she protested. When slavery was later outlawed in 1865, Mott advocated giving former slaves, both male and female, the right to vote. The way women were prevented from doing anything worthwhile is the same frustration recorded by Florence Nightingale’s youthful bitter pen.

‘A nourishing life – that is the happiness, whatever it be. A starving life, that is the real trial.’
Florence Nightingale


In 1848, Mott was invited by Jane Hunt (1812–1889) to the meeting that led to one of the most significant moments in the women’s rights movement in the United States, the Seneca Falls Convention. There is a wonderful painted metal blue-and-yellow sign, with a map of New York State at the top and the date the sign was erected by the State Education Department in 1932 – TO MARK THE SPOT: FIRST CONVENTION FOR WOMEN’S RIGHTS WAS HELD ON THIS CORNER 1848. And brooches have survived, circular with a sunflower bearing the date in the centre and the words NATIONAL AMERICAN WOMAN SUFFRAGE ASSOCIATION round the edge.

‘The best protection a woman can have . . . is courage.’
Elizabeth Cady Stanton


The driving force behind the convention was Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815–1902). A writer, abolitionist and activist, she was also the lead author, with Mott, of its ‘Declaration of Sentiments’. The mother of seven children, she was less able to travel and campaign, so became the primary writer for the cause. Susan B. Anthony (1820–1906), another Quaker and abolitionist, met Cady Stanton in 1851. Together, they founded the New York Women’s State Temperance Society – after Anthony had been barred from speaking at a Temperance conference – and, in 1866, they founded the American Equal Rights Association to campaign for equal rights for both women and African Americans.

‘It was we, the people, not we, the white male citizens; nor yet we, the male citizens; but we, the whole people, who formed the Union . . . Men, their rights and nothing more; women, their rights and nothing less.’
Susan B. Anthony


In 1876, Anthony and Stanton began working with the science historian Matilda Joslyn Gage on what would become the six-volume History of Woman’s Suffrage. Gage advocated dress reform and cut her hair short, remaining a campaigner until the last. Anthony didn’t live to see women receive the vote – she died in 1906 – but the Nineteenth Amendment, passed in August 1920, became known as the ‘Susan B. Anthony Amendment’ to honour her work. Anthony’s place setting at The Dinner Party reflects Chicago’s view of her as the ‘queen of the table’. On her runner, the names of some of the other women in the movement are there, and the three capital letters of her name are each illustrated, the letter ‘A’ entwined with the American flag.

Although the Nineteenth Amendment technically gave the vote to all women, in reality many Black women and other women of colour remained disenfranchised until state laws designed to keep Black voters from the polls via taxes and literacy tests were removed in the Voting Rights Act of 1965. There were no African American women at the Seneca Falls Convention, which was actually a very small gathering. Many Black women, at the same time, were fighting for suffrage within their churches and other communities, as well as joining the fight against racism.

Sarah Parker Remond (1824–1894), speaker, campaigner and abolitionist, is believed to have been the only Black woman out of 1,500 women who signed the 1866 petition. The daughter of the most prominent African American family in Salem, Massachusetts, Remond sailed for England in 1858 to undertake a speaking tour of the UK. Over the next three years, she delivered forty-five lectures on abolition and civil rights in seventeen cities and towns in England, three in Scotland, and four in Ireland, all to considerable acclaim and extensive press coverage on both sides of the Atlantic.

Carrie Chapman Catt (1859–1947) was a key figure in helping to get the Nineteenth Amendment over the line in 1920. Three years later, she wrote a history of women’s suffrage in America. A committed pacifist and anti-segregationist, she campaigned against white supremacy and racial segregation. In 1924, she was voted leader of the National Committee on the Cause and Cure of War (NCCCW) and worked to raise awareness of the acts of violence and discriminatory legislation against German Jews. She was also instrumental in the decision of the US government to ease immigration laws in order to allow more European Jews to be offered refuge in America.

Catt appeared on the front cover of Time magazine in June 1926, one of the few women so honoured. With her distinctive feathered hat, her expression is wry – perhaps because the caption reads: ‘An Iowa Farmer’s Daughter’.

Although Catt formed the League of Women Voters in 1920, in order to encourage women to vote, most of the campaigning suffrage organizations were disbanded after the Nineteenth Amendment had been passed. African American women were left to continue their fight for their voting rights, fighting segregation and racist laws as well.

‘If white American women, with all their natural and acquired advantages, need the ballot,’ she said, ‘how much more do Black Americans, male and female, need the strong defense of a vote to help secure their right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness?’
Adella Hunt Logan


Adella Hunt Logan (1863–1915) was one of the key African American suffragists working to make the movement more inclusive. The 1895 National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) convention was held in Atlanta, looking for support from southern states for their constitutional amendment on women’s suffrage. Yet Jim Crow segregation laws meant African American women and men were turned away from the convention. Mississippi had already passed a new constitution to disenfranchise Black male voters, and other southern states followed suit. Hunt Logan herself, however, managed to get inside and hear Susan B. Anthony speak, and became a member of NAWSA. This lack of inclusivity would remain an issue for the women’s movements in America and the UK well into the twentieth century and beyond.

‘We are tired of having a “sphere” doled out to us, and of being told that anything outside that “sphere” is unwomanly. We want to be natural for a change.’
Kate Sheppard


Born in the year of the Seneca Falls Convention, Kate Sheppard (1848–1934) is one of the mothers of the women’s movement in New Zealand. Emigrating with her family from Liverpool when she was twenty, she joined several religious and social organizations, including the Women’s Christian Temperance Union. Relentlessly organizing petitions and public meetings, writing to the press and developing relationships with politicians, Sheppard was the editor of The White Ribbon, the country’s first woman-run newspaper, and published pamphlets including Ten Reasons Why the Women of New Zealand Should Vote and Should Women Vote? Her tireless hard work paid off and a thirty-thousand-signature-strong petition was presented to Parliament which helped usher in New Zealand as the first self-governing country in the world to establish universal suffrage in 1893. In 1991, Sheppard’s image replaced that of Queen Elizabeth II on the New Zealand ten-dollar note.

South Australia gave women the vote in 1894 and the Scottish-born author, teacher and journalist Catherine Spence (1825–1910) became Australia’s first female political candidate in 1897. Called the ‘Greatest Australian Woman’ by author and feminist Miles Franklin (1879–1954), Spence was commemorated on the Australian 2001 Federation five-dollar note. However, laws specifically intended to deny the vote to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were enacted by Queensland (1885), Western Australia (1893) and the Northern Territory (1922). Meanwhile, the Commonwealth Franchise Act of 1902 granted voting rights to men and women of all Australian states, except it wasn’t all people. Indigenous people were excluded unless they’d already had a prior right to vote before 1901. It would not be until the Commonwealth Electoral Act of 1962 that all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people had the option to enrol and vote in Australian federal elections.

Edith Dircksey Cowan (1861–1932) would be the first Australian woman to serve as a member of Parliament in the Legislative Assembly of Western Australia from 1921. Since 1995, Cowan’s picture has been on Australia’s fifty-dollar note. Vida Jane Mary Goldstein (1869–1949) was one of four female candidates to stand at the 1903 federal election in Victoria – alongside trade unionist Selina Anderson (1878–1964), Nellie Martel (1855–1940) and Mary Moore-Bentley (1865–1953) – the first such election where women were eligible to stand. Despite their efforts, Victoria was the last Australian state to implement equal voting rights, with women not granted the right to vote until 1908.

In Canada, Thérèse Casgrain (1896–1981) would help to found the Provincial Franchise Committee for Women’s Suffrage in 1921. Later, she hosted the influential programme Fémina for Radio-Canada and, in the 1940s, became the first female leader of a Canadian political party, the Co-Operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF). A campaigner to the last, in the 1960s Casgrain founded the Quebecois chapter of Voice of Women for Peace to mobilize against the Cold War nuclear threat.

‘Because these girls are like creatures kept in a box. They may have hands and feet and a voice – but all to no avail, because their freedom is restricted. Unable to move, their hands and feet are useless. Unable to speak, their voice has no purpose. Hence the expression.’
Toshiko Kishida


In Japan, Toshiko Kishida (1863–1901) – who wrote under the pen name Shōen – was one of Japan’s first-wave feminists, growing up during the Meiji Taisho period, when the country was beginning to open up to new ideas and reforms. Embarking on a national lecture tour, in April 1882 Kishida gave a speech titled ‘The Way of Women’ at the inauguration of the Osaka Provisional Political Speech Event, urging women to become educated as a basis for equality. But it’s her famous 1883 ‘Daughters in Boxes’ speech for which she is most remembered. Criticizing the family system, and the inequalities of girls and women within it, it was more challenging and radical than the authorities were prepared to accept. Kishida was arrested, tried and fined. Four years later, the Peace Preservation Law was passed prohibiting women from engaging in political activity, effectively ending Kishida’s public-speaking career.
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SO, WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE in the nineteenth century became a kind of fragmented global movement, but the campaigns and battles varied in different countries depending on history and tradition.

Some of the earliest European countries to give women the vote were the Grand Duchy of Finland in 1906, as we’ve seen, Norway in 1913, Iceland in 1914, Denmark in 1915 and the USSR in 1917. France, home of the Enlightenment, would be one of the last. In Switzerland, women did not have the right to vote until 1971 . . .

We’ve already met one of the earliest French campaigners, Olympe de Gouges. In 1791, she responded to the French Constituent Assembly’s Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen with her answering Declaration of the Rights of Women and of the Female Citizen. She was outspoken in her condemnation of the slave trade in the French colonies, she wrote more than forty plays, most of them political, advocated for women’s and children’s rights and for better conditions in prisons.

‘Both sexes must be equal before the ballot box – and before the guillotine.’
Hubertine Auclert


Nearly fifty years later, in a year of revolutions, one of the most important figures of the next generation of French feminists, Hubertine Auclert (1848–1914), was born. Though little known outside academic circles, she is credited with bringing the word ‘feminism’ into more common usage in the 1890s. (The word itself first appeared in 1837 when the French philosopher and utopian socialist Charles Fourier used ‘féminisme’ specifically to mean advocacy of women’s rights.)

Born in Allier, a region of deep forests and plains, ancient castles and Bourbon history, Auclert was intended for a life of seclusion within the convent. When her brand of egalitarian Christianity proved too challenging for the sisters of Allier, she went instead to Paris. In 1876, she founded the Société le Droit des Femmes (Society for the Rights of Women, which became the Société le Suffrage des Femmes – Women’s Suffrage Society – in 1883). When the International Congress on Women’s Rights was held in Paris in 1878, and failed to support women’s suffrage, Auclert stepped up her campaign.

Following in the footsteps of Lydia Taft in Massachusetts a century before, Auclert launched a tax revolt in 1880, arguing that if women were not allowed to vote, then they should not be taxed. Like de Gouges, she demanded equality in all things. If anything, Auclert became more radical with age. In 1908, she smashed a ballot box to pieces during a Paris municipal election and, in 1910, she and fellow activist and author Marguerite Durand (1864–1936) presented themselves as candidates in the elections for the legislative assembly. Auclert died in 1914, the day after France declared war on Germany, and was interred in the Père Lachaise Cemetery in Paris, her inscription reading simply: SUFFRAGE DES FEMMES. It wouldn’t be until 1944 that women in France finally received the vote.

The third of these early French powerhouse feminists was Marguerite de Witt-Schlumberger (1853–1924). A key figure in the temperance and social purity movements, which campaigned to end prostitution and opposed sexual double standards between women and men, she served as the president of Union Française pour le Suffrage des Femmes (the French Union for Women’s Suffrage) in 1913 and, during the First World War, encouraged women into the workplace. The following year, de Witt-Schlumberger met with women from the International Women’s Suffrage Alliance (IWSA), of which she became vice-president in 1917.

Frustrated that women’s voices were not being heard in peace negotiations – women were denied the chance to take part in official proceedings – de Witt-Schlumberger was a key mover in setting up the Inter-Allied Women’s Conference in Paris in February 1919. Running parallel to the Paris Peace Conference, their aim was to ensure women’s issues were not forgotten and that promises made about women’s suffrage were not reneged upon. It was not until April that the delegates were allowed to present a resolution to the League of Nations Commission. As well as political and social equality, the resolution covered the trafficking and sale of women and children. The delegates achieved some – though by no means all – of their aims, including measures to prevent trafficking, gaining the right for women to serve in the League of Nations in all capacities, and adoption of their provisions for humane labour conditions. There exists a wonderful posed photograph of all fifteen delegates standing on a Parisian stone staircase with a black wrought-iron balustrade, wearing fur hats, gloves and coats against the February cold.

Delegates in Paris 1919 included: Jane Brigode (Belgium); Marie Parent (Belgium); Louise van den Plas (Belgium); Cécile Brunschvicg (France); Marguerite Pichon-Landry (France); Marguerite de Witt-Schlumberger (France); Graziella Sonnino Carpi (Italy); Eva Mitzhouma (Poland); Nina Boyle (South Africa); Millicent Garrett Fawcett (UK); Rosamond Smith (UK); Ray Strachey (UK); Katharine Bement Davis (US); Florence Jaffray Harriman (US); and Juliet Barrett Rublee (US).

The Italian feminist and peace activist Graziella Sonnino Carpi (1884–after 1956) was the Italian delegate to the 1919 Inter-Allied Women’s Conference. However, women’s rights in Italy were dealt a blow when Mussolini came to power in 1922, with a focus on women’s roles as wives and mothers and a determination to return women to the home. In addition, by December 1938 the Women’s Union had replaced all its Jewish delegates. Carpi spent the war in Switzerland.

The politician, lawyer and writer Clara Campoamor Rodríguez (1888–1972) is considered by many to be the mother of the feminist movement in Spain. And Marie Stritt (1855–1928) was a leading force in the German women’s suffrage movement. She campaigned for women’s education and against state-regulated prostitution, and also fought to reform divorce laws and women’s right to birth control and abortion.

Moving east, Elena Văcărescu (1864–1947) was a Romanian-French writer, twice a laureate of the Académie Française, who benefited from the concessions won for women at the 1919 conference. First a substitute delegate, then a full delegate to the League of Nations between 1921 and 1958, she was one of the few women to serve with the rank of ambassador in the history of the League of Nations.

Văcărescu’s near contemporary was Rosika Schwimmer (1877–1948). A Hungarian-Jewish-born pacifist and feminist, she co-founded the Campaign for World Government with Lola Maverick Lloyd (1875–1944), an organization which would play a key role in the creation of the International Criminal Court. Schwimmer also co-founded the Hungarian Feminist Association, helped organize the IWSA conference in Budapest in 1913 and, like Văcărescu, became one of the world’s first female ambassadors. Despite her extraordinary service, when she applied for naturalization in America, she was rejected because of her pacifist views. Though her case was overturned on appeal in 1928, that appeal was then overturned by the US Supreme Court in 1929 and, for the rest of her life, Schwimmer was stateless. Nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1948, Schwimmer died before the committee could make its decision. It wasn’t until 1952 that US naturalization laws were changed to allow conscientious objectors to be considered for citizenship.

Born two years after Schwimmer, Yevgenia Bosch (1879–1925) was a Bolshevik activist and politician in Soviet-controlled Ukraine and is sometimes described as the first modern female leader of a national government. She served first as Minister of Interior and then Acting Leader of the provisional Soviet government of Ukraine in 1917. Berta Pīpina (1883–1942) was the first woman elected to the Latvian Parliament. She argued for state support for mothers and families and against legislation that demanded married women give up paid employment. During the Second World War, after the Soviet invasion, she was deported to Siberia, having been condemned as an enemy of Soviet-controlled Latvia. She died in a gulag and, like many other Latvian men and women, was erased from the history books.

Perchuhi Partizpanyan-Barseghyan (1886–1940) was an Armenian teacher, writer and humanitarian worker, one of the first three women – with Katarine Zalyan-Manukyan (d. 1965) and Varvara Sahakyan (d. 1934) – elected to serve as members of the eighty-strong Parliament with the formation of the First Republic of Armenia in 1919. Her son translated her memoirs into French and published them in Marseille in 2016. In neighbouring Azerbaijan, the freedom fighter and politician Ayna Mahmud gizi Sultanova (1895–1938) became the first Azerbaijani female cabinet minister in 1938. Poet and editor Doria Shafik (1908–1975) was one of the leaders of the women’s liberation movement in Egypt, playing a key role in gaining Egyptian women the right to vote in 1956. Once described in the press as ‘the only man in Egypt’, Shafik set up the Daughters of the Nile Union in 1948. On 19 February 1951, she led a 1,500-woman demonstration and stormed through the gates of the Egyptian Parliament while it was in session. In 1954, she declared a hunger strike until Egyptian women were granted equal constitutional rights to men. In 1956, the council granted Egyptian women the right to vote and run for political office. In 2016, Google celebrated her birthdate with a doodle.

Each of these extraordinary women broke new ground, making something that had never been done possible, rather than impossible.

‘So long as law and custom treat women as one race and men as another there will remain a women question, and not until men and women, equal and united side by side, work together free and untrammelled, will the women’s movement be a thing of the past.’
Equal Rights International pamphlet, 1938


IN EVERY COUNTRY of the world, women and the men who love them will always admire those who led the way to change. Those who, often at a cost to both their emotional and physical well-being, fought to make their society more equal.

The UK was part of the global suffrage movement, but its struggle also has its own distinct character. Thanks in part to the many commemorations that took place in 2018 to mark the hundredth anniversary of some women in the United Kingdom gaining the vote, many of the names of the British suffrage movement are very well known. Some, less so.

Let’s start with the gloriously named Muriel Matters (1877–1969), whose story shows how close the links were between campaigners in North America, the Antipodes and the United Kingdom. Born in Adelaide in southern Australia, Matters came to Britain in 1905 and was the ‘organizer in charge’ of the first ‘Votes for Women’ caravan that toured south-east England: Surrey, Sussex, East Anglia and Kent in 1908. As a Sussex girl born and bred, I looked in vain in the local archives for evidence that the caravan had passed through my home town of Chichester, but found nothing.

Matters’s aim was simple – to take the message of women’s suffrage beyond the streets of London, Manchester, Edinburgh and Belfast to smaller towns and rural communities. It was an attempt to build grass-roots support and encourage new branches of the Women’s Freedom League, a breakaway organization to the Pankhurst-led Women’s Social and Political Union. The following year, Matters pulled off one of the most notorious publicity stunts of the suffragette movement. On 16 February 1909, the day of the State Opening of Parliament, Matters hired a small dirigible airship, intending to shower the Palace of Westminster with pamphlets. Decorated in purple and green, with ‘Votes for Women’ on one side and ‘Women’s Freedom League’ displayed on the other, bad weather meant that she barely made it out of the suburbs of south-west London. There is a fabulous sepia photograph that appeared in the newspapers with the caption: ‘The Successful Start for Westminster Which Ended in Failure to Reach Their Destination’. Another shows her in the tiny wicker basket, her hat held firm on her head by a white scarf, and holding a megaphone. Her stunt might not have disrupted Parliament, but thousands of handbills were scattered and her flight – and smiling face – made headlines around the world. At the house where Matters lived in Hastings for the last twenty years of her life, the blue plaque reads: ADELAIDE BORN ACTIVIST – FIRST WOMAN TO ‘SPEAK’ IN THE HOUSE OF COMMONS.

‘Courage calls to courage everywhere, and its voice cannot be denied.’
Millicent Garrett Fawcett


One of the very best-known names in the British suffrage movement is that of politician, writer and feminist campaigner Millicent Garrett Fawcett (1847–1929), who, from 1897 until 1919, led Britain’s largest women’s rights association, the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies. In 2018, she was the first woman honoured with a statue in Parliament Square. It was crafted by sculptor Gillian Wearing (b. 1963), after a campaign led by Caroline Criado Perez (b. 1984). Fawcett is wearing her tweed walking suit and holding a banner on which words taken from her famous 1920 speech (quoted above) are engraved.

‘Deeds, not words, was to be our permanent motto.’
Emmeline Pankhurst


At the heart of the campaign for women’s suffrage in the UK was the extraordinary Pankhurst family – mother Emmeline Pankhurst (1858–1928) and her daughters Christabel Pankhurst (1880–1958), Sylvia Pankhurst (1882–1960) and Adela Pankhurst (1885–1961). They, perhaps more than any other of the British suffragettes, have been held up as the figureheads of the fight for votes for women in the UK. In the early years of the twentieth century, after years of trying to bring about change through moderate means, Emmeline Pankhurst was one of several who believed things had to change. Suffrage bills taken before Parliament in 1870, 1886 and 1897 had looked promising, yet each had been defeated, and Emmeline was frustrated with the inability of the Independent Labour Party to move things forward. It was time for more militant action.

In October 1903, Pankhurst and her daughters founded the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) with other colleagues, a women-only group focused on direct action in order to win women the vote. An activist, she led by example, fearless in her strategies to draw attention to their cause, which put the WSPU at odds with some of the more moderate campaigners who were still trying to work with the established political parties. In 1906, a journalist at the Daily Mail used the diminutive term ‘suffragette’ rather than the usual ‘suffragist’, intending it to be derogatory. As had happened with the term ‘bluestocking’, Pankhurst and her allies embraced the term. Pankhurst’s writings about their experiences – not least of all the horrors of Holloway Prison and the violence of force feeding – were critical in helping, eventually, to sway public opinion in their favour.

The lives of the Pankhursts, severally and individually – from cradle to grave – have been very well represented in literature, biography, film, theatre and television. But there were many others who deserve to be household names too.

Mary Jane Clarke (1862–1910), a younger sister of Emmeline Pankhurst, was arrested on Black Friday, 18 November 1910 – when some three hundred women marched on Parliament demanding voting rights, and were beaten and some sexually assaulted. Arrested for breaking a window, she was taken to Holloway, where she was force fed. Released on 23 December, she died of a brain haemorrhage two days later. Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence (1867–1954) said Clarke was ‘the first woman martyr who has gone to death for this cause’.

Born ten years later, Edith Rigby (1872–1950) founded the Preston branch of the WSPU in 1907. She was particularly focused on the differences between the lives of middle-class and working-class girls and women. An activist and hunger striker, subjected to force feeding, she was jailed seven times, on one occasion in 1913 for having planted a bomb in the Liverpool Corn Exchange. With her cropped hair and men’s clothing, legend has it that Rigby was the first woman in Preston to own a bicycle. The most famous photograph is of her being arrested by a policeman, her face pressed up against black wrought-iron railings.

The first full-time employee of the British suffrage movement was Elizabeth Wolstenholme-Elmy (1833–1918). Her job? To lobby Parliament about laws that harmed women. She was also one of the key figures in a red-letter day of the suffragette calendar: Sunday, 21 June 1908, the day of the mass rally organized by the WSPU, following a successful march organized the previous week by the less militant National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies. Seven processions marched from different points in London. Wolstenholme-Elmy led the procession from Euston Road with Emmeline Pankhurst; Oldham’s Annie Kenney (1879–1953) headed the march from Paddington; and Christabel Pankhurst and Bristolian Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence led the protestors from the Victoria Embankment. Women had been asked to wear white dresses (though photographs of the day show Emmeline Pankhurst in purple), which must have been an extraordinary sight. Some five hundred thousand people gathered in Hyde Park, with banners and flags, to be part of what was said to be the largest ever mass rally held in Britain. A sea of purple and white and green beneath a blue summer sky. On that day in June, the pendulum was swinging in the right direction.

I would love to know if, six miles to the south in Streatham, my great-grandmother Lily knew the march was happening and, if so, what she thought of it. Did she talk about it with her daughters, with her sons and husband, with people at her church? She had been opposed to women’s suffrage, but might such a show of mass support have changed her mind?

Let’s finish with some of the other suffragettes who might have been there on ‘Women’s Sunday’: Rosa May Billinghurst (1875–1953), a polio sufferer who campaigned on a tricycle; Annie Kenney, who was jailed for assault after heckling Sir Edward Grey at a rally in Manchester and who co-founded the first WSPU branch in London with Minnie Baldock (1864–1954); Helen Crawfurd Anderson (1877–1954), who was a rent strike organizer, communist activist and Glaswegian politician; Leeds suffragette Mary Gawthorpe (1881–1973), described by writer and journalist Rebecca West (1892–1983) as a ‘merry militant saint’; Sophia Duleep Singh (1876–1948), a god-daughter of Queen Victoria and a leading member of the Women’s Tax Resistance League together with Southend’s Rosina Sky (1877–1922).

Around the plinth of the statue of Millicent Fawcett in Parliament Square are inscribed the names of fifty-one courageous women and four men who played their part in the fight for votes for women. Of the women listed above, only Sky and Crawfurd Anderson are missing.
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FROM 1919, THE campaigning focus shifted. First, to extend the franchise to all women – it wouldn’t be until 1928 that the Equal Franchise Act would give all women in the UK aged twenty-one and over the right to vote on the same terms as men. Second, to see women elected into Parliament. Throughout the UK, women had been serving on district and county councils for many years, but to see women sitting in the House of Commons – that was the next goal.

The first woman to be elected to Westminster in 1918 – representing Dublin St Patrick’s – was the Polish-born Irish politician, revolutionary and socialist Constance Markievicz (1868–1927), though she never took up her seat. An active participant in the Easter Rising in 1916, she was sentenced to death; though later the sentence was commuted to life imprisonment because she was a woman. When Markievicz discovered she wasn’t going to be executed, she was reported to have said: ‘I do wish your lot had the decency to shoot me.’ She was released in 1917 as part of a general amnesty for the protestors. A statue of Markievicz with her cocker spaniel, Poppet, stands on Townsend Street in Dublin. Her advice to campaigning and activist women was to ‘dress suitably in short skirts and strong boots, leave your jewels in the bank and buy a revolver’.

The 1918 general election fielded seventeen female candidates, including Christabel Pankhurst. Only Markievicz was successful.

‘If you want an MP who will be a repetition of the 600 other MPs don’t vote for me. If you want a lawyer or if you want a pacifist don’t elect me. If you can’t get a fighting man, take a fighting woman. If you want a Bolshevist or a follower of Mr Asquith, don’t elect me. If you want a party hack don’t elect me. Surely we have outgrown party ties, I have. The war has taught us that there is a greater thing than parties and that is the State.’
Nancy Astor


The first woman to take her seat in Parliament was Nancy Astor (1879–1964), who contested her husband’s constituency of Sutton Plymouth in a by-election in 1919. She served from then until 1945 and, though she had previously taken little part in the suffragette movement, became a vocal supporter of the extension of the franchise.

‘I doubt whether there is any subject in the world of equal importance that has received so little serious and articulate consideration as the economic status of the family – of its members in relation to each other and of the whole unit in relation to the other units of which the community is made up.’
Eleanor Rathbone


When Eleanor Rathbone (1872–1946) first stood for Parliament, she campaigned as a feminist. Rathbone had been one of the 720 ‘steamboat ladies’ – they’d travelled to Dublin by boat – female students of Oxford and Cambridge who were awarded ad eundem degrees by Trinity College Dublin when their own universities refused to confer degrees on women. A lifelong campaigner for women’s welfare and a family allowance being paid directly to women, in 1897 Rathbone became the honorary secretary of the Liverpool Women’s Suffrage Society Executive Committee. She worked her way into national politics. In 1909, she was elected as an independent member of Liverpool City Council. She opposed violent repression in Ireland, campaigned for women’s rights in India, and one of her first speeches in the House of Commons was against female genital mutilation. Rathbone contested the 1922 general election as an Independent candidate at Liverpool East Toxteth. She lost, but was finally elected as an independent MP for Combined English Universities in 1929. She was also instrumental in the enacting of the 1945 Family Allowances Act, the first law in the UK to provide child benefit.
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FOR MUCH OF the twentieth century, the battlegrounds for women in many parts of the world shifted from suffrage – once that battle had been won – to issues of national independence, civil liberties and land rights. We’ll focus on some of those women of conviction in Chapter 9. For now, let’s just pick out one or two female politicians who, for good or ill, made a difference, then finish with a few pen portrait firsts.

The ‘Lioness of Labour’ was the mighty Scottish politician Jennie Lee (1904–1988). Adopted as the ILP candidate for a by-election for Lanarkshire North in 1929, she won, making her the youngest female member of Parliament. She was re-elected in the general election a few months later and held the seat until 1931, then finally won election again as a Labour Party MP from 1945 to 1970 for the Staffordshire constituency of Cannock. She was appointed as the first Minister for the Arts in Harold Wilson’s government of 1964, playing a crucial role in the founding of both the Open University and the Arts Council.

‘I will fight for what I believe in until I drop dead. And that’s what keeps you alive.’
Barbara Castle


Barbara Castle (1910–2002) was a Labour member of Parliament from 1945 to 1979, and one of the longest-serving female MPs in British history. Born into a politically engaged family, and having served on St Pancras Metropolitan Borough Council in London from 1937, she was elected as the MP for Blackburn in the historic Labour landslide 1945 general election. Castle had won her place on the shortlist when the women of the Blackburn Labour Party threatened to resign if there were only male candidates. Tireless and always true to her principles, she served as Minister for Transport, First Minister of State, Secretary of State for Employment, and Secretary of State for Health and Social Services. Castle was finally defeated in the 1979 general election that saw the Conservative Margaret Thatcher (1925–2013) elected as the first female prime minister of the United Kingdom. Thatcher served from 1979 to 1990, making her not only the first woman to hold that office but also the longest-serving British prime minister of the twentieth century.

Months after losing her seat in 1979, Castle was elected to the European Parliament, representing first Greater Manchester North, then from 1984 to 1989 Greater Manchester West, and led the Labour delegation in the European Parliament. Her diaries – The Castle Diaries – chronicled her time in office and form an extraordinary record, not just into the workings of government but also of what it was like to be a woman in the very male world of the House of Commons.

‘A country’s greatness lies in its undying ideals of love and sacrifice that inspire the mothers of the race.’
Sarojini Naidu


In India, the poet, activist, suffragist and politician Sarojini Naidu (1879–1949) was known as the ‘Nightingale of India’. Appointed President of the Indian National Congress in 1925, she became the first female governor of an Indian state after Independence. Her birthday on 13 February is celebrated as Women’s Day in India.

‘People tend to forget their duties but remember their rights.’
Indira Gandhi


Indira Gandhi was the first and, to date, only female prime minister of India, serving from January 1966 to March 1977 and again from January 1980 until her assassination in October 1984. In 2020, Gandhi was named by Time magazine as one of the 100 most influential women who defined the last century.

Fatima Jinnah (1893–1967), widely known as the Māder-e Millat (Mother of the Nation), was one of the founders of Pakistan. A dentist by profession – one of the first female dentists in the country – she was a fierce critic of the British Raj and a leading member of the All-India Muslim League. After independence, Jinnah co-founded the Pakistan Women’s Association and remained a key supporter and advisor to her brother, the first Governor-General of Pakistan.

The world’s first elected female prime minister was Sirimavo Bandaranaike (1916–2000), who was appointed prime minister of Sri Lanka (then the Dominion of Ceylon) in 1960. A Buddhist, though educated in Catholic schools, she was a social worker and educator by vocation and only went into politics after her husband’s assassination in 1959. A controversial figure, she survived an attempted coup d’état in 1962 and was stripped of her civil rights in 1980 for abuses of power. Khertek Anchimaa-Toka (1912–2008) was a Tuvan/Soviet politician. Appointed chair of the Little Khural of the Tuvan People’s Republic from 1940 to 1944, she was the first non-royal female head of state.

Eugenia Charles (1919–2005) was prime minister of Dominica from 1980 until 1995, the first and only woman to have held the position. She was also the first woman lawyer in Dominica and second female prime minister in the Caribbean, after Lucina da Costa (1929–2017) of the Netherlands Antilles. Sometimes described as the ‘Iron Lady of the Caribbean’, Charles was the first woman in the Americas to be elected in her own right as head of government and was the world’s third-longest serving female prime minister, after Gandhi and Bandaranaike.

Lidia Gueiler Tejada (1921–2011) was the first female president of Bolivia from 1979 to 1980, and the second female head of state in the Americas. And Agatha Barbara (1923–2002) was the first female president of Malta, having served as a Labour member of Parliament and a minister. She remains the longest-serving woman MP in Maltese political history.

‘If they don’t give you a seat at the table, bring a folding chair.’
Shirley Chisholm


The American politician, educator and author Shirley Chisholm fought both racism and sexism. In 1964, she was elected to the New York State Assembly and, four years later, became the first Black woman to be elected to Congress. In 1972, Chisholm became the first Black candidate to run for a major party nomination, and the first woman to run for the Democratic Party’s presidential nomination. She was also a key figure in the Equal Rights Amendment campaign. In 2015, she was posthumously awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom.

Elisabeth Domitien (1925–2005) was prime minister of the Central African Republic from 1975 to 1976, the first and only woman to hold the position. Maria de Lourdes Pintasilgo (1930–2004), a chemical engineer, was the first and only woman so far to serve as prime minister of Portugal. Born two years later, Kubra Noorzai (1932–1986) was the first woman to become a government minister in Afghanistan, serving as Minister of Public Health for four years from 1965, and was one of the first women to stop wearing a veil in public. Noorzai was part of the advisory committee that reviewed the draft 1964 constitution, which granted women the right to vote and stand for election. An extraordinary woman; one can only imagine what she would have felt seeing those advances being rolled back by the Taliban after they recaptured power in Afghanistan in 2021.

‘Freedom of expression – in particular, freedom of the press – guarantees popular participation in the decisions and actions of government, and popular participation is the essence of our democracy.’
Corazon Aquino


Corazon Aquino (1933–2009), known as Cory, was the first woman to be elected president of the Philippines, holding the position from 1986 until 1992 after the fall of President Marcos. Golda Meir (1898–1978) was the first and only woman to hold the office of prime minister of Israel in 1969, and the first in any country in the Middle East.

‘I found that a whole series of people opposed me simply on the grounds that I was a woman. The clerics took to the mosque saying that Pakistan had thrown itself outside the Muslim world and the Muslim ummah by voting for a woman, that a woman had usurped a man’s place in the Islamic society.’
Benazir Bhutto


Benazir Bhutto (1953–2007), who served as prime minister of Pakistan from 1988 to 1990 and from 1993 to 1996, was the first woman to head a democratic government in a Muslim country. Although allegations of corruption cast a shadow over some of her achievements – in 2003, she was found guilty with her husband of money laundering – her pro-democracy agenda and support for women’s rights made her a feminist icon in Pakistan. It also made her a target. Bhutto was assassinated after a political rally in Rawalpindi in 2007.
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AS I WRITE this book in 2022, there are currently more elected female world leaders than ever before, though the pattern of history shows that nothing can be taken for granted. So, let’s raise our glasses to a few of the living legends who are still changing the world for the better . . .

Vigdís Finnbogadóttir (b. 1930) was the world’s first woman democratically elected president, a position she held from 1980 to 1996, and Iceland’s first and only female president. She remains the longest-serving elected female head of state.

‘In terms of being able to renew my nation, to be able to bring back a devastated country, to restore hope to our people, to lift women and to give them a new horizon, a new ambition and new dreams, in respect of all of that, I think we’ve accomplished it, and I feel very good about that.’
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf


Nobel laureate Ellen Johnson Sirleaf (b. October 1938) served as president of Liberia from 2006 to 2018, the first elected female head of state in Africa. Arrested as a result of her open criticism of the military government in 1985, she was sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment. Sirleaf won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2011, in recognition of her efforts to bring women into the peacekeeping process and, in 2016, she was elected chair of the Economic Community of West African States, the first woman to hold the position.

‘It is absolutely imperative that every human being’s freedom and human rights are respected, all over the world. Freedom and human rights – that is what the world needs most, that is what everyone longs for, and should be entitled to, in order to be able to live with dignity.’
Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir


Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir (b. 1942) was Iceland’s first female prime minister, serving from 2009 to 2013. When she lost a bid to head the Social Democratic Party in 1994, she raised her fist and declared ‘My time will come!’, which became a popular rallying cry. When she became prime minister in February 2009, she was the world’s first openly lesbian head of government. Hella Tómasdóttir became Iceland’s second female prime minister in 2024.

Mary Robinson (b. 1944) was the first female president of Ireland, serving from December 1990 to September 1997. She also served as United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights from 1997 to 2002. Gertrude Ibengwe Mongella (b. 1945) is a Tanzanian politician and first president of the Pan-African Parliament. Sheikh Hasina Wazed (b. 1947) served as prime minister of Bangladesh from 1996 until 2001, then since January 2009. She is the longest-serving prime minister in the history of the country. Kamla Persad-Bissessar (b. 1952), currently leader of the opposition in Trinidad and Tobago, was the first female prime minister, serving for five years from 2010. She was also the country’s first female attorney general and the first woman to chair the Commonwealth of Nations.

Angela Merkel (b. 1954) was the first female chancellor of Germany, serving from 2005 to 2021, having been leader of the opposition from 2002. Holding a doctorate in quantum chemistry, and working as a research scientist as well as leading Germany, she was a key voice in international cooperation, both in terms of the EU and NATO. Merkel served as President of the European Council in 2008, played a central role in the negotiation of the Treaty of Lisbon and the Berlin Declaration, and was a key voice in the global financial crisis of 2007–8 and the European debt crisis. An extraordinary woman.

Lateefa Al Gaood (b. 1956) became the first female candidate to be elected to the Council of Representatives of Bahrain in 2006, and was the first woman in the Gulf region to win in a legislative general election. In 2018, a record six women were elected to the Council of Representatives. She is currently the only female member of the council. Ursula von der Leyen (b. 1958) is a German politician and physician, the first female president of the European Commission. Nicola Sturgeon (b. 1970) was First Minister of Scotland and Leader of the Scottish National Party from 2014–2023, the first woman to hold either position. Sanna Marin (b. 1985), was prime minister of Finland from 2019 – 2023, then the youngest female head of state. And in 2021, Estonia, Sweden, Samoa and Tunisia elected female prime ministers for the first time in their history, while in January 2022, Xiomara Castro (b. 1959) was sworn in as the first female president of Honduras.

In the UK general election of July 2024, the largest ever number of female MPs were elected – some 42 per cent of the intake, including the first British Tamil MP, Uma Kumaran (b. 1986), and the first Chinese-born MP, Yuan Yang (b. 1990). The Labour cabinet also had the highest ever number of women appointed. Rachel Reeves (b. 1979) became the first female Chancellor of the Exchequer, and Eluned Morgan (b. 1967) was elected Welsh Labour’s first ever female leader. Back in Westminster, all three Deputy Speakers of the House elected were women too – two from Labour and one Conservative.

Having been sworn in as Vice President of the United States of America in January 2021 – the first woman, the first Black American, and the first South Asian American to be elected to this position – Kamala Harris (b. 1964) ran for the Presidency of the United States in November 2024.

Women of all ages, of all ethnicities, of all political persuasions, fighting for the right to be heard and considered. Fighting for all of our rights to be heard.

A woman’s place is in the House.
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Sam, Lily, Betty and Winnie’s son, Patrick, Causey Pike, Lake District, August 1915
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IN AUGUST 1901, THE Watson family stayed for the first time at Stair Mill in Newlands Valley. There would be many visits to this green corner of Cumbria in the years that followed and it was a place very dear to my grandmother. The Bible on the lectern of the tiny church in the green shadow of Catbells is inscribed by her, signing her name as Betty Mosse (née Watson).

When I started my research, I assumed that trip in 1901 was Lily’s introduction to the Lake District. But once the deed box with its cache of letters came into my hands, I saw I’d been wrong. Three years earlier, in October 1898, Lily had gone to Keswick with Ethel, Winnie and her ‘darling Betty’ to stay at Belle Vue, Lake Road. It was clearly a change of scene intended to help after the sorrow of Leader’s death. Her first letter to Sam from Keswick is written on paper edged with black and begins: ‘Here I am, darling.’ It’s filled with descriptions of the fells and Lily’s delicate ink sketchings. As usual, she wrote every day. Sam put all the letters together in a paper wrapper with a note that said: ‘it did her great good’. Was it possible the Lake District became their new family holiday destination because there were no memories there of her lost son? No memories of her brother Alfred, no ghosts at all?

From other letters sent in 1901, it seems Lily might not have been well that summer. A few weeks after returning from Stair Mill, Lily was writing from Room 264 of the Strathearn House Hydropathic Establishment in Crieff on headed notepaper: ‘Sept 20th 1901 Another wet day, dear! But I do not mind. I feel happy and as content as possible.’ Three days later, there’s a passing mention of a ‘very distressing experience’, though Lily doesn’t say what it was. A couple of weeks after that, in October, Lily is writing from a private hotel in Tunbridge Wells and saying she feels ‘much better’.

Here, Lily’s silence is tantalizing. For all her letter writing, she almost never committed her emotions to the page. She writes about where she is, and what is happening, things that need to be done and domestic arrangements, but rarely about how she feels.

The first entry in the visitors’ book for Stair Mill comes from the following year. In September 1902, Lily wrote: ‘We have spent a most delightful time under the roof of Mrs Robinson, whose kind attention, excellent cooking, and good management have been much appreciated.’

Stair Mill was a tall white building with a black wrought-iron balustrade around a first-floor terrace, set on a switchback corner of a bend. The attached two-storey house, pleasingly symmetrical with sash windows and latticed porch, was owned by Mrs Robinson with her two daughters, Florrie and Eva, and her son, Nathan. It also doubled as the village post office, serving just a few dozen homes in a radius of a couple of miles of narrow valley roads.

Behind the whitewashed buildings, a garden sloped steeply uphill with Newlands Beck running alongside. Always the sound of water singing, calling, racing over the slabs of slate-grey flat rock, up and under Stoneycroft Bridge. On bright days in summer, the purple and greens of heather and bracken look almost gaudy on the lower slopes of Causey Pike. An ascent of 1,750 feet, some one and a half miles, it’s not for the faint-hearted. The summit has no cairn, just a small platform of naked rock, light brown and seamed with the hollows of many years’ erosion. The shimmering of Derwentwater in the distance and a panorama down to Maiden Moor, Borrowdale to the west and the old mine road. It’s one of the principal fells of the north-west Lakes. On wet days, the peak vanishes beneath mist and fog and low cloud.

Lily was back the following year, in July 1903. Sam had taken the older boys fishing in Kent. Lily writes her first holiday letter on the Northern Express itself, telling him how Betty is ‘wild with excitement’. They arrive at Stair on 4 August. Her brother Arnold and sister Nellie join them – and she tells Sam they are arguing. Tucked in among the letters are postcards – one of the Bowder Stone sent on 12 August. Another, of Wordsworth’s grave in Grasmere, is from my grandmother Betty to her father. And on another, this time of Derwentwater, Lily scribbles: ‘Here is a day, love, of sublime beauty.’ They are going to the Old Farm at Grange and for a walk to Keswick. On 20 August, her letter says how much she is looking forward to seeing him: ‘I need not write a long letter, as I hope we shall meet a few hours after you read it.’

In 1904, Lily went to Stair Mill in early July: ‘The fact this is our third visit in consecutive years,’ she wrote in the visitors’ book, ‘speaks for itself. We are always happy here, and sorry to depart.’

On 10 July, she writes to Sam about how she’d escaped the heat of the day by walking at dusk ‘alone to Newlands Church, the great mountain being above it in the beautiful candlelight’. Two days later, another letter:

‘I am sitting, dearest, in the woods behind the Guest House by the Newlands Beck. Reginald, Winifred and Betty are fishing further on. It is a heavenly day and the cool rush of the stream is divine. Close by is a pool, some eight feet deep, where the guests dive.’

Twenty-five years later, my father and his sister and brother would swim in those same clean, cold waters. In the 1970s, my sisters and I did the same.

[image: Scene break image]

THE VISITORS’ BOOK is a wonderful source of information. Sam didn’t manage to join them at all in 1904, the year of Winnie’s engagement. Lily not only lists the exact dates of each holiday, but also the names of those staying with them at the Mill. Cousins, children, friends, the children’s nanny and close household staff from London. Sometimes, Ethel and her husband Rex Earle are there. There’s no visit in 1905 – I think this might be because Lily’s mother died in May and her father was seriously ill, dying just four months later in September. In 1906, it appears to be just Lily and fifteen-year-old Betty, with three family servants. By this time, Winnie is with her new husband in India. In the entry in the book for 4 July–1 August 1911, Lily writes rather archly in the third person: ‘This is Mrs Watson’s seventh visit and she thinks it has been the most delightful of all. Glorious weather, lovely scenery and the utmost care and attention from the kind hostess and her family.’

Landscape plays a key role in Lily’s fiction – as it does in mine – the sense that, perhaps, the natural world echoes and mirrors human emotions. Her love of the mountains of Switzerland and Austria, of wild and unforgiving terrain, sings from the pages of Within Sight of the Snow, The Mountain Path and In the Days of Mozart. Landscape becomes a healing and curative environment in A Fortunate Exile. Her last published novel, A Child of Genius, begins with the sixteen-year-old Katharine Lovell trying to commit to paper the beauty of the view she sees from her window on Lake Geneva.

As I researched, I realized that Lily published all of her novels within a ten-year period between 1888 and 1898. As a white woman in a middle-class professional household, Lily had help with her home and children, so her writing time was not circumscribed as it was – as it is – for so many other women. The ‘pram in the hall’, as Cyril Connolly put it, was not a practical issue for her. All the same, it’s intriguing that her most intense period of writing coincided with being a mother to six young children, three of whom were suffering from an incurable illness of the blood.

Until I read her letters, I was surprised that Lily never put the Lake District on the pages of a novel, since it was so important during the latter years of her life. Her descriptions of the mythical Northminster in Yorkshire in The Vicar of Langthwaite, and her protagonist Estelle Hawthorne’s joy in nature, are some of the strongest passages of that novel: ‘the wood was blue underfoot’ with wild hyacinths, ‘sweeps of hillside, fringed by the dim purple of distant moor’.

But now I think I understand. There are some places that speak to us as writers, others that remain silent or whisper only to our private selves. Perhaps Stair Mill was too domestic, a place where she was very much Mrs Samuel Watson, wife and mother, sister and aunt, rather than ‘Lily Watson, Authoress’. But why, after ten years of extraordinary productivity, did she stop? Did her sharp sense of social injustice and concern simply mean she came to believe there was more important work to be done than ‘storytelling’?

In the early years of the twentieth century, Lily mostly turned away from fiction and appears to have refocused her writing energies on essays, polemics, poetry and devotional texts. Her last publication – Three Voices & Other Poems – came out at Christmas 1931, a few weeks before she died in the cold new year of 1932. In it, we find the only mentions of this place in the Lakes that was so important to her outside of her personal correspondence, including the poems ‘Wet Weather in the Lake District’ and ‘Vision’, which she wrote after an early walk to Newlands Church during the First World War:

The lights and shadows on the fells were

Changing

As up the vale I pressed.

I want to imagine Lily sitting at a desk by a window on the first floor, looking out over a green and misty world. I want to imagine her hearing the sound of the sheep and the single tolling of the bell calling the men home from the fields.

I have a photograph of Lily and Sam sitting on rocks out on Causey Pike, smart in long coats and hats, with my grandmother Betty and one of Winnie’s children, Patrick, behind. There are other photographs of Betty in her walking clothes, long cardigans, heavy twill skirts and sturdy boots; or with her friends, Florrie and Eva. Florrie and my grandmother stayed in touch until Granny’s death in 1981.

In 1978, seventy-eight years after my grandmother first went to Newlands Valley, I climbed Causey Pike with my father. Granny was ill and being cared for in a nursing home so, for the first and only time in my life, I kept a diary to share the two weeks of our holiday with her.

That diary, which my mother kept all this time, is a green-lined exercise book. Painfully old-fashioned and pedestrian, I filled it with many tedious descriptions of the weather, an obsessive amount of information about our journey from Sussex to Newlands, a roll call of the nine counties through which we passed. It is numbingly dull. But, reading it now, I see so many connections linking my childhood to that of my grandmother and my great-grandmother before her.

And there are some vivid fragments: visiting Spiderwells, the rock pool Granny had always loved; walking along the panoramic ridge to the neighbouring village of Grange; going to Little Town to see where Granny met Beatrix Potter; looking at the Devil’s hand and knee prints on Barrow; the gravity-defying Bowder Stone, the almost exact picture postcard that Lily had sent to Sam in August 1903; the Stone Circle at High Briery; listening to my father reading the lesson in Newlands Church on Sunday from my grandmother’s Bible. Heavy photograph albums of tissue paper and glue, a black-and-white passing of the years, a record of life lived. An August wet and cold enough to have a fire in the evenings. My childhood, the lives of my father, Richard, his mother, his grandmother.

Lily’s visits continued, though I’ve had to patch the timeline together from a variety of other sources. There are fewer letters between Lily and Sam after 1906 and this could mean anything. Possibly because they were more often together in the same place, so had less need to write. Or, perhaps, there is another deed box still waiting to be found.

In July 1918, there is a single entry from my grandmother in the visitors’ book, signing herself for the first time as Betty Mosse of Homefield Road, Wimbledon. Though it was her honeymoon, it reads simply: ‘My twelfth visit!’

For Lily and her family, the exploration of the north-western Lakes and fells – later mapped out by Wainwright in his famous series of love letters to the Lake District – was a hugely important part of their family life. Wainwright’s A Pictorial Guide to the Lakeland Fells is a series of seven books written over a period of thirteen years from 1952, consisting entirely of reproductions of his original manuscripts, hand-produced and handwritten in pen and ink. I have my father’s copy of book six, The North Western Fells – soft yellow board with his scrawled signature, all but illegible, inside the front cover. When I began this journey of discovery into Lily’s life, it’s the book I took with me to connect me to the past. Above all, she knew Borrowdale and Derwentwater, the villages of Newlands Valley, the towns of Keswick and Grange.

In 1930, my six-year-old father would contract TB from drinking unpasteurized milk from local cattle. He wrote about it – his beloved sister Margaret running pell-mell down through the valley to fetch a doctor. My father was confined to bed, then used a wheeled chair for the next year. The Mosse family would not return to Newlands Valley for twelve months, but I have albums of heavy grey paper, filled with Box-Brownie photographs clipped into place in the corners, that show many more years of climbing and walking and watching the sun going down on Catbells.

And it would be there, in 1939, that my grandparents, my aunt and my father sat around the wireless on 3 September to hear Prime Minister Chamberlain declare that Britain was now at war with Germany.

These are quiet and personal details, insignificant in the broader scheme of things. But this, too, is history.
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Wangarĩ Maathai (1940–2011)
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Sacagawea statue (c.1788–1812)
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Rachel Carson (1907–1964)
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Women Nurturing Nature
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‘Those who contemplate the beauty of the Earth find reserves of strength that will endure as long as life lasts. There is something infinitely healing in the repeated refrains of nature – the assurance that dawn comes after night, and spring after winter.’

Silent Spring 
Rachel Carson, 1962

MOST PEOPLE HAVE HEARD of the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. Situated in what is now Iraq, they were one of the seven wonders of the Ancient World and the only one whose actual site has never been found. Whether they were real, mythical, perhaps named for other magnificent gardens in the classical world, we’ll probably never know.

But we do know that humanity’s use of the enclosure of outdoor spaces began about 10,000 BCE, probably to protect the land from animals or destructive invaders. In every culture and in every period of history, women and men have used the plants, flora and fauna that surrounded them to treat illness and provide food, but also to make their environment beautiful and pleasant. Egyptian tomb paintings during the Middle Kingdom depict ornamental gardens, and Darius the Great of Persia is reported to have enjoyed a ‘paradise garden’. In the fourth century BCE, there were gardens at the Academy of Athens and there’s evidence that trees were routinely planted at sites of civic and religious significance – plane trees, the arbutus or strawberry tree, black poplar and cypress.

The study of plants in the eastern Mediterranean from this era would form the basis of botanical knowledge for the next two thousand years or so. And there’s plenty of archaeological evidence of ornamental gardens throughout the Roman Empire too – from Hadrian’s Villa, built in Tivoli around 120 CE, to Fishbourne Roman Palace in West Sussex, dating from around 75 CE. These traditions continued after the fifth-century Roman decline in Byzantine and Moorish Spain. At the same time, different horticultural traditions were developing in China, and then in Japan.

But to discover one of the first named female gardeners – and one of the first female explorers – we’ll need to go to Aotearoa. There are some one thousand islands in the Pacific Ocean, of which New Zealand is the largest. Some were created by volcanic eruption, severe and green; others are low-lying atolls, or sandbanks with white sands and sapphire seas, aquamarine and coral reefs. According to Māori oral history, the first Polynesian explorers reached the southern oceans somewhere around the year 640 CE, voyaging in double-hulled canoes with sails, and navigating by the stars. Six hundred years later, sometime between 1200 and 1300 CE, the first Polynesian seafarers arrived to settle Aotearoa (North Island) and Te Waipounamu (South Island).

Among these courageous explorers was a pioneering female gardener, Whakaotirangi, who might be the world’s first known domestic gardener. She described the techniques she used to plant, grow and store seeds, making it possible for her people to settle in one place rather than having to keep moving when the natural food sources ran out.

Around the same time, in medieval Europe, gardening as a discipline or occupation was very much the province of religious institutions, most famously physic gardens of convents and monasteries. The practice was particularly strong in Languedoc during the period I’ve written about in Labyrinth, where Catharism and the active leadership of female priests – parfaites – led to a focus on developing natural remedies. One of the greatest of those Cathar leaders and wise women was Esclarmonde of Foix (after 1151–1215), who became a Cathar after she was widowed in 1200. Her name, in Occitan, might be translated as ‘light of the world’.

But in terms of pioneering women – explorers, botanists, palaeontologists, anthropologists, interpreters of the natural world – our knowledge was to be transformed in the seventeenth century, an era of exploration and curiosity, of collectors and taxonomy – the naming of things. Two centuries later, women botanists and gardeners would face similar battles to their sisters in medicine, law and academia, in not being allowed to formally train or be accepted as equals with their male counterparts. But during the Enlightenment, and perhaps partly due to the Romantic movement’s close connection with the natural world, gardening and travel were seen as suitable and appropriate occupations for a ‘lady’.

Maria Sibylla Merian (1647–1717) was a German naturalist, illustrator and explorer. One of the first naturalists to study insects, she travelled to Surinam on the north-east coast of South America in 1699 and published her findings. One of the most significant contributors to the field of etymology, during her lifetime Merian recorded and illustrated the life cycles of some 186 species.

‘My Journeys were begun to regain my health by variety and change of aire and exercise . . .’
Celia Fiennes


Closer to home, Celia Fiennes (1662–1741) is one of the earliest travel writers. In 1684, she set off to explore England on horseback, continuing her peregrinations, on and off, until 1712. The aim of her journeys was for the sake of her health but also to celebrate her native landscape and ‘cure the evil Itch of overvalueing fforeign parts’. She was a natural travel writer, enthusiastic about each of the places she visited and describing everything that took her fancy – from Newcastle to Bath, Harrogate to Cornwall. Fiennes wrote up her adventures for private family reading but, in 1812, the poet Robert Southey published extracts, and a complete edition of her writings, Through England on a Side Saddle, appeared in 1888. Proof that some of the greatest treasures can be on our own doorsteps, there is a stone memorial to her in Noman’s Heath in Cheshire.

‘True knowledge consists in knowing things, not words.’
Mary Wortley Montagu


One of the UK’s most famous travellers and explorers is Mary Wortley Montagu (1689–1762). A poet and writer – also extraordinary for having advocated smallpox inoculation, helping to prepare the ground for Edward Jenner’s smallpox vaccine in 1796 – Wortley Montagu wrote about her life with her husband, the British ambassador to Turkey, living in Istanbul and travelling in the Ottoman Empire in the early years of the eighteenth century. Her letters are still a classic of travel writing of the period. Nearly a century later, another aristocrat, the biblical archaeologist Hester Stanhope (1776–1839), would follow in Montagu’s adventurous footsteps, travelling extensively in the Near and Middle East.

‘I like travelling of all things; it is a constant change of ideas.’
Hester Stanhope


Jeanne Baret (1740–1807) is the first recorded woman to have circumnavigated the globe on a ship. Disguised as a man and calling herself Jean, Baret enlisted as a valet and assistant to Philibert Commerçon, who was the naturalist on board Louis-Antoine de Bougainville’s two expedition ships. She was an expert botanist herself. They headed first to Montevideo in Uruguay, rounding the Cape, before arriving in Tahiti in 1768 when it seems – though this part of the story is sketchy – that Baret was unmasked as a woman. They journeyed on to Papua New Guinea, Indonesia, Madagascar and Mauritius. Her life – and their voyages – is the stuff of legend. After Commerçon’s death, Baret ran a tavern in the Mauritian capital Port Louis (she was fined for selling alcohol on a Sunday) then returned to France in 1774 or 1775, after a decade of adventures. In 1785, she was given a pension by the Marine Ministry, suggesting her reputation was at least secure in her lifetime. Despite this, although seventy species are named for Commerçon, only one – a variety of nightshade, solanum baretiae – honours Baret’s extraordinary work.

‘There, too, in many a sheltered chink
The foxglove’s broad leaves flourished fair,
And silver birch whose purple twigs
Bend to the softest breathing air.’
Dorothy Wordsworth


MY OWN LITERARY love affair with the Lake District and Newlands Valley began, thanks to my grandmother, with Dorothy Wordsworth (1771–1855). My grandmother gave me my first volume of The Grasmere and Alfoxden Journals before our Mosse family holiday in 1978. It’s here with me now, more than forty years later, on my desk in Sussex, a little battered and weary from travel, but holding so many memories.

Dorothy was born on Christmas Day in 1771 and had a huge influence on her brother’s poetry. Virginia Woolf wrote how: ‘Dorothy stored the mood in prose, and later William came and bathed in it and made it into poetry.’ Though she doesn’t seem to have had any ambitions to be a published writer in the same way as her brother, Dorothy left a huge body of work. She was an exquisite nature writer, with a tenderness when describing plants and trees, the light of the moon or the shadows at dusk, that gives character to the living world. An early environmentalist, she was also a radical figure in the growing tradition of women walking – she often walked as much as twenty miles a day. Her Grasmere and Alfoxden Journals detail, with an expert eye, her travels in the Lake District, Scotland and, later, in Europe, the colour and song of the birds, the flowers and the light, the heather and the quality of the land underfoot. She is one of our greatest, if unacknowledged, interpreters of nature.

‘In my youth I dreamed of travelling. In my old age, I find amusement in reflecting on what I have beheld.’
Ida Pfeiffer


Born more than twenty-five years after Wordsworth, the Austrian traveller and collector Ida Pfeiffer (1797–1858) was also passionate about recording and cataloguing the natural world. Unlike Wordsworth, who wrote mostly about landscapes she knew well from her childhood and adulthood living with her brother, Pfeiffer circumnavigated the world not once, but twice. She’s a wonderful example of life beginning at forty – or, in Pfeiffer’s case, forty-five. Once her sons were old enough, she left her husband and, in 1842, set off globe-trotting. Her first journey was down the Danube from Vienna to Istanbul, then on to Jerusalem and Egypt. The publication of her memoir of that journey – A Viennese Woman’s Trip to the Holy Land – funded her next expedition. Vienna’s Natural History Museum bought more than 700 specimens from her final trip to Madagascar, including 10 species of spiders and 185 species of insects. She died of malaria and was the first woman to be buried in the rows of honoured dead in Vienna Central Cemetery.

One of the most significant women in the history of the United States was the naturalist, explorer and tracker Sacagawea (c. 1788–1812). A bilingual Shoshone woman, enslaved as a child, she acted as a guide and interpreter to the Lewis and Clark expedition, the US military expedition commissioned by President Thomas Jefferson to explore the Louisiana Purchase and the Pacific Northwest and find a practical route across the western half of the continent. The campaign’s secondary objectives were to study the area’s plant and animal life, and to establish trade. Despite being pregnant, Sacagawea travelled thousands of miles from North Dakota to the Pacific Ocean, liaising with Indigenous populations. She was the only woman in the expedition and, unlike the male guides, she was not paid . . .

The National American Woman Suffrage Association adopted Sacagawea as a symbol of female independence and fortitude. With sixteen statues to her name, she is one of the most represented women in the US, but there are many troubling aspects to the way her story has been told – not least her misrepresentation and appropriation by successive generations of historians – and a statue of her with Lewis and Clark, depicting her as subservient to the men, was taken down in Charlottesville in 2021. Sacagawea has a place setting at Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party.
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THERE IS NO collective noun for a group of gardeners or plant hunters, but perhaps we could borrow one that’s used for seaweed, reeds and mosses – a clump.

The first of our plant hunters, a near contemporary of Sacagawea, was the field botanist and plant hunter Ellen Hutchins (1785–1815). Living in Bantry Bay in Ireland, Hutchins discovered at least seven new species and made a huge contribution to our understanding of seaweeds, lichens, mosses, liverworts and other cryptogams (non-flowering plants), identifying over a thousand plants. She also collected and identified shells. Cursed by ill health, Hutchins corresponded with fellow botanists, and it’s only thanks to her surviving letters that the extent of her contribution to botany is known. She died at the young age of twenty-nine, after a long illness, and was buried in an unmarked grave in Bantry. Thanks to campaigners, a plaque was erected to her in 2015, two hundred years after her death. Some eight plants are named after her.

From Bantry to County Kerry on Ireland’s west coast. More than a hundred years after Hutchins’ pioneering work, fellow Irishwoman Maude Delap (1866–1953) was the first person to breed jellyfish in captivity. She was also involved in extensive study of plankton off the coast of Valentia Island. Delap had a sea anemone named after her and was made an associate of the Linnean Society of London in 1936.

In 1815, a genus of red seaweed was named after English botanist Amelia Griffiths (1768–1858), who identified some 250 species of seaweed along the coasts of Devon, Cornwall and Dorset. She is little known today compared to her West Country neighbour, Mary Anning (1799–1847), but it wasn’t always so. Anning, who was born in Lyme Regis in 1799, has become a more familiar name in the past few years after enduring hundreds of years of neglect. She was a trailblazing palaeontologist, fossil hunter, dealer and collector, and her work was misattributed to the male collectors to whom she sold her fossils. In 1865, nearly twenty years after her death, an anonymous article appeared about her in All the Year Round, the periodical set up by Charles Dickens. In the twenty-first century, after decades of campaigning – and novels, films (though the 2020 film Ammonite is heavily fictionalized) and plays celebrating her life and achievements – Anning’s reputation has been secured. In 2010, the Royal Society included Anning in a list of ten British women who’ve most influenced the history of science. The famous oil painting of Anning, with straw bonnet and basket, her fossil-hunting hammer in her hand and her black-and-white dog Tray curled on the ground at her feet, was painted before 1842 and hangs in the Natural History Museum in London. In May 2022, a statue was installed in Lyme Regis after a four-year effort by the Mary Anning Rocks campaign.

Of course, what is also important is not only the collection and classification of plants, but also the way in which they were painted and recorded. The Bristolian watercolourist and artist Sarah Anne Bright (1793–1866) was one of our earliest photographers, though it was not until 2015, when her initials were discovered on a photogram, that she received credit for her work. She produced an image ‘The Quillan Leaf’ in 1839, one of the first ever photograms. Born six years later, the illustrator and botanist Anna Atkins (1799–1871) self-published some of her photograms in Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions in 1843, and contributed to the very first book to have printed photographic images. A skilled artist, she produced detailed engravings of shells for her father’s translation of Genera of Shell. She also collected and catalogued dried plants and was elected a member of the London Botanical Society in 1839.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, several women were following in the footsteps of Amelia Griffiths and Mary Anning. The British geologist, botanist and mineralogist Catherine Raisin (1855–1945) was the first female head of a geology department, and the first woman to be awarded the Geological Society’s Lyell Fund. But because women were banned from attending Society meetings, the professor under whom she had studied geology was obliged to accept it on her behalf. In 1889, Raisin became the second woman to be awarded a doctorate by University College London. She spent her entire academic career at Bedford College in London, rising to vice-principal. Passionate about women’s opportunities in higher education, Raisin founded the women’s discussion group the Somerville Club, became a fellow of the Linnean Society in 1906 and was one of the first female members of the Geological Society – together with Gertrude Elles (1872–1960).

The first woman to be awarded a doctorate from University College London was the Scottish palaeontologist and geologist Maria Ogilvie Gordon (1864–1939). At the age of eighteen, she left Aberdeenshire to study music in London, before deciding her heart lay in science. Her studies took her to Munich and, in 1891, she was invited to accompany an eminent geologist on a field trip to the Dolomites. Like a character in one of my great-grandmother’s novels, Gordon spent her summers climbing and hiking, collecting and studying fossils. In 1893, she published an article in the quarterly journal of the Geological Society, detailing some 354 species of molluscs and corals. She was the first woman to receive a PhD from the University of Munich. Her original manuscript of her findings was lost during the First World War, and when she returned to Munich in 1920, she had to rewrite it from scratch. It was finally published in 1927. She also wrote more than three hundred articles and two guidebooks to the Dolomites and South Tyrol. She was buried in Allenvale Cemetery, Aberdeen. A new fossil fern genus, discovered in the Dolomites, was named after her in 2020, Gordonopteris lorigae. As if this was not enough, she was also a campaigner for the rights of women and children, and was involved in the post-First World War negotiations at the Council for the Representation of Women in the League of Nations.

‘I look upon a year lived as a year earned; and each year earned means a greater treasury of experience and power laid up against time of need.’
Anna Botsford Comstock


In New York State, Gordon’s near contemporary Anna Botsford Comstock (1854–1930) was concentrating on studying insects rather than plants. One of the world’s earliest conservationists, she began by illustrating her husband’s books. Having completed a degree in natural history, Comstock began writing herself, including The Handbook of Nature Study. She was the first female professor appointed at Cornell University and the mother of what, today, we would call nature studies, taking science lessons out of the classroom and into the field.

On the other side of the United States, horticulturist Kate Sessions (1857–1940) was the first woman to graduate from the University of California with a science degree; she then moved to San Diego in 1885 to open a nursery. Known as the ‘Mother of Balboa Park’, Sessions arranged to lease thirty acres of land from the city council, in exchange for planting one hundred trees a year there and some three hundred more in the rest of San Diego. Single-handedly, she transformed a dry cityscape with almost no plant life into an urban landscape with flourishing green spaces. There is a geranium named for her, as well as schools, a botanical garden, a canyon and a room at a local inn! In 1998, a bronze sculpture by San Diego artist, philanthropist and engineer Ruth Hayward (b. 1934) was installed in Balboa Park.

‘I hope when children see the statue, they get the message that one person can really make a difference.’
Ruth Hayward


Meanwhile, in September 1898, an enterprising nineteen-year-old Welsh woman, Dorothea Bate (1878–1951), presented herself at the Natural History Museum in London and talked her way into a job. She had no formal qualifications and there were no female scientists working there, yet the curator of birds admired her spirit and gave her a chance. Bate repaid his confidence, working at the museum for the next fifty years and becoming one of the most significant scientists studying ornithology, palaeontology and archaeozoology. The extent of her achievement, succeeding in such a male environment, can be seen in the black-and-white photograph of the geology department of the Natural History Museum taken in 1938. Bate is sitting in the front row, a flower in her buttonhole, one of only three women in the picture. During her long career at the National History Museum, she published some eighty reports and reviews, as well as writing maybe a hundred unpublished papers. On the sixtieth anniversary of her death in December 2017, a blue plaque to Bate’s life and work was unveiled at Napier House in Carmarthen, south-west Wales, where she was born.

Born the year after Bate, botanist and historian Agnes Arber (1879–1960) was the first woman to receive the Gold Medal of the Linnean Society and the first female botanist elected as a fellow of the Royal Society. Her scientific research focused on flowering plants and, during her long career, she published extensively on both philosophy and botany. Her almost exact contemporary was the Dutch botanist and plant pathologist Johanna Westerdijk (1883–1961). Known as ‘Hans’ to her friends, in 1917 she became the first female professor in the Netherlands at the University of Utrecht. A pioneer in mycology and plant pathology, she also promoted women’s opportunities in science. It was Westerdijk who identified the fungus causing Dutch elm disease. It’s said that the sign above the door to her laboratory read: FOR FINE MINDS, THE ART IS TO MIX WORK AND PARTIES.

The gloriously named Thistle Harris (1902–1990) was an Australian botanist, educator, author and conservationist. For many years, she worked with her husband, naturalist and zoologist David Stead, and after his death in 1957 she bought Wirrimbirra, an estate at Bargo, south-west of Sydney, in order to create a wildlife sanctuary as a memorial to his life and work. She was also active in environmental protests, most notably the campaign to save Lake Pedder in south-west Tasmania. While the campaign failed in its objective to prevent the flooding of the land and lake in 1972, the high-handed destruction of this wilderness had far-reaching consequences. It triggered the foundation of the Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area and helped bring about a major change in public perception. Her step-daughter, David’s eldest daughter, was the award-winning novelist Christina Stead (1902–1983).

‘I most carefully confined myself to facts and arranged those facts on as thin a line of connecting opinion as possible.’
Mary Kingsley


THE NINETEENTH CENTURY was home to many extraordinary British explorers. Mary Kingsley (1862–1900) was an ethnographer and scientific writer who travelled extensively in West Africa. Her near contemporary was the extraordinary Gertrude Bell. A diplomat without portfolio, passionate about art and archaeology, Bell’s writings about her travels in Mesopotamia, Syria, Palestine and Arabia brought the deserts of the Middle East to life both for British readers and for the government. A hugely influential figure in the story of the foundation of modern-day Iraq, she died in Baghdad in 1926. As mentioned earlier, I was disappointed to learn she was also a founding member of the Women’s National Anti-Suffrage League, and its first honorary secretary.

‘To wake in that desert dawn was like waking in the heart of an opal . . . See the desert on a fine morning and die – if you can!’
Gertrude Bell


Following in Bell’s footsteps, a generation later, the Italian-English writer and photographer Freya Stark (1893–1993) was an explorer and Arabist, who wrote extensively on her travels in the Middle East and Afghanistan as well as several autobiographical works and essays including Baghdad Sketches and A Winter in Arabia. She worked for the British Ministry of Information during the Second World War. Stark’s final trip was to Afghanistan when she was seventy-five years old. She died in Asolo, northern Italy, a few months after her one hundredth birthday. There is a glorious photograph of her taken by Robert Mapplethorpe in 1975, where Stark is reclining on a sun lounger in a patterned dress and a hat, holding a book in her left hand and a cocktail in her right!

‘I have no reason to go, except that I have never been, and knowledge is better than ignorance. What better reason could there be for travelling?’
Freya Stark


Perhaps a little less well known these days than either Stark or Bell, the naturalist, explorer and writer Isabella Bird (1831–1904) was the first woman elected a fellow of the British Royal Geographical Society. Bird climbed mountains in Hawaii, rode over eight hundred miles of the Rocky Mountains in the US on horseback, and travelled through China, Japan and Malaysia taking extraordinary photographs. Her letters to her sister during her American expedition formed the basis of perhaps her most famous book, A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains. Then, as if she had not achieved enough, she studied medicine so that she could work as a missionary.

Bird arrived in India in February 1889, in her late fifties, still full of enthusiasm and curiosity. She visited missions and founded a hospital, travelled to the border with Tibet, then on through Persia, Kurdistan, Armenia and Turkey. In 1897, now in her sixties, she sailed the Yangtze River in China and the Han River in Korea, then saw in the new century during a last trip to Morocco, where she became ill. Bird returned home and died in Edinburgh in October 1904, having lived life on her own terms. Bird is one of the real-life characters in Caryl Churchill’s play Top Girls, with much of her dialogue being taken verbatim from Bird’s own writings.

‘I still vote civilization a nuisance, society a humbug and all conventionality a crime.’
Isabella Bird


In other parts of the world, women with an independent income were also shedding their domestic responsibilities and setting out to discover the world. After her husband died in 1874, the wealthy Parisian philanthropist Louise Bourbonnaud (c. 1847–1915) decided to shake off her widow’s weeds and travel. She, too, kept copious notes and took many photographs. She began by exploring North America, followed by the Caribbean and then South America, but it’s for her writings about Vietnam and its capital city, Saigon, that she is best remembered. Determined to prove how women were capable and independent, she endowed the Louise Bourbonnaud Prize in 1891 in association with the Société de Géographie in Paris, the world’s first and oldest geographical society, to honour travellers of French origin.

Belgian rather than French, Berthe Cabra (1864–1947) travelled with her husband, a commander in the Belgian army, and, in 1905, became the first European woman (that we know of) to travel across the whole of central Africa from east to west. A keen collector, she gave items acquired on her journey to the Royal Museum of Central Africa in Flanders. Cabra was given several awards, including the Congo commemorative medal in 1929, and endowed a generous scholarship at the Colonial University of Antwerp.

‘Nothing in life is to be feared, it is only to be understood. Now is the time to understand more, so that we may fear less.’
Marie Curie


WHEN I WAS a child, I was obsessed by Scott’s doomed Terra Nova expedition to the Antarctic in 1910. I clearly remember watching a re-run of the 1948 film starring John Mills as Scott with my parents in the 1970s, the curtains drawn on a Sunday afternoon and the soaring, beautiful score by Ralph Vaughan Williams filling the room. I’ve never been to Antarctica or the Arctic, but have always felt that to travel to these most extreme landscapes of ice and snow must take a very special kind of courage.

The Russian explorer Maria Pronchishcheva (1710–1736), who only lived to be twenty-six, is considered the first female polar explorer. Also known as Tatiana Fyodorovna Pronchishcheva, she sailed down the Lena River with her husband, from Yakutsk, the coldest major city on earth, which lies about 240 miles south of the Arctic Circle. A bay in the Laptev Sea is named after her. Thirty-three years later, anthropologist and explorer Aleksandra Potanina (1843–1893) accompanied her husband on a number of expeditions through Siberia, as well as central Asia and China. Her focus was the regions’ indigenous peoples and when The Buryats was published in 1887, she was awarded a gold medal from the Russian Geographical Society and was the first woman to be invited to join. A crater on the planet Venus is named after her, as is a glacier in Mongolia.

Ingrid Christensen (1891–1976) was a Norwegian polar explorer who made four trips to the Antarctic with her husband. She was the first woman to see Antarctica, the first to fly over it and one of the first to set foot on the mainland, together with her daughter and two fellow female explorers – Lillemor Rachlew (1902–1983) and Solveig Widerøe (1914–1989). In 1937, the Four Ladies Bank in Prydz Bay, in eastern Antarctica, was named in honour of this quartet of female explorers.

‘To aim for the highest point is not the only way to climb a mountain.’
Nan Shepherd


In the very male world of climbing and mountaineering, three names stand out. The first is the Scottish climber, poet and novelist Anna ‘Nan’ Shepherd (1893–1981). Her beautiful The Living Mountain, which came out in 1977, blends ecology and spirituality and puts it at the heart of our relationship with nature.

The second is the extraordinary Japanese mountaineer Junko Tabei (1939–2016), who was the first woman to reach the summit of Mount Everest in 1975, only twelve days after being buried by an avalanche! Though she studied literature at university, mountaineering was her passion. Battling sexism, Tabei founded the Ladies’ Mountaineering Club in 1969 because so many men refused to climb with her. Sixteen years after her triumph on Everest, she became the first woman to complete the Seven Summits – an ascent of each of the highest mountains on every continent. An asteroid, 6897 Tabei, and a mountain range on Pluto, Tabei Montes, are named after her.

The third is the amazing Hulda Crooks (1896–1997), who on 24 July 1987 – at the age of ninety-one – reached the summit of Mount Fuji. The 4,326-metre-high Crooks Point is named after her.

[image: Scene break image]

FROM THE HIGHEST summits, we now reach up into the air itself with the earliest female aviators.

‘I’ve always had the feeling that nothing is impossible if one applies a certain amount of energy in the right direction. If you want to do it, you can do it.’
Nellie Bly


Nearly fifty years after Ida Pfeiffer’s double circumnavigation of the world, the American daredevil, investigative journalist and inventor Nellie Bly (1864–1922) made her own record-breaking trip around the world in tribute to Jules Verne’s 1873 novel Around the World in Eighty Days. Commissioned by New York’s The World newspaper, she beat the fictional Phileas Fogg by eight days. The paper dedicated the whole of its front page on 26 January 1890 to her: ‘Nellie Bly Makes the News’, screamed the headline, with a cartoon showing Bly in her tweed travelling clothes surrounded by male travellers from history. Another column was headed: ‘Father Time Outdone – Even Imagination’s Record Pales Before the Performance of the “World’s Traveller”’. An extraordinary and intrepid journalist, as well as an explorer, Bly got her major break by pretending to be mad to get herself committed to Blackwell’s Island Insane Asylum in 1887 so that she could write an investigative report on conditions there. Bly also reported for the New York Evening Journal on the third Suffrage March, where Alice Paul (1885–1977) and Inez Milholland (1886–1916) led ten thousand women through Washington, DC on 3 March 1913:

‘Picture if you can an endless chain of butterflies, divided into sections according to color fluttering along and it will give a little impression of the parade which made history . . . I was never so proud of women; I never was so impressed by their ability; I never so realized their determination and sincerity. I am glad I am one.’

Most people have heard the name of aviator and pilot Amelia Earhart (1897–c. 1937), the first woman to fly solo across the Atlantic Ocean and the founder of The Ninety-Nines, an organization for female pilots. Most people also know that she disappeared with her navigator, Fred Noonan, in July 1937, somewhere over the Pacific Ocean near Howland Island and was declared dead eighteen months later. But the New Zealand aviator Jean Batten (1909–1982) deserves to be just as much of a household name. She was the first woman to fly solo from England to Australia and back again. Then, in November 1935, she set a new record for flying from England to Brazil. She was also the first woman to fly from England to South America and, in October 1936, flew from New Zealand to England in just over eleven days, a record that remained unbroken for forty-four years. In my favourite photograph of her, Batten is dressed in her fur-lined flying jacket and goggles, holding a bouquet and her black cat Buddy!

‘Flying does not rely so much on strength, as on physical and mental co-ordination.’
Raymonde de Laroche


Other female firsts in the sky include: Hélène Dutrieu (1877–1961) in Belgium; Raymonde de Laroche (1882–1919) in France; Lydia Zvereva (1890–1916) in Russia; Bessie Coleman (1892–1926) in America; Park Kyung-won (1901–1933) in Korea; Kwon Ki-ok (1901–1988) in Korea; Amy Johnson (1903–disappeared 1941) in UK; Lotfia al-Nadi (1907–2002) in Egypt; Hanna Reitsch (1912–1979) in Germany; Sarla Thukral (1914–2008) in India; and Melody Danquah (1937–2016) from Ghana.

Pilot, stunt-driver, adventurer, film-maker, the wonderfully named Canadian-American explorer Aloha Wanderwell (1906–1996) was the first woman to circumnavigate the globe by car. Between 1922 and 1927, when she was only sixteen, she travelled nearly five hundred thousand miles across eighty countries in a Ford 1918 Model T, beginning and ending her journey in Nice in France. For the next five years she performed on stage, gave travel lectures and, with her husband Walter ‘Cap’ Wanderwell, made films of their travels. In 1932, her husband was shot and killed on their yacht Carma in Long Beach, California. Wanderwell later remarried and continued her travels. A true performer, a true adventurer.

‘A nomad I will remain for life, in love with distant and uncharted places.’
Isabelle Eberhardt


TO ACQUIRE KNOWLEDGE, to learn about other cultures and traditions, to broaden one’s horizons, the desire to live an unrestrained life – there are myriad reasons why women travelled, why they challenged themselves to go higher, faster, further. Some settled in their new lands, others brought what they had seen and learned home to the country of their origins.

Pioneering landowner and garden designer Ella Christie (1861–1949) brought a corner of Japan home to her family estate, Cowden Castle, in Scotland. Much like characters in my great-grandmother Lily’s novels, she and her sister were educated at home and made several trips to Europe with their father.

In 1904, Christie headed to India, then in 1905 on to Kashmir, Tibet, Sri Lanka, Malaya and Borneo – she was the first Western woman to meet the Dalai Lama – writing in her diaries about her adventures and in detailed letters to her sister. In 1907, she went to China, Korea and Japan, where she fell in love with the precision, imagination and formality of Japanese gardens. Three years later, and again in 1912, she travelled in the Russian Empire. The first British woman to visit Khiva in Uzbekistan, she wrote about her trips in Through Khiva to Golden Samarkand. She also wrote a cookbook with her sister and a joint autobiography, A Long Look at Life by Two Victorians. Christie was one of the first women to be elected to the Royal Scottish Geographical Society in 1913. During the First World War, she ran canteens for the Red Cross on the Western Front and, in 1939, at the outbreak of the Second World War, she published Ration Recipes in aid of the Scottish Red Cross.

But Christie is perhaps best remembered for commissioning the great Japanese designer and horticulturist Taki Handa (1871–1956) to create a seven-acre Japanese garden at Cowden Castle in 1908. Handa imported plants from her homeland and, when she returned to Japan, Christie employed Japanese gardeners to care for the space. Considered the best Japanese garden in the West – and named Sha Raku En, or ‘a place of pleasure and delight’, by Christie – it was featured in magazines and newspapers throughout the world. Sha Raku En was maintained by gardener Shinzaburo Matsuo, who lived and worked at Cowden from 1925 until his death in 1937. Others then continued to tend to the gardens, but after Christie’s death in 1949 they fell into disrepair and were vandalized, before finally being closed to the public. In the last few years, a major fundraising campaign restored the gardens, which opened again in 2019, once again a corner of Japan in the Scottish Highlands.

‘A garden is a grand teacher. It teaches patience and careful watchfulness; it teaches industry and thrift; above all it teaches entire trust.’
Gertrude Jekyll


At the other end of the country, one of the greatest horticulturists and inspirational landscape gardeners of all time was already creating extraordinary spaces. Gertrude Jekyll (1843–1932) was a painter, a musician, an embroiderer, a photographer, someone who could work in both wood and metal. Most of all, she was one of our most prolific and mesmerizing garden designers. Over her long life, she created nearly four hundred gardens in Europe, America and the UK, from Lindisfarne to Connecticut, Hestercombe in Taunton to her own house at Munstead Wood, outside Godalming in Surrey. Jekyll bred many new plants, and kept copious notebooks and drawings, published some twenty books and contributed more than a thousand articles to magazines including Country Life. She was a talented artist and photographer too, inspired by the Arts and Crafts Movement, and she carried this into her designs, often working with leading architects of the day such as Edwin Lutyens.

There are many photographs of Jekyll, particularly in her later years, with her distinctive walking stick or umbrella in her right hand. But my favourite pictures are two oil paintings by William Nicholson. The first, her official portrait, hangs in the National Portrait Gallery in London and depicts a serious woman, with wire-rim glasses. There is something of the cloister about it. The second is more playful. Painted in 1920, Miss Jekyll’s Gardening Boots shows only a pair of black, shabby boots, the sole of the left boot coming away from the leather. Dedicated ‘For EL’, it was a gift to Lutyens.

‘It sometimes happens that the town child is more alive to the fresh beauty of the country than a child who is country born. My brother and I were born in London . . . but our descent, our interest and our joy were in the north country . . .’
Beatrix Potter


BEATRIX POTTER, OF course, is where this book began. In Newlands Valley with my great-grandmother, and their shared love for Little Town, Catbells and Mrs Tiggy-Winkle. But Potter is included in this chapter because even though she is world-famous for writing thirty books – twenty-three of them for children – she was also a natural scientist, an illustrator, an expert in mycology and a conservationist.

Although Potter grew up in London, she spent childhood holidays in Scotland and the Lake District. Thanks to a legacy from her aunt, and her success as a writer, she was able to buy Hill Top Farm in Near Sawrey, between Hawkshead and Lake Windermere, in 1905. My grandmother remembered meeting her on family holidays and, on the bookshelves in my study, I have some of the original editions of her ‘Tales’ – Squirrel Nutkin, Mrs. Tiggy-Winkle, Jeremy Fisher, Jemima Puddle-Duck and Pigling Bland – all hand sewn and with pale hardboard covers, the heavy, shiny white paper marked here and there with children’s fingerprints. In 2015, the manuscript for an unpublished book was discovered by a children’s publisher in the archives of the Victoria and Albert Museum in London. This newly discovered story – The Tale of Kitty-in-Boots, with illustrations by Quentin Blake – was published the following year to mark the 150th anniversary of Potter’s birth.

When Potter died in 1943, she left almost everything to the National Trust – four thousand acres of land, herds of cattle and Herdwick sheep, sixteen farms and cottages. This extraordinary gift enabled the land to be preserved and forms a huge part of what is now the Lake District National Park. Her husband continued to run the business until his death in 1945, then bequeathed the remainder of the estate to the National Trust.

Potter’s passion for conservation – and for protecting animals and birds – was becoming increasingly common in the late nineteenth century. As so many photographs of those days show, there was a huge fashion for feathers in millinery. Motivated by this, three women – one from Lancaster, one from Manchester and one from Hythe in Kent – co-founded what would go on to become the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, now the largest conservation organization in the UK.

Appalled by the number of birds killed for their plumage, Emily Williamson (1855–1936) asked her friends to sign a pledge that they would not wear feathers, and began campaigning on the issue. In the first three months of 1884 alone, some 350,000 birds from East India, 400,000 from Brazil and West India, and at least 7,000 birds of paradise were brought to the UK for the purposes of fashion. In 1889, Williamson founded the all-female Plumage League from her home in Didsbury, in the southern suburbs of Manchester, in part out of frustration that the all-male British Ornithologists’ Union were not doing enough. In 1891, Williamson’s group merged with Croydon-based Fur, Fin and Feather Folk, set up by the Belfast-born businesswoman, humanitarian and social reformer Eliza Phillips (1823–1916), evangelical Christian Margaretta ‘Etta’ Lemon (1860–1953) and others, including Winifred Cavendish-Bentinck (1863–1954), the Duchess of Portland, to form the Society for the Protection of Birds. At its inception, all its members were women.

In 1921, after years of campaigning, the Plumage Act was passed. Despite this triumph of seeing the Act come into law, the names of these three women disappeared from the history books. A successful campaign to honour Williamson led to a bronze statue being commissioned from Sheffield artist Eve Shepherd (b. 1976). The statue – which shows Williamson with a copy of the 1921 Act in her hand – was unveiled at Didsbury’s Fletcher Moss Park on 17 April 2023, the anniversary of her birth. As of 2020, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) looks after two hundred nature reserves in the UK, has an income of £112 million per annum, has twelve thousand volunteers, two thousand employees and 1.1 million members, of which I am one.

It was only thanks to the campaign to erect a statue to Williamson that her great-great-niece, Newcastle University’s professor of ethology Melissa Bateson (b. 1968), discovered they were related: ‘It feels like an extraordinary coincidence that both my father and I made our careers studying the behavioural biology of birds without knowing about Emily and her achievements . . . We clearly have birds in our blood.’

Putting women back into history, one statue at a time . . .

‘The more clearly we can focus our attention on the wonders and realities of the universe about us the less taste we shall have for the destruction of our race. Wonder and humility are wholesome emotions, and they do not exist side by side with a lust for destruction.’
Rachel Carson


Working to protect birds in the United States was Rosalie Edge (1877–1962), who founded the Emergency Conservation Committee after learning how some seventy thousand bald eagles were being slaughtered in Alaska. Dedicated to protecting all species of birds and animals, both those at risk and those not under threat, Edge ended years of eagle and hawk hunting in a particular section of the Appalachian Mountains by buying the property in 1934 and founding the world’s first refuge for birds of prey, the Hawk Mountain Sanctuary. In 1948, she was described in The New Yorker magazine as: ‘the only honest, unselfish, indomitable hellcat in the history of conservation’. In 1960, the sanctuary gave scientific data to fellow American conservationist and marine biologist Rachel Carson (1907–1964), providing crucial evidence of the link between the decline in the raptor population and the unregulated spraying of DDT.

Carson is one of the mothers of the modern environmental movement. She began her career as an aquatic biologist in the US Bureau of Fisheries, but the success of her trilogy of books telling the life story of our oceans enabled her to become a full-time writer: The Sea Around Us won a US National Book Award in 1951, followed by The Edge of the Sea in 1955 and a reissue of Under the Sea Wind, which had first been published in 1941. Her gift was in making science accessible and gripping for the general reader, writing articles under the gender-neutral byline R. L. Carson to get her pro-environment message across. Poetic and inspirational, her writing shimmers with awe and wonder for the natural world.

Carson’s most important book was yet to come. In the late 1950s, she turned her attention to the close study of conservation and pollution, especially that caused by indiscriminate use of synthetic pesticides. Raising the spectre of an eerily quiet emergence from winter in a natural world ravaged by humankind, Silent Spring was published in 1962 and took the world by storm. One of the foundation texts of conservation, it brought environmental concerns to the attention of a much broader general public and, despite fierce opposition from the chemical companies, as well as repeated attacks both about her health and her sexuality, ordinary people responded. Carson’s courage and her refusal to back down helped bring about a reversal in national pesticide policy in the US. In turn, this led to a nationwide ban on DDT and other pesticides, as well as inspiring a grassroots environmental movement that has grown into the global campaign.

All of Carson’s books remain in print and, in 1995, her surviving letters to her close friend Dorothy Freeman (1898–1978) – Always, Rachel: The Letters of Rachel Carson and Dorothy Freeman, 1952–1964: An Intimate Portrait of a Remarkable Friendship – were edited and published by Freeman’s granddaughter. Her achievements are all the more extraordinary when set against the terrible struggles she had with her personal life and her health. By 1963, she was suffering with breast cancer and, weakened by radiation treatment, she was unable to accept in person many of the awards bestowed on her, not least the Cullum Geographical Medal from the American Geographical Society. In February 1964, Carson died of a heart attack and complications from her cancer treatment. In 1980, she was posthumously awarded a Presidential Medal of Freedom.

‘In every outthrust headland, in every curving beach, in every grain of sand there is the story of the earth.’
Rachel Carson


Critical to our understanding of the oceans was Marie Tharp (1920–2006), the oceanographic cartographer who co-created the first scientific map of the ocean floor of the Atlantic. And Anna Mani (1918–2001) was an Indian meteorologist, responsible for standardizing drawings for more than one hundred weather instruments. Appointed Deputy Director General of the Indian Meteorological Department, Mani also set up a network of weather stations to measure solar radiation.

The American conservationist Margaret Murie (1902–2003), known as Mardy, is seen by many as the grandmother of the conservation movement. Born five years before Rachel Carson, the adventurer and naturalist spent nearly forty years studying wildlife in Alaska and Wyoming. In 1956, she started campaigning to protect Alaska’s natural territory, persuading President Eisenhower to allocate eight million acres to create the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. It is still the largest protected area in the country, providing habitat for a vast range of animals, including polar, grizzly and black bears, wolves, eagles, lynx, moose, caribou, marten and beaver, as well as countless migratory birds. Murie was instrumental in helping to pass the Wilderness Act, which today protects more than one hundred million acres of the United States.

‘When you realize the value of all life, you dwell less on what is past and concentrate more on the preservation of the future.’
Dian Fossey


IN THE TWENTIETH and twenty-first centuries, the conflict between environmental sustainability, land rights, corporate greed, deforestation and poaching has made conservation an ever more dangerous business. Dian Fossey (1932–1985), the ground-breaking primatologist and biologist, spent nearly twenty years studying the mountain gorillas of Rwanda. She identified and catalogued aspects of gorilla behaviour, but also witnessed the violence and brutality of poaching, and was perhaps forced to retaliate in kind. She founded the Digit Fund to counteract poaching, destroying traps, encouraging local authorities to enforce anti-poaching laws, identifying perpetrators. Fossey was found murdered in her cabin in the Virguna Mountains in December 1985. The case remains open because the perpetrators have not yet been brought to justice.

Another woman who gave her life for what she believed was the Honduran activist and botanist Blanca Kawas Fernández (1946–1995). In the early 1990s, she began working at the Honduran Ecology Association, where she was involved in preserving more than four hundred plant species, flora and fauna, and attempting to protect natural habitats such as coastal lagoons, mangroves and rainforest. In February 1995, she was murdered at her house in Tela, on the north Caribbean coast. Her death led to a change in the law. Because the Honduran authorities were making inadequate efforts to solve the crime, the Centre for International Justice sent a request to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, in which they declared the state of Honduras responsible for her murder, and that of two male colleagues. A court ruling in 2009 set international legal precedent that governments must protect environmental activists.

Twenty-one years after Kawas’s murder, fellow Honduran activist and indigenous leader Berta Cáceres Flores (1971–2016), who ran a successful grassroots campaign to force the world’s biggest builder of dams to pull out of building at the Rio Gualcarque, was assassinated in her home by armed intruders. Despite the Kawas v. Honduras ruling, twelve land defenders were killed in Honduras in 2014, making it the world’s most dangerous country, relative to its size, for those seeking to protect rivers and forests.

Javiera Rojas (c. 1979–2021) was a Chilean environmental activist and land defender. Known for taking part in protests against the Prime Thermoelectric project and in the successful campaign to prevent the Tranca dam being built in 2016, she was found murdered in late November 2021.

‘There is still so much in the world worth fighting for. So much that is beautiful, so many people working to reverse the harm, to help alleviate the suffering. And so many young people dedicated to making this a better world. All conspiring to inspire us and to give us hope that it is not too late to turn things around, if we all do our part.’
Jane Goodall


British primatologist Jane Goodall (b. 1934) is the world’s foremost expert on the behaviour and lives of chimpanzees. Equipped with little more than a notebook, binoculars and her fascination with wildlife, Jane Goodall first travelled by boat to Kenya in 1957 and her love affair with the continent of Africa began. In more than sixty years of ground-breaking work, Goodall has campaigned to protect chimpanzees from extinction, and has redefined species conservation to embrace environmental needs.

‘We have a responsibility to protect the rights of generations, of all species, that cannot speak for themselves today. The global challenge of climate change requires that we ask no less of our leaders, or ourselves.’
Wangarĩ Maathai


Kenyan biologist Wangarĩ Maathai (1940–2011) was the first woman from Africa to win a Nobel Peace Prize, the first female professor in Kenya and the first woman in all of east and central Africa to receive a doctorate in biology. She started a movement in 1977 to try to prevent the deforestation that was threatening the livelihoods of the rural population by encouraging women to plant trees in their communities. The Green Belt movement spread, resulting in the planting of more than thirty million trees throughout Africa.

‘Some people say that the climate crisis is something we have all created. But that is just another convenient lie. Because if everyone is guilty then no one is to blame.’
Greta Thunberg


MANY OF THE current leaders of the global environmental movements are courageous and principled women, speaking out despite the dangers.

They include: Sônia Guajajara (b. 1974), leader of the Articulation of the Indigenous Peoples of Brazil; Hindou Oumarou Ibrahim (b. 1984), a member of the indigenous Mbororo people; Amelia Telford (b. c. 1994), a Bundjalung woman and activist from Northern New South Wales, who founded and works as the Indigenous Coordinator for the Australian Youth Climate Coalition; Ugandan climate justice activist Vanessa Nakate (b. 1996); Luisa-Marie Neubauer (b. 1996), who was one of the main organizers of the Friday school climate strike movement; Disha Ravi (b. c. 1998), a founder of Fridays for Future in India; indigenous Brazilian campaigner Artemisa Xakriabá (b. c. 2000), who belongs to the Xacriabas people; Quannah Rose Chasinghorse (b. 2002), who leads protests against drilling in Alaska; Swedish environmental activist Greta Thunberg (b. 2003); Canadian indigenous campaigner Autumn Peltier (b. 2004); and India’s Ridhima Pandey (b. 2008), among many, many more.

Walking in the footsteps of the great activists and adventurers of the past, the fight for the future of our planet is in their hands.
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The Watson Family: Harold, Winnie, Sam, Lily, Reggie, Betty (seated on grass), Ethel and Rex Earle, c. 1903
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IN 1909, LILY DID an extraordinary thing. She turned away from the Baptist Chapel and joined the Church of England. Though she rarely confided her innermost emotions to paper, you would have thought that something as significant as this would appear in her daily correspondence. But there’s nothing. At this moment, when I would again so much like to be inside Lily’s head, she is silent. I couldn’t find a single letter, sent to Sam or anyone else, about what lay behind this late change of path.

Lily’s entire life had been lived as a Nonconformist, a member of a leading Baptist family who chose, almost exclusively, to marry within the faith. Her father was a highly respected and decorated theologian and scholar. In 1870, he published his The Revised Grammar of the Greek Testament, served as President of the Baptist Union of Great Britain and Ireland for 1885–6 and, in 1903, his A Handbook of Church History appeared. Lily came from Baptist royalty, as if that wasn’t a contradiction in this fundamentally egalitarian faith. At the heart of things is a sense of an individual’s direct relationship with God, unmediated by a priest speaking Latin, an unshakeable belief that salvation rests in a person’s own belief in Jesus and God. Baptists trust in the supreme authority of the Bible and, as a denomination, it is much less hierarchical than either the Catholic or High Anglican Church.

And yet . . .

At the age of sixty, after a lifetime at chapel, Lily became a member of the congregation of the new Church of St Margaret the Queen, Streatham, and worshipped there for the remainder of her life. Deconsecrated now, it’s a magnificent red-brick Grade II-listed Victorian building which must have dominated the landscape before the fields of Streatham Hill were gradually absorbed into the sprawl of London.

It seems astonishing to me that Lily – whose life had been so shaped by Nonconformism – should have changed her theological allegiance. I went back to the letters, rooting out any with a dateline of 1904 or 1905, but still found nothing. A clue to the timing of this might be that both of her parents died in 1905 – her mother Elizabeth in May and her father four months later. I wonder if it was this that gave her the courage – or the freedom – to start thinking about a change? On the other hand, four years seems a long time to wait. Her eldest daughter Ethel had married a Church of England priest in 1898 – and my grandmother, Betty, would follow suit in the wartime summer of 1918 and marry an army chaplain – so I wondered if conversations with her eldest son-in-law might have influenced her, though he rarely appears in letters. A final question: did she try to persuade Sam to join her in Anglican worship? If not, did he support her or did her ‘conversion’ cause tensions in their marriage?

Considering all this more than a hundred years later, it occurs to me that perhaps the reason is more prosaic. Maybe it was a practical decision rather than one of doctrine? Simply, that this impressive new church had been built on her doorstep and Lily wanted to be part of her local community. To sit side by side with her neighbours in the pews on Sunday. There is no doubt, from the voluntary positions she held and the articles she was writing for The Girl’s Own Paper, that public service and practical Christianity were fundamental to Lily’s life. She had strong beliefs, yes, but she was not by nature sectarian.

There are clues, of course, in her most famous and celebrated novel, published in 1893. I inherited an 1897 edition of The Vicar of Langthwaite from my grandmother, Betty. It comes with a Foreword in the form of a letter from Gladstone, several pages of glowing (if often patronizing) reviews and a Preface from Lily herself, once more in that odd third-person voice:

‘This story was not written with any intention of embodying a religious polemic in fiction. Such an attempt would be open to at least three objections: it would certainly be inartistic, and it would probably be both dull and unconvincing. The author’s first and last desire has been to tell her tale rather than to point a moral. She has, therefore, simply tried to sketch, with fidelity, some aspects of English life which have, as a rule, been ignored by novelists, or deemed only worthy of caricature, and which may yet be found to possess an imaginative charm and pathos of their own.’

This is an excellent justification of fiction – that, through the pages of a novel, we can stand in other people’s shoes, we can enliven issues that are complicated or difficult, we can put the lives of those who are under-heard or unheard on the page. It is a fine novel, full of affection for Yorkshire and the mythical Northminster Theological College (modelled on Rawdon College), full of sympathy for the attitudes churchmen hold with regard to ‘Dissenters’ but alive to their lack of Christian values of tolerance. The rigid puritan Dr Yorke, who is handing over care of his school to a more scholarly successor, is a superb counterpoint to the more emollient Hawthorne. The politics and the petty annoyances of life in a small and secluded community are beautifully drawn. As are the lives of the sisters, aunts and daughters whose opportunities for love and life are curtailed by the toils and enmities of their overbearing male guardians, relatives and tutors. It’s a compelling read, with the courage not to contrive an implausible or unconvincing happy ending.

There is drama, there are superbly visual action scenes, there is an underlying sense of the sacrifices to be made for principle and for belief. There is also a strong sense of the values of Yorkshire and a disdain for the glittering society of London and the South. There are passages to rival Arnold Bennett or George Eliot, a writer Lily admired and often quotes.

But, most of all, particularly in the mesmerizing character of Estelle Hawthorne herself – the novel was originally to be called The Professor’s Daughter – there is a message that true faith lies in the natural world, in creation, not in the fundamentalist theologies of men.

It is a novel, of course, not an autobiography. The characters’ actions and opinions belong to them, not to Lily. Even if we do take The Vicar of Langthwaite as a plea for faith over the rigidity of doctrine, it doesn’t really explain why Lily joined the Church of England so late in her life. But shimmering beneath the surface of the novel is that plea for tolerance, for understanding. I would go so far as to say that Lily believed that all Christians, chapel or church, would surely be reunited at the last.

It was fun, but also strange, for me to read. So much of my historical fiction has, at its heart, faith and the sometimes terrible consequences of faith – usually manipulated by the rich and powerful at the expense of the poor and the voiceless. I’ve written about Cathar Christian lives in thirteenth-century Languedoc, Huguenot and Catholic lives in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century France and the Netherlands in The Joubert Family Chronicles. I have always imagined myself there, seeing the many ways in which peaceful societies are destroyed, ruled and re-shaped, shipwrecked, by organized religion, on the pretext of religion. Estelle’s naive and pure simplicity of faith in The Vicar of Langthwaite has much in common with Arinius in Citadel, the third in my Languedoc Trilogy, though I wrote the novel many years before I had read any of Lily’s fiction. Here, for what it’s worth, is the greatest connection between my great-grandmother’s work and my own writing. The DNA of family history, perhaps.

I was brought up in the Church of England, in a quiet, unassuming way. Walking across the fields to Fishbourne Church in the summer, the long way round in winter. I was one of the first girls to serve as an acolyte and thurifer in Chichester Cathedral in the 1970s, until suddenly I could no longer say the words and mean them.

Lily’s realignment of faith – or, perhaps, realignment of worship – was to be a significant moment in the lives of many women in the Watson family. In the mid-1920s, my godmother would first meet Sister Josephine from the Society of the Sisters of Bethany at ‘Poplars’. Many years later, having served as a cook in the Honourable Artillery Company and the Civil Nursing Reserve during the Second World War, she would join the order as a novice in 1951, be professed in January 1953 and become Sister Katherine Maryel SSB. A generation later, another of Lily’s granddaughters, my aunt, would be one of the first women ordained into the Church of England at Chelmsford Cathedral on 30 April 1994.

Would Lily have been proud of her granddaughter, Margaret? Lily’s journalism suggests she believed women’s roles within both home and chapel should be nurturing and supportive, rather than taking to the pulpit or the soapbox. But, in her letters, she’s affectionate about her daughters and clearly wants them to be happy, so who’s to say? Maybe Estelle Hawthorne, whose faith is purest, the least complicated, knows best: ‘I have always been taught to believe that our knowledge of religious truth grows from age to age, and that if it is put into creeds, it is like imprisoning something which is growing and alive within a sealed casket.’

Faith is living and evolving, Lily has her heroine assert. Attitudes change, formal structures and traditions can be rewritten. Of many generations of believers and potential priests in the Green, the Watson and the Mosse families, among all of Lily’s children and grandchildren, only my Aunt Margaret had a calling.
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SO FAR AS I can tell, these early years of the twentieth century were settled in the Watson household. The marriage of Lily and Sam had weathered the loss of their youngest son – or, at least, they had learned to live with grief. There were no further financial concerns, there was order and routine. Their other children had all survived to adulthood and some had children of their own – Reggie had four, Harold had three. Winnie married William Schroder Scott in Bombay (now Mumbai) in November 1905, having met her husband by chance on a train in England. As custom dictated, she sailed out to join him.

Scott was working as a manager of the Great Indian Peninsular Railway. I can find no evidence that either Lily or Sam, or both, were at the wedding in India. Winnie’s three children – Patrick, Wyndham and Sholto – would be born there, as well as a daughter, Rosemary, who is recorded on the family tree as being born and dying in 1910. And, in the last months of the Great War, Lily’s beloved youngest daughter, Betty, would be married according to the rites of the Anglican Church at St Margaret the Queen in July 1918.

In the deed box containing the cache of letters was a heavy cream document with the title: ‘Memorandum regarding my daughter Beatrice Elizabeth Watson, July 1893’. A meticulous archivist, Sam had put together folders for Harold, for Winnie, for Leader and for my grandmother, containing letters and notes from them – I assume that the folders for Reggie and Ethel went missing. There are twelve diary entries for my grandmother, the earliest being 2 February 1893 and the last 2 August 1902. In March 1893, Sam wrote: ‘It is impossible to say how great a delight this child is to us.’ In May 1894, he wrote: ‘Lily and I live in the light of her presence . . . really, I sometimes think that no child has ever given us more joy than this darling.’ In August 1902, he says that she is ‘as sweet as ever’.

I don’t know why the entries stopped then, or if there are pages missing. I don’t know if my grandmother was aware of how precious she was to her parents – she was born twenty years after their first child and, perhaps, all the more cherished after the death of Leader, especially after everyone else had left home. All the photographs I have of Lily, Sam and Betty in the Lake District bear out that there was an ease in her relationship with her parents. I also have three postcard-sized drawings – each with the heading ‘Drawn by Lily Watson to amuse Beatrice 18th July 1894’ – with something of the style of Struwwelpeter. Also, a scrap of paper with Betty’s rather rough seven-year-old’s handwritten instruction to ‘Keep Your Desk Tidy Please’. Lily has written at the top: ‘Left on my desk 27th March 1899’. Clearly, she treasured it enough to keep it.

Thanks to Sister Katherine’s scrapbook – and photographs in family albums – there is a glimpse of Betty’s wartime wedding, though I have nothing directly from either Lily or my grandmother. Sister Katherine writes how disappointed she and her older sister, Judith, were not to be bridesmaids because of wartime constraints (only Reggie’s oldest daughter, Laetitia, was a bridesmaid). But she writes of her excitement of being at ‘Poplars’ when ladies from St Margaret’s came to admire Betty’s trousseau: ‘There were several people from the Parish also viewing. It was all laid out on beds, and I can remember the embroidery and bunches of violets which Granny had done on some winter nightgowns.’

I have two photographs of the wedding on 4 July 1918, a Thursday afternoon. Holding the brittle photographs in my hands, it’s extraordinary how strong that sense of a languid Edwardian summer is. The clothes and the hats, the formal smiles. Meanwhile, on the other side of the Channel, the Australian Corps and US Army infantry, supported by British tanks, were in the process of attacking and taking the town of Le Hammel in northern France. And two weeks later, while my grandparents were at Stair Mill on their honeymoon, climbing Catbells and walking in the footsteps of Dorothy Wordsworth, the last major German attack of the war would begin – the Marne–Reims Offensive – marking the beginning of the end of the war.

Looking at the sepia images of the wedding party taken in the garden of ‘Poplars’ in July 1918, this all seems very distant. My grandmother’s thoughtful and careful expression, my grandfather standing full-square in the garden – on leave from his position as an army chaplain – they appear to me almost like characters in a play. Something like Shaw’s Heartbreak House, a little exaggerated and not quite real, but full of meaning. This privileged middle-class world is so very removed from the blood and the gas and the mud of the Trenches, the visceral and heartbreaking experiences written about by Vera Brittain, Emma Duffin and Edith Cavell (1865–1915). And, as I go back to the album time and again, looking for clues, I also find myself wondering if this is the only positive consequence of the family illness, haemophilia.

Unlike almost every other mother of her acquaintance, Lily did not have to watch her sons put on army uniforms and be sent to the Front. Reggie’s and Harold’s condition kept them safer than their friends, alongside whom they’d sat in the schoolroom, fingers inked and their primers open. Broken spines of old books, the roll call of that generation of lost boys. Where are they now? Names remembered only as letters and engravings on memorial boards and stone monuments:

Known unto God.
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Dhammananda Bhikkhuni (b. 1944)
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Rose Hudson-Wilkin (b. 1961)
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Women of Faith
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‘All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.’

Revelations of Divine Love 
Julian of Norwich, c. 1373

THROUGHOUT HISTORY, RELIGION HAS been both a force for good and the cause of terrible persecution and destruction. We’ve seen how some women were liberated from the strictures of their times in the quiet of the cloister or mosque or temple, while others were imprisoned and stifled. We’ve seen how polytheistic cultures afforded both women and men leading roles and authority as teachers, whereas monotheistic cultures very often sidelined women. And we’ve seen how male-dominated religious orthodoxies can be used – and have been used – to oppress women and girls. Finally, of course, there’s the problem of unintended consequences. So many terrible things have happened because well-intentioned people were unable to read the future.

My great-grandmother had no doubt. Faith, for her, was Protestant Christianity – at first, as a Baptist, later as an Anglican, so this chapter is inevitably particularly concerned with the changing position of women within Christianity and what that might have meant to Lily.

But what if we think more broadly? What if we separate faith from organized religion and think instead in terms of mission or vocation, rather than rigid adherence to one particular creed – Judaism, Shintoism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism or Taoism? What about African Traditional religions or the Baha’i faith? Or Atheism or Stoicism or Humanism? Any structured philosophical, or perhaps even psychotherapeutic, framework intended to help humankind come to terms with the big questions of life and death, and what happens next? What, then, does faith look like?

‘The sad truth is that most evil is done by people who never make up their minds to be good or evil.’
Hannah Arendt


IN THE FOUNDING centuries of Christianity – when there were fierce battles not only between the older religions and the new, but also within Christianity itself – there are records of women throughout the Roman Empire being martyred for their faith. The word ‘martyr’ derives from the Greek word for ‘witness’, and we find these women in Thessaloniki in Greece, Tebessa in North Africa, Mérida in Spain, in Rome itself.

In second-century Lyon in Gaul, three women were among those martyred, including a slave, Blandina (d. c. 162–177 CE), who is said to have converted many to Christianity. In 180 CE in Carthage, then part of the Roman Empire in what is now Tunisia, the Scillitan Martyrs were a group of twelve women and men beheaded after refusing to recant and deny their faith. And some twenty years later in the same city, Vibia Perpetua (c. 182–c. 203 CE), a well-educated and high-born Roman woman, was executed with an enslaved woman, Felicitas (d. c. 203 CE). Perpetua had just given birth and she kept a diary of her imprisonment, detailing the physical hardships, not least because she was prevented from breastfeeding her baby. Her account – The Passion of Perpetua and Felicity – represents one of the earliest Christian testimonies. A few years later in Alexandria, on the delta of the Nile, we know of the execution of Potamiaena (d. c. 205 CE) from the writings of Eusebius. She was martyred, having endured imprisonment, torture and sexual assault, alongside the soldier who tried to shield her.

One of the best known of the early Christian female martyrs is Catherine of Alexandria (c. 286–305 CE), better known as St Catherine. Tradition holds that she was a scholar in an influential family, who became a Christian at the age of fourteen and converted hundreds to the faith before she was condemned by the Roman emperor Maxentius to be executed on a spiked wheel, from which the Catherine wheel firework gets its name (though she actually died from decapitation when the wheel broke). Catherine is one of the Fourteen Holy Helpers in Catholicism and one of the saints who appeared to Joan of Arc to counsel her.

In the shadow of three mountains in the Sinai desert stands the oldest continuous working monastery in the world, dedicated to St Catherine. The monastery coalesced around a chapel built at the site of the Burning Bush, seen by Moses, and the Well of Jethro. The pilgrimage site was fortified on the orders of Justinian I in 527 to preserve it. On 30 December ten years ago, I joined a coach excursion to visit the monastery.

Driving for hours through the arid landscape, oppressed by the silence and the granite face of Mount Sinai and Mount Horeb, the sweep of the sand dunes touched with occasional patches of vegetation, it felt as if I was slipping back through time. Once we arrived, I felt even more disassociated from the modern world. The monastery complex is filled with colour and contrast – icons and sunlight through stained glass, shaded corridors lit by heavy hanging lamps, with a basilica and a mosque. A site revered by Christianity, Islam and Judaism, it houses the world’s oldest surviving operating library, with priceless books in many ancient languages – Hebrew, Greek, Arabic, Syriac, Christian Palestinian Aramaic, Georgian, Ge‘ez, Latin, Armenian – including a fragment of the Codex Sinaiticus and a letter from the Prophet Muhammad to the monks of the monastery dated 628, written just four years before he died.

One of the earliest records we have of the monastery is written by Egeria or Etheria (fourth century CE). An early Christian writer and traveller, originally from Galicia or Gaul (Spain or France), she wrote a detailed account of a pilgrimage to the Holy Land in around 381–386 for her ‘sisters’ back home: ‘Ladies, light of my eyes, deign to remember me, whether I am in the body or out of the body.’ It’s a moment in history I’ve written about in my 2012 novel Citadel, when the idea of pilgrimage, of building a global Christian community, was becoming popular for those with the resources to fund such journeys.

Written in Latin, The Travels of Egeria is the earliest surviving account of a Christian pilgrimage and she writes about visiting Sinai and seeing the ‘Burning Bush’ in the year 382. Only one incomplete eleventh-century manuscript has survived, transcribed into the eleventh-century Codex Aretinus 405, and it begins in the middle of a sentence. Eleven short quotations were also found in a ninth-century manuscript from Toledo. But these fragments do give a flavour of her voice. Egeria is a wonderful narrator, detailed and curious. She stayed in Jerusalem for three years, visiting Jericho, travelling to the tomb of Job in modern-day Syria, to Mount Nebo, to the Sea of Galilee. Just imagine her courage – a woman travelling alone to Constantinople, Jerusalem and Mesopotamia, and home again.

‘. . . meanwhile, as we journeyed, we arrived at a certain place where the mountains through which we were going opened up and made an immense valley, huge, very flat, and quite beautiful, and across the valley appeared the holy mountain of God, Sinai.’
from The Travels of Egeria


WHILE I WAS researching this chapter, I was still trying to make sense of Lily’s decision to exchange chapel for church. I realize, of course, my own experiences have led me to include more women from Christianity than other world religions. As someone who was brought up in a Church of England background, some of my earliest strong female role models were women from the Old Testament – for example, Deborah from the Book of Judges, a prophetess, military leader and the only female judge. It was years before I discovered how women’s writings had been deliberately left out of the collection of books that became the Christian Bible – in other words, realizing that it was a selection of writing, actively chosen for a reason and with an agenda, rather than a single, unified text. It was later still that I understood that other texts – such as the Book of Esther – were, in fact, keystone texts appropriated from the Jewish Bible, the Tanakh.

In earlier chapters, we’ve met women from beyond the Christian world – the polytheistic religions of Ancient Egypt, Greece and the Indian subcontinent, from Islamic, Jewish, Hindu and Sikh as well as Christian traditions. Women writers, leaders, travellers, doctors, teachers, suffragists, conservationists for whom the framework of faith provided strength and courage to achieve whatever they wanted to achieve. In most instances, in pretty much all faith systems, the organized or state religion favours men significantly over women. In patriarchal societies, women are at best tolerated or, at worst, are second-class citizens, and little evidence of women’s lives will have survived. But, as with every other area of female endeavour, women of faith have always sought to fulfil their mission.

‘All you need to know is that the future is wide open and you are about to create it by what you do.’
Ani Pema Chödrön


In Nepal, the aunt and foster mother of the Buddha, Mahaāpajāpati Gotamī (sixth century BCE), was the first woman to receive Buddhist ordination, becoming a bhikkhuni. In Sri Lanka, Sȧghamitrā (third century BCE) was a royal princess who became a nun when she was eighteen years old and San˙ghamitrā Day is celebrated as a national holiday. In Tibet, Tibetan Buddhist leader Machig Labdrön (1055–1149) was said to have been a leader in the eleventh century. American nun Ani Pema Chödrön (b. 1936), born Deirdre Blomfield-Brow, was ordained as a bhikkhuni within Tibetan Buddhism in 1981. In Thailand, women had been forced to go to India or Sri Lanka to be ordained since a 1928 law was passed banning women’s full ordination. In the twenty-first century, though, women have been challenging the ruling. In December 2018, Thai businesswoman Boodsabann Chanthawong (b. 1970) was one of twenty-one women to swap her white prayer robes for the distinctive saffron robes of a Buddhist monk. Defying generations of Thai Buddhist tradition, she was ordained as a novice monk at the Songdhammakalyani monastery, an unrecognized all-female monastery outside Bangkok. The abbess of the monastery, Dhammananda Bhikkhuni (b. 1944), was ordained in Sri Lanka in 2011, making her Thailand’s first woman to receive full monastic ordination. The first female monk ordained in Thailand was Varanggana Vanacivhayen (b. 1947) in 2002.

‘I’m just a small crack in the wall; the wall of patriarchy; on the wall of the hierarchy; on the wall of injustice. Soon there will be more cracks and someday the wall will fall.’
Dhammananda Bhikkhuni


THE PROBLEM WITH gathering information about early female religious leaders is, in part, our old friend archival silence. If women were leading religious communities, often it was in secret and there were no records. Or else, even if there were records, many have been lost or even destroyed. But in every religious tradition some names survive. For example, in India there is a school of thought that claims that Prajnātārā (fifth century CE), the twenty-seventh Indian Patriarch of Zen Buddhism, might have been a woman. Perhaps the main reason for this suggestion is that the ordination name combines the names of two female Buddhist deities. Two centuries later or more, Andal (seventh or eighth century CE) was the only woman among the twelve Alvar saints of south India. In thirteenth-century Japan, the first female Zen master was one of the first Japanese abbesses, Mugai Nyodai (1223–1298). Was each of these woman a ‘black swan’, unique and inexplicable? Or, if there was one, might there also have been more?

‘And so it was twenty years and more from the time that this creature first had feelings and revelations before she had any written. Afterwards, when it pleased our Lord, he commanded and charged her that she should have written down her feelings and revelations, and her form of living, so that his goodness might be known to all the world.’
Margery Kempe


I KNOW FROM her letters that Lily hugely admired Margery Kempe (c. 1373–after 1438), as did my grandmother, Betty.

An English Christian mystic, Kempe was unusual in that she was married – she had at least fourteen children – rather than being a nun or abbess. I’ve inherited a battered old edition of The Book of Margery Kempe, handed down to me from my grandmother who, in turn, had been given it by Lily. Possibly the first autobiography in the English language, it chronicles Kempe’s domestic life – pregnancies, births, business in her native Lynn (now King’s Lynn), but also pilgrimages to holy sites in Europe and the Holy Land. Kempe was arrested many times for the heresy of Lollardy – the Lollards were followers of John Wycliffe who tried to live a life of contemplation and poverty inspired by Christ – and might well have suffered from postpartum depression. She could not read or write, so dictated her visions to be transcribed, often speaking of herself in the third person. Kempe was a contemporary of the mystic and anchorite Julian of Norwich (1343–after 1416) and is known to have received counsel from her.

‘Truth sees God, and wisdom contemplates God, and from these two comes a third, a holy and wonderful delight in God, who is love.’
Julian of Norwich


Sometimes also known as Juliana, she lived most of her life in seclusion as an anchoress – a kind of hermit within sight – in a cell attached to the Church of St Julian of Norwich. She, too, experienced visions after a life-threatening illness when she was thirty and wrote two versions of Revelations of Divine Love, the second – the Long Text – some twenty years after the first. A profound work of Christian theology, covering all manner of religious and mystic experiences, to the existence of evil and the nature of God, it is one of the earliest surviving documents authored by a medieval woman and the only surviving document of the period by an anchoress.

‘God has given me the bread of adversity and the water of trouble.’
Anne Askew


Born nearly a century later, the Protestant martyr Anne Askew (1521–1546) was a woman of deep conviction who would ultimately die for her faith. Condemned as a heretic at the end of the reign of Henry VIII, Askew is the only woman on record known to have been both tortured in the Tower of London and burnt at the stake. She’s also one of the earliest known female poets to compose in vernacular English – and, by the by, the first Englishwoman to demand a divorce using scripture to justify her case.

Askew is one of the most significant writers of the English Reformation yet most often overlooked. In part, this might be because of the legacy of her martyrdom, which erased everything else about her life. Her case was featured prominently by John Foxe in his extremely biased Actes and Monuments, usually known as Foxe’s Book of Martyrs. Also, there is evidence that the publisher of her memoir Examinations, John Bale, interposed many of his own, often misogynistic views into the text. Examinations chronicles Askew’s relentless persecution and gives an unparalleled insight into the lives of women in the sixteenth century in England. Though it’s a book of great honesty and fortitude – and her courage shines from every page as she details her confrontations with male authority figures who picked over every aspect of her life, looking for pretexts to condemn her, from her progressive divorce, to her unorthodox religious beliefs – it’s clear that her words have been edited and adapted.

A generation later in York, a Roman Catholic martyr, Margaret Clitherow (1556–1586), was pressed to death in 1586, despite being pregnant, after she transformed her home into one of the most important hiding places for Catholic priests in the north of England. Known as the ‘Pearl of York’, her house on the Shambles has since been turned into a shrine and it holds her preserved hand as a relic. She was canonized in 1970.

Some six years after Clitherow’s execution, Walatta Petros (1592–1642) was born into a high-ranking family in the ancient Christian kingdom of Ethiopia, one of the first countries in the world to officially adopt Christianity as the state religion. Legend has it that the Ark of the Covenant – the chest described in the Book of Exodus that is supposed to have contained the tablets of stone holding the Ten Commandments given by God to Moses – is held in a treasury beside the Church of Our Lady Mary of Zion in Aksum, at the heart of the ancient first-century Aksumite kingdom. The Ark was believed to have been stolen from Jerusalem in the tenth century BCE by Menelik, the son of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba.

Walatta Petros was married to one of the emperor’s counsellors, but became a nun after her three children died in infancy. Later, she led a non-violent protest against the Jesuits, who were trying to impose their brand of Catholicism over Ethiopia’s older traditions. What little we know comes from The Life and Struggles of Our Mother Walatta Petros, which was written in Ge‘ez in 1672 by one of her disciples, and is one of the earliest surviving biographies of an African woman.
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WHEN I WAS researching grail legends for my 2005 novel Labyrinth, I became fascinated by many of these interconnected origin stories. The line between history and mythology is very blurred, but we do know that there was an ancient and isolated Jewish community living between modern-day Tigray and Amhara, which almost certainly pre-dated the arrival of Christianity. Previously known by the derogatory term Falasha Jews, they are now known as Beta Israel.

As with all major religions, things change and evolve over time. Groups that were united divide into separate communities. Within Judaism, the world’s oldest enduring monotheistic religion, there has been a steady change in the role and position of women as faith leaders, particularly during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. But this evolution has deep roots.

In the sixteenth century, in what is now Kurdistan, Asenath Barzani (1590–1670) was a Jewish-Kurdish poet and theologian. One of the first women acknowledged as a rabbinical scholar, she is buried beside her father in Amadivah in northern Iraq. Their grave became a pilgrimage site for many Jewish travellers. Three centuries later, Hannah Rachel Verbermacher (1805–1888) was born in a shtetl in Ludmir, in what is now north-western Ukraine. Sometimes known as the ‘Maiden of Ludomir’, she is considered the only independent female rebbe, spiritual leader, in the history of the Hasidic Jewish movement.

‘History takes time. History takes memory.’
Gertrude Stein


THE PIONEERING WOMAN considered to be the forerunner of the first woman rabbi in the United States is Rachel ‘Ray’ Frank (1861–1948). The daughter of Polish immigrants who settled in California, Frank taught at Oakland’s Sabbath school – one of her students was the writer Gertrude Stein – while working as a newspaper correspondent. A skilled public speaker, Frank delivered a sermon on the eve of Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement, when visiting Spokane in September 1890, thereby launching her career as ‘the Girl Rabbi of the Golden West’. Frank spent much of the next decade travelling, speaking in both Reform and Orthodox synagogues, giving sermons, officiating at services and reading scripture. Although the newspaper headlines referred to her as a rabbi – an article on 19 October 1898 in the San Francisco Chronicle was headlined: ‘First Female Rabbi – A California Girl to be so Ordained’ – Frank always denied she had any desire for ordination. It’s possible that the lack of an established Jewish community and leadership on the West Coast contributed to Frank’s opportunities to take to the pulpit, but it’s no doubt she opened the door for those women coming after her.

The world’s first acknowledged female rabbi was Regina Jonas (1902–1944), who was ordained in Germany in 1935. Yet her extraordinary achievement was all but lost to history until the 1970s.

In her bid to be ordained in 1930, Jonas wrote a thesis: ‘Can a Woman Be a Rabbi According to Halachic Sources?’ Her conclusion, based on biblical, Talmudic and rabbinical sources, was that she could. After five years of teaching religious studies and giving ‘unofficial’ sermons, many about the importance of women within Judaism, a liberal rabbi decided to go against opposition and ordain Jonas. Despite this, Berlin’s Jewish community were unwilling to accept a woman rabbi and there’s evidence that she was considering emigrating to Palestine, some years before the foundation of the state of Israel.

In November 1942, Jonas was arrested by the Gestapo and deported to Theresienstadt Ghetto, where she worked as a rabbi for two years and was part of the Jewish Council, until she was deported with the majority of the Council to Auschwitz in June 1944 and put to death at the age of forty-two. For some reason, none of the hundreds of people who lectured and spoke in Theresienstadt mentioned Jonas’s name or work, and her contribution was erased until a throwaway comment in The American Israelite in 1973, following the ordination of rabbi Sally Priesand (b. 1946). Priesand was America’s first rabbi in the Reform movement and the article mentioned that the only other known Jewish woman to receive ordination had been ‘Regina Jonas of Berlin’.

Even so, it wasn’t until nearly twenty years later, once the archives were opened after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1991, that a brilliant piece of academic detective work led Katharina von Kellenbach (b. 1960) to discover Jonas’s writings. A German-born researcher and lecturer in the department of philosophy and theology at St Mary’s College of Maryland, von Kellenbach had travelled to Berlin to research attitudes of both the Protestant and Jewish religious establishments to women seeking ordination in the 1930s. In the newly available archives, she found two existing photos of Jonas, as well as her rabbinical diploma and seminary dissertation. It’s another reminder of the importance of preservation and excavation. Women bringing other women’s stories back to life.

‘We all, I think, believe in compassion. If you look at all the world religions, all the main world religions, you’ll find within them some teaching concerning compassion.’
Jackie Tabick


To finish this section, a few more rabbinical firsts. Sandy Eisenberg Sasso (b. 1947) was the first female rabbi in Reconstructionist Judaism. Amy Eilberg (b. 1954) was the first female rabbi ordained in Conservative Judaism and Sara Hurwitz (b. 1977) is considered to be the first female Orthodox rabbi. Naamah Kelman-Ezrachi (b. 1955) was the first woman in Israel to become a rabbi and Shira Marili Mirvis (b. 1980) became the first woman to hold the sole position of leader of an Orthodox community in Israel in 2021. Jackie Tabick (b. 1948) became Britain’s first female rabbi in 1975.
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IN ALL RELIGIONS, there are schisms and breakaway groups. There are those who wish to preserve the traditions of the past, as if set in stone – literally, in some cases – and others who think faith and thought are always evolving as the world itself ages and transforms. In Hindu temples and Islamic mosques, women are making their voices heard and fighting for their vocation to be accepted and valued on the same terms as their male counterparts.

Within Hinduism, in many corners of the world a quiet revolution is underway to allow women to become priests, particularly in regions such as Pune in Maharashtra, where Savitribai Phule founded her first girls’ school, and the south-western state of Kerala. Meanwhile, in 2010, Leicester’s Chanda Vyas (c. 1952) was appointed the UK’s first female Hindu priest. In contrast, the Catholic Church still does not permit women to be ordained. Within women-only mosques – from America to China to the UK – women are now leading prayers. Organizations such as the Inclusive Mosque Initiative, established in London in 2012, and its current director Naima Khan (b. 1972) offer a space for worship without gender segregation. The African American Muslim theologian Amina Wadud (b. 1952) made headlines around the world in 2005 when she first led gender-mixed Friday prayers in New York. She continues to campaign for gender equality within Islam throughout the world.

‘So while I am Muslim and now feminist, I only became a feminist when I could help to construct the understanding of Islamic feminism as both an affirmation of my faith and of my humanity and a movement towards the equality for all.’
Amina Wadud


OBSTACLES PUT IN front of women of faith is nothing new. The pendulum swings . . . Different countries, different interpretations of religious texts, different times, but the same story prevails.

After the Reformation and bloody wars of religion that raged throughout Europe in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, there were many male priests who actively preached against women’s leadership within the Christian Church. In Scotland in 1558, the founder of the Scottish Presbyterian Church, John Knox, published his notorious pamphlet First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women. He wrote:

‘To promote a woman to bear rule, superiority, dominion, or empire above any realm, nation, or city, is repugnant to nature; contumely to God, a thing most contrary to his revealed will and approved ordinance; and finally, it is the subversion of good order, of all equity and justice.’

Knox’s extraordinary attack – betraying, surely, a fundamental insecurity, might have been triggered by the reign of Mary I and the restoration of Catholicism in England, coupled with his antagonism to Mary Queen of Scots (1542–1587), also known as Mary Stuart, and the knowledge that Elizabeth was next in line for the English throne. But his misogynist ideas about the ability of women were far from new. In early Christian thought, there were important women writing and teaching. But, as the Church structures and hierarchy became formalized, opposition to women intensified. Perhaps it’s no wonder that during the seventeenth century, several women formed new sects or religious movements rather than submit to the status quo.

‘What matters to God is your intention. Your intention is what God accepts. Marriage is useless, for your intention is what God accepts. Baptism is useless, for your intention is what God accepts. Confessions are useless, for your intention is what God accepts.’
Kimpa Vita


In central Africa, Kimpa Vita (1684–1706) was the founder of her own Christian sect, Antonianism, based on the teachings of St Anthony. She preached that Christ, and other early Christian leaders, originated from the Kingdom of Kongo – a flourishing economy based on trading in ivory, copper, salt, cattle and slavery. The country was a battleground between indigenous rival tribes, then Portuguese and Dutch colonizers. Brought up in the Jesuit Catholic tradition, Vita is considered by many to be an early anti-slavery campaigner. She challenged the male priests and governors of the time and has often been described as the ‘Congolese Joan of Arc’ – not least because she claimed her authority came from visions. She was sentenced to be burnt at the stake as a heretic by an ecclesiastical tribunal, in July 1706.
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IN MY FICTION, I’ve written a great deal about heresy and how allegations of heresy were used to control, undermine and destroy. Often, the infraction seems so very small. The differences between various Protestant denominations can sometimes seem very slight to outsiders too, from being a Baptist to becoming an Anglican, say, as in Lily’s case. But they are often considered to be fundamental, deal-breakers. And often, the newer denominations focus more on the individual and less on religious hierarchies.

Quakerism is a good example of this. The Society of Friends was founded in England in 1652, based on principles of simplicity, peace, integrity, community, equality and stewardship, coupled with a sense that human beings are inherently good. The Quaker name came from the nature of their worship at that time, distinguished by violent tremblings and quaking caused by the intensity of their religious experience. Quakers were persecuted by the Puritan majority, who believed – essentially – that they were heretics. Jews, Muslims and Hindus, as well as any Christian who was not an Anglican – Catholics, Lutherans, Anabaptists, Ranters – were all, to their mind, heretics. As with almost all religious dissent, it was a matter of power, of loyalty to the state, rather than a matter of personal faith.

Nottingham preacher Elizabeth Hooton (1600–1672) was the first female Quaker minister. Imprisoned and tortured for her beliefs, she was one of the group of travelling preachers in the north of England known as the Valiant Sixty. She later crossed the Atlantic to New England, where Quaker communities were also under attack from the settler Puritans. The death penalty for blasphemers had been revoked, but the ‘Cart and Tail Law’ was a common punishment – those condemned were stripped to the waist, tied behind a cart and dragged from town to town, where they were whipped with a knotted rope.

‘We are all thieves;
We are all thieves;
We have taken the scripture in words, but know nothing of them in ourselves.’
Margaret Fell


In Westmoreland, Margaret Fell (1614–1702) was imprisoned in Lancaster Castle, possibly along with her six daughters, for preaching and organizing Quaker prayer meetings. In her 1666 tract Womens Speaking Justified, she argued that although St Paul had spoken out against women preaching, he had said nothing about the Holy Spirit speaking ‘through’ women. It’s thought that Fell’s success and popularity gave rise to one of Samuel Johnson’s more regrettable comments, as reported by his biographer, James Boswell: ‘I told him I had been that morning at a meeting of the people called Quakers, where I had heard a woman preach. Johnson: “Sir, a woman’s preaching is like a dog’s walking on his hind legs. It is not done well; but you are surprised to find it done at all.”’

Bathsheba Bowers (1671–1718) was born into a Quaker family in Massachusetts, later living in Pennsylvania and South Carolina. A vegetarian and a gardener, she became a preacher only reluctantly, partly in the face of the growing Puritan persecution of Quakers. Her only surviving work is An Alarm Sounded to Prepare the Inhabitants of the World to Meet the Lord in the Way of His Judgments (1709). It was part autobiography and part statement of faith, and Bowers was considered an eccentric.

‘Do all your work as if you had a thousand years to live; and as you would if you knew you must die tomorrow.’
Mother Ann Lee


By the mid-eighteenth century, Quakerism in the UK had moved away from physical manifestations of worship, except for one group in Manchester. They split from the mainstream in 1747 and became known as the ‘Shaking Quakers’. Ann Lee (1736–1784) and her parents were members of this congregation. In 1770, having given birth to four children, all of whom died, Lee had ‘a special manifestation of Divine light’, and became leader of the Shakers. Four years after that, Mother Ann Lee, as she became known, had another revelation directing her to establish a Shaker Church in America. She and her followers set sail for New York in May 1774, where she went on to found a new community in Albany County and preached there until her death.

Born fourteen years after Lee’s death, Nakayama Miki (1798–1887) also founded a new religion, Tenrikyo, in Japan in 1838. Miki’s followers believed she was a living goddess with powers to heal. Tenrikyo’s aim is the promotion of a ‘joyous life’ based on charity and what today we’d call mindfulness. Despite this, Miki was persecuted and arrested for establishing a religious group without authorization.

The first major religion founded by an American woman was the Church of Christ, Scientist, established by Mary Baker Eddy (1821–1910) in New England in 1879, with a focus on healing through Bible study and the sharing of testimony.

In nineteenth-century Australia, there were women also leading church communities in established branches of Christianity. Sarah Jane Lancaster (1858–1934) was the leader of Australia’s first Pentecostal congregation. Pentecostalism is a form of Christianity that emphasizes the work of the Holy Spirit over ritual, and Pentecostals believe in speaking in tongues and the power of direct and physical worship. They have some similarities to the Shakers. An evangelical preacher, Lancaster printed tracts and pamphlets, published a magazine, and led the movement to have Pentecostalism recognized as a religious denomination in law.

Meanwhile, in 1873, Martha Turner (1839–1915) became the first female minister in Australia in the Unitarian Church. Unitarians do not believe in the Holy Trinity, but worship God alone as a single entity. Like the Quakers, they do not accept the concept of original sin – that is, Eve’s taking of the fruit from the tree in the Garden of Eden – or of eternal punishment for sins committed on earth.
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WHILE I’M SURE Lily would believe in the concept of sin, would she also have subscribed to the doctrine of original sin? Possibly. Baptists consider the Bible the sole authority for how to live a good Christian life. They were missionaries, taking the word of God all over the world. The concept of a family is important, too. Like the Cathars in thirteenth-century Lombardy and Languedoc, the Church is not so much represented by a particular place or building, but rather a family of believers, committed to Christ, to one another and to the service of God in the world.

‘Nobody pointed out to me that the ministry was taboo for women!’
Violet Hedger


All the same, things were changing within the Baptist Church in step with wider society. Having left Rawdon in 1876, Reverend Green had continued to build his reputation as a preacher. In 1883, he became the first Ridley lecturer at Regent’s Park College in London. Lily’s eldest brother, Samuel Green, also taught at Regent’s Park College between 1878 and 1925. It was there, in September 1919, that Violet Hedger (1900–1992) would begin her studies, making her the first woman to enter a Baptist college to be trained for ministry.

Did Lily’s brother know Hedger, or teach her? Did he welcome her? In an interview in the Baptist Times to mark her ninetieth birthday, Hedger talked about the opposition she faced from tutors, fellow students and even her own family. All the same, Hedger graduated in 1923, was ordained and inducted in 1926 at Littleover in Derbyshire and, from 1934 to 1937, was minister of North Parade, in Halifax, making her the first sole pastor in charge of a church. She was the first woman to conduct a broadcast service in Britain in March 1937, then served in Chatham in Kent throughout the Second World War, preaching alongside Anglican priests in pubs and clubs, and in the open air.

Outside of the Baptist Church, other Protestant denominations, during the course of the 1930s and 1940s, began to ordain female ministers for pragmatic reasons, not least to compensate for the lack of male priests to minister to congregations during the Second World War.
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THINGS MOVED MORE slowly within the Anglican Church. The Movement for the Ordination of Women (MOW) – which followed in the footsteps of the 1930s Church League for Women’s Suffrage – was founded in the UK in the late 1970s, following the decision in 1978 by the Church of England General Synod – yet again – to refuse women’s ordination. At the same time, a similar group was being formed in Australia by doctor and campaigner Patricia Brennan (1944–2011). Their persistence and commitment to their calling paid off. Finally, in 1992, the General Synod in the UK voted in favour. Two years later, the first thirty-two women were ordained priests in the Church of England at Bristol Cathedral on 12 March 1994. The oldest was sixty-nine, the youngest was thirty. A plaque was erected to mark the historic occasion, but there was a problem. In 2022, the plaque was removed and a wry notice put up to explain why . . .

‘The reason that the original plaque is being replaced is that it did not mention any of the women who were ordained. Instead it mentioned the men that ordained them. The new plaque has the names of all those ordained on it . . . The new plaque will be slightly bigger than the old plaque.’

Artist and Church of England ordinand Robyn Golden-Hann (b. c. 1965), a traditionally trained stonemason and former head carver at Salisbury Cathedral, carved the new plaque from Welsh slate. It was unveiled by the Bishop of Bristol, Vivienne Faull (b. 1955), in March 2022, perhaps with a twinkle in her eye at the irony of it, to mark the twenty-eighth anniversary of the historic event.

‘I refuse to believe in a God that doesn’t care about the diminishing state of my race.’
Eve Pitts


Eve Pitts (b. 1952), the first Black female vicar in the United Kingdom, was also ordained in 1994. Born in Jamaica, Pitts moved to England to join her parents when she was twelve. Her first church was in Bartley Green, Birmingham, a notorious pocket of National Front activity at the time. A fearless and fierce campaigner against racism within the Church and the legacy of slavery, since 2015 Pitts has been campaigning for the Church of England to recognize 1 August as Emancipation Day, marking the day in 1834 that the Slavery Abolition Act came into force in British overseas colonies. She is currently vicar of Holy Trinity Church in Birchfield.

‘I am very conscious of all those who have gone before me, women and men, who for decades have looked forward to this moment.’
Libby Lane


The first female bishop, Libby Lane (b. 1966), who was elected to the House of Bishops in 2015 and appointed Bishop of Stockport, was also ordained a priest in 1994. Rose Hudson-Wilkin (b. 1961) was appointed Bishop of Dover in 2019, the first Black female bishop in the UK, a full thirty years after Barbara Harris (1930–2020) was appointed bishop of the Diocese of Massachusetts in the US. The first Black female bishop in Africa was Ellinah Wamukoya (1951–2021), appointed to the Diocese of Swaziland in 2012.

More names to be engraved on the wall and recorded in our books.
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ON 30 APRIL 1994, a few weeks after that first women’s ordination service in Bristol, I was one of a huge congregation of family and friends who gathered in Chelmsford Cathedral to see my aunt Margaret Booker (1920–2012) and fifty-two other women ordained. The first woman licensed as a lay reader in Ely Diocese, in 1971, my aunt had been ordained as Deaconess in 1983 and Deacon the following year. Finally, in 1994, and approaching her seventy-fourth birthday, she was to be a priest in her own right. For her entire life, she’d had a calling and faith. My cousin Anne Renshaw later said, at her funeral service, that: ‘she was a priest long before she was ordained, it was just in her’.

It was a day of great joy and celebration. The bishop talked of the hundreds of years of service that the women had already given to the Church. A lone male voice temporarily disrupted the service by objecting – a man who went to every one of the women’s ordination services – and my father, Richard, was furious. He was a committed Christian who believed absolutely in women’s ministry, and was very proud of his big sister. We all were. And though my own knowledge is limited by the framework of my own life and times, I do know that there are countless other quiet pioneers like my aunt, across history and across the world, who have proclaimed to any who will listen that there is something greater in existence than the world we can see.

‘Every perfect life is a parable invented by God.’
Simone Weil
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Lily, c. 1910
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IT’S 1918 AND THE First World War is over. Beyond the walls of ‘Poplars’ on New Park Road, Streatham, the world is changing. Especially for women.

Not, of course, for all women, and not in all countries or political systems – but the campaigning work of suffragists and suffragettes had led to Lloyd George’s coalition UK government passing the Representation of the People Act in February 1918, enfranchising all men over twenty-one, as well as women over the age of thirty who met minimum property requirements – namely, if they were householders, the wives of householders, occupiers of property with an annual rent of £5 or graduates of British universities. This led to some 8.4 million new voters. In November 1918, the Parliament (Qualification of Women) Act was passed, allowing women to be elected to the House of Commons.

Did Lily vote in the general election of 1918, despite her opposition to women’s suffrage? If so, for whom? Did she discuss it with her husband or her sons, with her daughters? Or did she pretend it wasn’t happening? Did that younger generation see it as something that would improve their lives, give them more agency, or were the battles of Westminster a far cry from Ethel’s life in a vicarage, Winnie’s in India as the wife of a railway manager, my grandmother Betty as a newly-wed in Wimbledon? Were they simply glad the war was over? I wish I knew.

I have a black-and-white photograph of Lily from this time. Her grey hair is swept up, she is wearing a pale formal lace dress and a heavy fur coat. On the back, my grandmother has written: My Mother 1921, followed by her own initials, so Lily must have been in her early seventies. But it’s the same expression, the same determined and direct gaze as in the portrait of the girl, Martha Louisa Green, which I keep on my desk propped up against my computer screen.

It’s the Roaring Twenties and the codified Victorian society within which Lily grew up has been resolutely swept away. Automobiles and omnibuses have replaced carriages and flys, aeroplanes are replacing steamer ships. I’ve found no letters between Lily and Sam from 1920, but, in her articles for The Girl’s Own Paper, I detect an undercurrent of Lily struggling to find order and familiarity in a world that is changing too fast.

The following year, 1921, is a year of conflict. In part as a consequence of the Russian Revolution of 1917, Communist parties and Communist youth parties are being formed in countries across the globe, including China, Italy, Czechoslovakia and Portugal. Also, in 1921, the Russian Red Army invades Georgia and the White Army occupies Mongolia; the Jaffa Riots in Palestine result in ninety-five deaths of Jewish and Arab people; the Irish War of Independence is still raging.

It’s late summer and the heatwave that’s gripped Europe for several months shows no sign of abating. London is hot and airless. The carts and bicycles in New Park Road churn up the dust. This year, the family is not at Stair Mill. Betty’s daughter Margaret is about to celebrate her first birthday, and perhaps a small party was planned.

There was no indication that 21 August 1921 was going to be a significant day. No warning signs, no portentous diary entries, nothing to make that particular Saturday in that punishing hot and dry summer stand out.

There are few references to Sam’s health in their surviving letters. The vast majority of correspondence I’ve read was written between the 1870s and the early 1900s. In recent years, Sam and Lily have travelled less and been more often together in London. Apart from his childhood stammer, the only reference to any medical condition was in a letter dated 2 August 1903 about how his hearing was causing him trouble. Lily’s reply surprised me: ‘There is nothing to which faith healing would be better applied than to your hearing.’

But that was nearly twenty years ago and he is eighty-two now.

At midday, Sam returned home for lunch saying he felt unwell. Did Lily call a doctor or has this happened before? Did she put it down to the heat or to indigestion? Was she alone in the house or were her housekeeper, Mrs Creed, and her daughter there?

So many questions unanswered.

Sister Katherine – who would only have been ten at the time – claimed family folklore had it that Sam turned to Lily and said: ‘Today, I shall be with the Lord.’ Lily began to recite his favourite psalm – Psalm 23, ‘The Lord is my shepherd’ – but, before she had finished, Sam was dead. Dead in a matter of minutes. A heart attack.

They had been married for more than fifty years, Lily’s whole adult life. They had brought up six children, and lost one. Sam’s parents and Lily’s parents were dead, as were three of her brothers and her sister Nellie. Now, Sam. There are no letters, no death notices and no letters of condolence carefully preserved in a folder. Sam was the one who made notes, who saved things. He was the keeper of records, not Lily.

I have spent a year in her company, researching and reading and trying to hear her voice whispering down the years. But, at this life-altering moment of Sam’s death, I have no idea of how Lily felt on that stifling August day, the sounds of the afternoon going on outside the house they had lived in together for almost all of their married life. Did she weep, did she pray? Was she grief-stricken or accepting? Was she relieved for him that his passing was painless and quick?

In her fortitude, Lily has much in common with all those women of courage and conviction to come in the next chapter – women who, whatever the situation, however personally dangerous or challenging, simply ‘got on with it’. No fuss, no self-pity, just a firm belief that if this was how things were, one had to do one’s best.

The only clues to Lily’s state of mind are in her writing. In later poems – written in what she calls her ‘days of Autumn’ – Lily’s confidence in the life to come remains unshakeable. She and Sam had been only momentarily separated, not for ever. She believed that, one day, they would be reunited:

The way of the soul to the dwelling of Light

Is by One, and by One alone.
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Pauli Murray (1910–1985)
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Sophie Scholl (1921–1943)

[image: Start of image description, Sojourner Truth, born 1797, died 1883. Truth was an American abolitionist and women’s rights activist. Truth was born into slavery in New York but escaped to freedom in 1826. As part of the recovery of her young son, she won a landmark court 1828 case, becoming the first Black woman to win such a case against a white man. She is pictured here, in a long dress and white shawl, circa 1864, aged 67., end of image description]

Sojourner Truth (1797–1883)

[image: Start of image description, Gerda Taro, born 1910, died 1937. Gerta Pohorylle, known professionally as Gerda Taro, was a German Jewish war photographer working during the Spanish Civil War. She is thought to be the first woman photojournalist to have died while reporting on the frontline during a war., end of image description]

Gerda Taro (1910–1937)
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Women of Courage & Conviction
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‘I have lived to see my lost causes found.’

Proud Shoes 
Pauli Murray, 1956

COURAGE COMES IN ALL shapes and sizes. The courage to move mountains or, sometimes, just the courage to carry on. As I revisit this chapter in 2024, I am still watching the faces of women in Ukraine fighting to protect their homeland, and the desperation of women in Gaza as their world is destroyed. Meanwhile, women in Afghanistan are still courageously resisting a regime that does not believe in their right to exist, and in Iran, the prisons are filled with women protesting the limitations and coercive control imposed upon their lives by the ruling party. From warrior queens to quiet revolutionaries, it’s the quality of conviction that gives someone the strength to keep fighting for what she believes in in the face of seemingly intractable opposition. The courage to lead a nation, to travel the world, to dive to the bottom of the ocean or reach for the stars. To save the planet. The courage to put oneself in harm’s way.

In this chapter, we’ll meet abolitionists, land activists and indigenous activists, women who served or resisted during two world wars, feminists and civil rights campaigners, each and every one driven by a personal sense of conviction, and all motivated by a universal courage.

[image: Scene break image]

I’M GOING TO begin this chapter in the eighteenth century. There is a case to be made that during times of extreme conflict or when there are huge and significant changes in society, women’s opportunities to step outside of the domestic sphere and play an active role are sometimes greater than in times of stability. When the status quo appears to be functioning, there can be less enthusiasm for change.

The eighteenth century was the Age of Revolution – uprisings and revolts in Haiti and Serbia and China, wars of independence in Greece and India, in America and France, of course. When the French Revolution began in 1789, French women were largely confined to the private sphere, their worlds limited by domestic duty and family obligation. However, the ideas of equality and fraternity that sparked the French Revolution engaged women from all backgrounds. The salonnières – educated and influential women such as Madame de Staël (1766–1817), running literary salons much like those of Elizabeth Vesey and Elizabeth Montagu in London – were debating property rights and universal suffrage. Working-class women were taking to the streets with the radical sans-culottes – literally those ‘without breeches’, to distinguish them from the moneyed classes – demanding affordable bread so they could feed their families. In theory, the demands of the French revolutionaries were equality for all – and that included women and enslaved people in French colonial territories overseas. In practice, women had to fight even harder for their voices to be heard.

One of the most courageous of the revolutionary women who drew support from all classes of society was Théroigne de Méricourt (1762–1817). A woman from a small town in Belgium, she endured a great deal of hardship in her life and fled to Paris to be part of the Revolution. She wore the blood-red or white riding outfit of a man, carried a weapon – though the famous steel engraving of her by Auguste Raffet in uniform carrying a sabre comes from 1847, so might not be accurate – and was as comfortable at the ‘tribune’ (speakers’ podium) in the National Assembly as she was talking with the poissardes, the street women who worked in the market of Les Halles. De Méricourt was among those who had a warrant issued for her arrest for her part in one of the earliest and most significant events of the Revolution, the Women’s March on Versailles. Also known as the October March, it began among women in the marketplaces of Paris on 5 October 1789. Like Olympe de Gouges before her, de Méricourt was ruthlessly attacked and slandered by the Royalist press as a ‘patriot’s whore’. It’s not so different from the way that the gutter press and media attempt to denigrate and destroy female celebrities in the twenty-first century. She suffered badly when imprisoned in Austria under false charges. Though she, unlike de Gouges, ultimately survived the Revolution, she spent the remainder of her life institutionalized. Though she was a towering figure, and has a small part in the novel A Place of Greater Safety by Hilary Mantel (b. 1952), she is largely missing from popular culture and from history books.

‘I can offer you nothing but my life, and I thank heaven that I am free to dispose of it; I desire only that . . . my head, carried through Paris, may be a rallying standard for all the friends of law.’
Charlotte Corday


Charlotte Corday (1768–1793) is infamous for stabbing the revolutionary Jacobin leader and journalist Jean-Paul Marat in his bath in Paris in 1793. A Royalist sympathizer, she was convinced that Marat was responsible for the chaos and bloodshed as France spiralled, once again, into bloody civil war. Corday travelled to Paris to kill Marat and made no attempt to flee. She was guillotined four days later. Unlike de Méricourt, Corday has often been represented in paintings, plays and poems and was nicknamed ‘l’ange de l’assassinat’ (the ‘angel of assassination’) by the author and poet Alphonse de Lamartine.

Lucile Desmoulins (1770–1794) was a diarist and revolutionary combatant during the shifting allegiances of the French Revolution. A major character in Mantel’s 1992 novel, she is the leading female protagonist in Georg Büchner’s 1835 play Danton’s Death. Arrested on suspicion of having conspired to help her husband, the journalist and politician Camille Desmoulins, escape from prison, she was guillotined in April 1794 during the ‘Terror’. But the most extraordinary of the filles sans-culottes, as they became known, was Pauline Léon (1768–1838), the founder of the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women. She worked to form a female militia and played a major role in turning opinion against the ‘incorruptible’ Robespierre in the later years of the Revolution. Her organization was short-lived, facing opposition not only from men, but also from some women – and, in truth, even many of those within the organization believed that women should come second to men – and it was revolutionary fervour that drove Léon and others, not a desire for women’s rights per se. In October 1793, despite women having played a key role in the Revolution and the overthrow of the monarchy, societies for women were banned by the National Convention. Once again, women’s rights were to take second place to the rights of men . . .

‘If particular care and attention is not paid to the ladies, we are determined to foment a rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we have no voice or representation.’
Abigail Adams


IN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY AMERICA, women were also fighting to make sure that their demands and requests were not forgotten in the former colony’s War of Independence. Here, women’s rights were to become even more tied up with abolition and ideas for equality for all citizens, regardless of the colour of their skin or their sex. And here, too, women and enslaved people were fundamental to the success of the Revolution and yet were still being told that the changes they wanted to see would have to wait until ‘more important’ issues were resolved . . .

Abigail Adams (1744–1818) was the second ‘First Lady’ of the new emergent United States, after Martha Washington (1731–1802). Adams was a prolific correspondent – more than a thousand letters have survived between her and her husband, John Adams, one of which includes the now famous phrase that the new government should ‘remember the ladies’.

There are, however, few letters from Martha Washington that reveal her views on enslavement – and she kept away from political intrigues and negotiations – but since she and her husband lived on a plantation, Mount Vernon, in Virginia, I think it can be assumed that she was not personally engaged in the abolition movement. She helped run and manage her husband’s estates, raised their children and grandchildren, nieces and nephews, and was for forty years Washington’s ‘worthy partner’. This dividing line between the northern and southern states over abolition would be a fault line running through the administration of the new republic and would lead, ultimately, to the American Civil War in 1861.

Abigail Adams, on the other hand, was a vocal and committed abolitionist, dedicated to securing representation for all citizens in the new United States of America. She played an active part in politics and supported her husband, managing their assets and promoting his reputation. At the relocation of the capital to Washington, DC in 1800, Adams became the first ‘First Lady’ to live in the White House, then known as the President’s House, but returned to their home ‘Peacefield’ in Quincy, Massachusetts, after his presidential election defeat later that year. The house is now part of the Adams National Historical Park. She died of typhoid fever in 1818. She was a Unitarian and, like Lily with her Sam, believed absolutely that she and John would be reunited after death. Adams was the only woman until Barbara Bush (1925–2018) to have been both the wife and the mother of an American president.

‘The rights of the individual should be the primary object of all governments.’
Mercy Otis Warren


Mercy Otis Warren (1728–1814) also came from Massachusetts. Passionately committed to the cause of independence, she was in regular contact with both Abigail Adams and Martha Washington. She was a poet, a pamphleteer and a playwright and, in 1805, she published her History of the Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American Revolution, one of the earliest eyewitness accounts of the progress of the Revolution.

So, to one of the most celebrated women of the era, Elizabeth Griscom Ross (1752–1836), known as Betsy Ross, though her story is not perhaps quite as it’s been told. Ross is credited with sewing the first American flag in 1776 – a field of blue, with its thirteen red and white stripes and thirteen stars representing the founding states. It’s true Ross was an upholsterer and a seamstress, and it’s also true that there were many women making regimental flags, standards beneath which men could march and sail and fight. But, since Congress did not actually pass the Flag Act until June 1777, a year after Ross was supposed to have sewn ‘Old Glory’ – and the story about her having created the flag seems to have surfaced a century later in 1876, promoted by her grandson – it’s possible it emerged as a story needed to reinforce the history that the founding fathers wanted to be told.

Another entry in Adrienne Rich’s ‘book of myths’.
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THROUGHOUT HISTORY, WE’VE known women who campaigned for the abolition of slavery, alongside other important issues of the day: the principles are the same, from Ancient Egypt to the modern day. There is no moral justification for the powerful to enslave others, to treat another human being as less than human. The names of many of the abolitionists, particularly in Britain and America, are well known. Opposition to slavery was at the heart of the Quaker movement and, everywhere, women were at the heart of these campaigns.

‘Laws and customs may be creative of vice; and should be therefore perpetually under process of observation and correction.’
Harriet Martineau


Irish abolitionist Mary Ann McCracken (1770–1866) was still protesting and handing out leaflets well into her eighties to keep slave ships out of Belfast Harbour. Lucy Townsend (1781–1847) started the Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society in Birmingham. Harriet Martineau was one of the founding mothers of sociology and, like Abigail Adams, was a Unitarian. An economic journalist and social scientist, Martineau wrote extensively about abolition in the context of economic and social systems, as well as discrimination against women. Dogged by ill health for most of her life – she was profoundly deaf and suffered from heart disease – she nonetheless travelled around America for two years from 1834, to see for herself the strength of feeling for abolition. Martineau publicly announced her support for the cause in The Martyr Age of the United States, but like many other abolitionists, she received death threats and was attacked at meetings.

In the UK, the slave trade had been abolished in 1807 – making it illegal for any British ship or British subject to trade in enslaved people. The Act declared that the trade in enslaved people from Africa was to be ‘utterly abolished, prohibited and declared to be unlawful’.

In remaining British colonies, the Bill for the abolition of slavery became effective on 1 August 1834, in part thanks to the women and men working on the plantations themselves. Known as the Baptist War or Christmas Rebellion because it started after 25 December 1831, it was an eleven-day uprising of perhaps as many as sixty thousand of Jamaica’s three hundred thousand enslaved people, the largest ever slave rebellion in the British Caribbean.

In America, things were moving at a different pace. Thomas Jefferson had also passed a law in 1807, banning the importation of enslaved people from Africa, but the Thirteenth Amendment ending slavery on American soil wouldn’t be passed by the Senate until December 1864 and not ratified until after the end of the Civil War in 1865. More than ten thousand enslaved people were immediately freed, though their situation remained precarious.

There are, of course, many women who were significant in the fight against slavery in American history whose stories have been lost to history or were never recorded. However, two of the key names that have come down to us through history are Sojourner Truth (1797–1883) and Harriet Tubman.

‘If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to turn the world upside down all alone, these women together ought to be able to turn it back, and get it right side up again! And now they is asking to do it, the men better let them.’
Sojourner Truth


Born as Isabella Baumfree in New York State, Truth was first sold as a child at the age of nine. In 1826, she ‘walked’ to freedom with her infant daughter, having to leave her other children behind. The New York Anti-Slavery Law emancipating all enslaved people took effect in 1827 so, the following year, she sued her former owner for custody of her son and won – the first Black woman to win such a case against a white man. In 1843, believing she had received a calling from God, she changed her name to Sojourner Truth and became a preacher, campaigning for equal rights for women as well as men, Black people as well as white.

It was at the 1851 Women’s Rights Convention in Ohio that Truth delivered her ‘Ain’t I a Woman?’ speech, one of the most famous in history. Recently, historians have reassessed what we thought we knew. Truth’s first language was actually Dutch, but her words were transliterated into the dialect of the Southern states. That myth-making notwithstanding, the sentiments are powerful and strike to the heart of the campaign for women’s rights as fundamental, not an after-thought.

Truth never learned to read or write, but with the help of a friend and neighbour, in 1851 she published the Narrative of Sojourner Truth, recounting both her life as an enslaved woman and her transformation into an activist. More than 120 years after her death, the National Congress of Black Women commissioned the Canadian sculptor and painter Artis Lane (b. 1927) to create a bronze bust of Truth. Unveiled by Michelle Obama (b. 1964) in April 2009, it’s on permanent display in Emancipation Hall in the Capitol Visitor Center. Truth is the first African American woman to have a statue in the Capitol building and one of the thirty-nine place settings of Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party, the only Black woman at the table.

‘If you hear the dogs, keep going. If you see the torches in the woods, keep going. If there’s shouting after you, keep going. Don’t ever stop. Keep going. If you want a taste of freedom, keep going.’
Harriet Tubman


A generation after Truth, the conductor of the ‘Underground Railway’, Harriet Tubman (1822–1913), was also born enslaved, in Dorchester County, Maryland. Suffering abuse and beatings, a traumatic head wound when she was only twelve left her with lifelong injuries and, perhaps, contributed to her religious visions. In 1849, Tubman escaped to Philadelphia, but returned to Maryland to start rescuing her family, one by one.

Codenamed ‘Moses’, Tubman created a network of safe houses with anti-slavery activists, saving the lives of more than seventy enslaved people and she ‘never lost a passenger’ on the underground railway. When the American Civil War began in 1861, Tubman worked as a nurse and a cook for the Union Army, then as a spy and scout. She was the first American woman we know of to lead an armed expedition, and guided the raid at Combahee Ferry which liberated more than seven hundred enslaved people in June 1863, two years before the Thirteenth Amendment was passed. Celebrated in her lifetime, Tubman became a national icon after her death. There are several surviving photographs of her, the most striking one taken in the 1870s. Tubman is wearing a black-buttoned jacket and long skirt, with a white necktie, standing with her hands resting on the back of an upholstered chair and looking directly into the camera. Her gaze has something to say to us still.

‘The way to right wrongs is to turn the light of truth upon them.’
Ida B. Wells


The extraordinary Ida B. Wells (1862–1931) is another magnificent woman who could have been included in many different chapters. An American investigative journalist, campaigner, teacher and civil rights leader, she was one of the founders of the NAACP. Born into slavery in Mississippi, Wells was freed by the Emancipation Proclamation on New Year’s Day 1861, issued by President Abraham Lincoln during the Civil War. She first worked as a teacher in Memphis, Tennessee, but soon was writing for the Memphis Free Speech and Headlight newspaper covering incidents of racial segregation and inequality, and became a co-owner. She was one of the loudest, and fiercest, voices against lynching – and the lies and racism used to justify it. In the 1890s, Wells published pamphlets such as Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in all its Phases and The Red Record. A white mob destroyed her newspaper offices, but Wells continued to write and speak out. Courageous and principled, she travelled across the United States and overseas, speaking also for women’s suffrage and civil rights. In 2020, Wells was posthumously awarded a Pulitzer Prize special citation honouring ‘her outstanding and courageous reporting on the horrific and vicious violence against African Americans during the era of lynching’.

‘I want to be remembered as someone who used herself and anything she could touch to work for justice and freedom . . . I want to be remembered as one who tried.’
Dorothy Height


The ‘godmother of the civil rights movement’ is considered by many to be Dorothy Height (1912–2010), another of the significant voices campaigning to end the lynching of African Americans. In 1957 Height became the fourth president of the National Council of Negro Women, a position she held for forty years. Under her leadership, the NCNW supported voter registration in the South as well as financially aiding civil rights activists throughout the country. Height was one of the organizers of the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom in August 1963, though she was not invited to speak. Originally, no women were included as speakers on the programme at all, but Height helped persuade the organizers to think again.

Over the next few years, she travelled widely, working as a visiting professor at the University of Delhi, India, and with the Black Women’s Federation of South Africa. In 2004, she was awarded the Congressional Gold Medal and inducted into the Democracy Hall of Fame International. Height is the only African American woman to have a federal building named after her in Washington, DC.

‘People always say that I didn’t give up my seat because I was tired, but that isn’t true. I was not tired physically, or no more tired than I usually was at the end of a working day . . . No, the only tired I was, was tired of giving in.’
Rosa Parks


In 1900, the former Confederate states passed new constitutions which effectively disenfranchised Black voters. The Jim Crow laws legalized segregation in public buildings, shops and restaurants, and on the public transport system. On 1 December 1955, Rosa Parks (1913–2005) refused to give up her seat in the ‘colored’ section of the bus for a white passenger. She was arrested for civil disobedience and violating Alabama’s segregation laws.

Parks was by no means the first Black woman to resist – fifteen-year-old Claudette Colvin (b. 1939) had been arrested nine months earlier, as had Irene Morgan (1917–2007) in Virginia back in 1944, and Lillie Bradford (1928–2017) in 1951, for refusing to give up their seats to white passengers – and there had been court challenges of the racist Jim Crow policy before. But the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People thought that Parks’s case had a higher chance of success (though some African American and Black British historians have suggested that colourism might also have played a role in the selection of Parks). She was forty-two at the time, and was a successful and admired local citizen, worked for the NAACP and was politically astute. Her act of resistance, coupled with all those that had gone before, changed history.

One of my favourite photographs of Parks is her standing with sculptor Artis Lane at the unveiling of her bronze bust and painting. Parks is glorious in orange, Lane is wearing blue jeans and a denim shirt. Behind them is Lane’s exquisite oil painting of Parks sitting on that bus in Montgomery, Alabama. It’s not actually ‘the’ bus, but rather an image of the day just over a year later, 21 December 1956, when Montgomery capitulated and desegregated the public transport service.

‘When my brothers try to draw a circle to exclude me, I shall draw a larger circle to include them. Where they speak out for the privileges of a puny group, I shall shout for the rights of all mankind.’
Pauli Murray


Another early ‘freedom rider’ was the inspirational Pauli Murray (1910–1985), who was arrested with a friend in Virginia in early 1940 and charged with disorderly conduct. That experience was the beginning of her activism. Murray went to law school and, in 1946, became the first Black deputy attorney general licensed by the California Bar. An outspoken and learned civil rights activist, the NCNW named her woman of the year. In 1947, Mademoiselle magazine did the same. Murray was also an award-winning author and poet. Her Song in a Weary Throat, published posthumously in 1987, won both the Robert F. Kennedy book award and the Lilian Smith book award. A teacher of law at the Ghana School of Law, Murray was the first African American to receive a doctorate in juridical science from Yale in 1965.

Murray became a professor at Brandeis in Massachusetts where, as well as teaching law, she was responsible for introducing the first African American studies course and women’s studies course. Throughout her life, Murray struggled with what she called her ‘in-betweenness’ – what today we might call non-binary – and campaigned vigorously against all forms of gender discrimination. It was Murray who coined the phrase ‘Jane Crow’, succinctly making the comparison between discrimination against women and discrimination on the grounds of race.

When Murray was in her sixties, she went from being an icon of progressive activism to take a different path. In a new departure, Murray went to theological college and, in 1977, became the first African American woman ordained as an Episcopal minister. Simply, Murray never gave up trying to make the world a better place, writing: ‘One person plus one typewriter constitutes a movement.’ Murray is also one of the women commemorated in the calendar of saints of the Episcopal Church, alongside Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman and Amelia Bloomer (1818–1894).
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DURING THE NINETEENTH century, women throughout the world were also at the forefront of campaigns against child labour and the desperate living conditions of many working women and girls. As Harriet Martineau wrote in her pamphlets – enslavement, fights for civil rights and enfranchisement, economic dependency, lack of water and food, temperance societies, poverty and lack of education, faith – they were all interconnected.

Mary Anne Rawson (1801–1887) argued against child labour and all forms of slavery, and was part of a successful campaign persuading people to boycott sugar from the West Indies. In the Victorian novels my great-grandmother read – and wrote, in the case of The Vicar of Langthwaite – the living conditions of working people, the malnourishment of children and soldiers sent to fight in the Afghan and Boer wars were subjects of gross injustice that appeared time and again.

‘It is when the community is shaken to its foundations . . . that a deeper unity of humanity evinces itself.’
Emily Hobhouse


Without Emily Hobhouse (1860–1926), the appalling conditions inside British concentration camps in South Africa would not have come to the attention of the general public. A pacifist and feminist, known as the ‘Angel of Love’, Hobhouse was born in Cornwall and spent her first thirty-five years living with her father in his vicarage. After his death, she worked with temperance societies in America; then, on the outbreak of the second Boer War in 1899 – and having heard how Boer women and children were being incarcerated in camps – Hobhouse travelled to South Africa to see the conditions for herself. She was horrified, and her dispatches helped force an amelioration in British policy. In 2024, a museum celebrating her life was opened at her former home in St Ive, near Liskeard, where she lived for the first thirty-four years of her life.

‘It is a fact, that numbers even of moral and religious people have permitted themselves to accept and condone in man what is fiercely condemned in woman.’
Josephine Butler


LIKE MY GREAT-GRANDMOTHER, faith was at the heart of the campaigning life of Josephine Butler (1828–1906). Another woman of conviction who could feature in many chapters of this book, she was a social reformer, an early suffrage campaigner, an abolitionist, the author of more than ninety books and pamphlets, a Christian feminist, a campaigner for education and the rights of women, an opponent of the trafficking of women and girls into prostitution, and a leader of attempts to end the legal practice of couverture in British law – something that had proved critical for Lily when Sam’s business partner defrauded his practice. From 1869, she campaigned for the abolition of legislation that put the blame and disgrace solely onto the women involved in sex work, rather than criticizing the men and the social conditions that made prostitution so widespread. Butler travelled internationally and her campaigning led, in 1883, to the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Act. Married to an Anglican priest, she wrote a biography of St Catherine of Sienna. There is no mention of Josephine Butler in either Lily’s letters or articles for The Girl’s Own Paper, but I feel sure Lily would have known of her work and admired it. When Butler died, she was described by suffragist leader Millicent Fawcett as the ‘most distinguished Englishwoman of the nineteenth century’.
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ONCE DUBBED THE ‘most dangerous woman in America’, Mary G. Harris Jones (1837–1930), known as ‘Mother Jones’, was an activist and union organizer. Originally from Ireland, she was a dressmaker and teacher who co-founded the Industrial Workers of the World in 1905. Having lost her four children and husband to yellow fever in 1867, and witnessing her dress shop destroyed in the Great Chicago Fire in 1871 – which killed three hundred people and left a hundred thousand homeless – Jones became a shop steward for the United Mine Workers union, perhaps thinking she had nothing left to lose. In 1903, she organized a children’s march from Philadelphia to President Theodore Roosevelt’s home town of New York to highlight the evils of child labour and long working hours. Things would not change until 1938, when President Roosevelt signed the Fair Labor Standards Act into law, but it’s no doubt that Mother Jones’s children’s crusade brought the issue to widespread public attention.

At about the same time in Glasgow, Mary Barbour (1875–1958) was fighting widespread poverty in the city. The heroine of the Glasgow Rent Strike of 1915, she fought tirelessly for the welfare of women and children in Govan, was one of the founders of the Women’s Peace Crusade, and the first female bailie in Glasgow. In 1920, she became one of five women elected as councillors to Glasgow Town Council – together with Eleanor Stewart (1899–1965), Mary Bell (1885–1943), Jessica Baird-Smith (1883–1962) and ‘mother of the flock’ of female councillors, Mary Anderson Snodgrass (1862–1945). In 2011, Glasgow Women’s Library commissioned twenty-one artworks as part of their twenty-first anniversary celebrations, which led to a resurgence of interest. In 2013, the Remember Mary Barbour Association was founded to campaign for a statue, which was finally unveiled at Govan Cross in March 2018. It shows Barbour hatted and booted, with her right arm raised, leading ‘Mrs Barbour’s Army’.

Born in Newcastle-upon-Tyne thirteen years after Barbour, Francesca Wilson (1888–1981) began her humanitarian work helping French evacuee children in the Haute-Savoie. She then joined the Serbian Relief Fund. Her first book, Portraits and Sketches of Serbia, was published in 1920 and helped shine a spotlight on the grim conditions there after the First World War. Between 1919 and 1922, Wilson worked with the Quaker Relief Mission in Vienna set up by fellow Quaker humanitarian Hilda Clark (1881–1955) and her friend Edith Pye (1876–1965).

They were extraordinary women. Clark was a ‘birth-right’ Quaker from Somerset; Londoner Pye became a Quaker by choice. Clark was a doctor; Pye a nurse and midwife. Before working in Vienna, they’d founded a maternity hospital at Châlons-sur-Marne. They spent their lives, quite simply, doing good, going where they were most needed. There is a wonderful photograph of Clark taken around 1915. She is smiling, standing beside a car, wearing a trench coat and the Quaker star armband on her left sleeve. As the clouds of war began to gather once again, Clark became co-ordinator of the German Emergency Committee, using her connections to create documents to help smuggle Jewish people out of Austria after the 1938 Anschluss. She returned to England at the beginning of the war, but continued her humanitarian work in London and Kent until her Parkinson’s disease became too severe.

Clark died in Somerset in 1955. When Pye died ten years later, she was buried beneath the same headstone.

‘We have shown that workers like us, new to these shores, will never accept being treated without dignity or respect’.
Jayaben Desai


JAYABEN DESAI (1933–2010) led a walkout of workers at the Grunwick film processing plant in north-west London in 1976, protesting against working conditions and the lack of respect shown to newly arrived immigrant workers, many of them Asian women. Her courage and stamina triggered the support of other workers for the Grunwick strikers and, for the next two years, Mrs Desai (as she was always known) led the pickets in their battle. Although the protest was not ultimately successful – this was the beginning of the Thatcherite era of curtailment of trade union rights – Desai remains an inspirational role model.

Leader of the ‘headscarf’ revolutionaries, Lillian Bilocca (1929–1988) improved safety in the fishing industry after the 1968 Hull triple trawler tragedy where fifty-eight people lost their lives. She gathered ten thousand signatures for her petition, the Fisherman’s Charter, and presented it to the government. The government later implemented all the proposals in the charter.

The guiding principle of all these women of conviction and courage was a determination to change the day-to-day world for the better for everyone. Campaigning for equality, an end to discrimination and unfairness.
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AT THE HEART of my historical fiction is a question: what would I, as a woman, have done had I been there? In Labyrinth in 1209, as the Catholic crusaders laid waste to cities from Béziers to Bram; in Amsterdam, in The City of Tears, during the Alteration of 1578; most especially in Citadel in Carcassonne during the Second World War, when the streets of La Cité were filled with the vert-de-gris of the Gestapo. Would I have been courageous enough to take a stand?

There are two distinct women’s narratives during the Second World War. Some women were part of official networks, such as the Special Operations Executive (SOE) in Britain or the American Office of Strategic Services (OSS). Others attempted to keep things going on the ‘home front’, wherever home might be, or resisted the invaders to protect their families and defend their countries.

‘If you had to calculate whether you would do any good by protesting, you wouldn’t have gone. But we acted from the heart. We wanted to show that we weren’t willing to let them go.’
Elsa Holzer


Elsa Holzer (1904–c. 1989) was one of the women who, in the bitterly cold Berlin of February 1943, took part in the Rosenstrasse Protest. Just before dawn on 27 February, the Gestapo started to round up the Jewish men remaining in Berlin, sometimes separating them from their non-Jewish wives. Holzer was one of them. As news spread, relatives started to gather outside the Jewish welfare office in Rosenstrasse where the men were being held. At first just a few women, then hundreds and then thousands, refusing to disperse despite being threatened with being shot. The protest hit the national news, then the international news, until, on 6 March, Goebbels ordered the men’s release. The monument Block der Frauen (Block of Women) by German sculptor Ingeborg Hunzinger (1915–2009) stands in memorial to that protest.

Historians of the Second World War differ in their interpretations of the protest – some see it as a significant moment, others that it made no material difference to the progress of the war. But it does appear to be the only significant mass public demonstration by Germans against the deportation of their Jewish relatives, friends and neighbours.

Mary Elmes (1908–2002) is sometimes known as the Irish Oscar Schindler. One of her earliest memories of the First World War was the sinking of the British passenger ship, the Lusitania, by a German U-boat off the coast of Cork in 1915. She was only seven years old and she never forgot what she saw that day. Elmes later worked for the ambulance service during the Spanish Civil War, fleeing north over the border into south-west France as Franco’s forces advanced. She helped set up makeshift camps and headed the Quaker delegation in Perpignan. When Jewish prisoners started to arrive at Rivesaltes, one of the holding camps on the Roussillon coast where prisoners were kept before being deported, Elmes and her colleagues did what they could to save as many children as possible. In August 1942, she ‘spirited away’ seven children bound for Auschwitz and, over the next eight weeks, saved many more. Like many women involved in Resistance work during the Second World War, Elmes seldom talked about her experiences and refused all honours. But eleven years after her death, she was given Israel’s highest honour – Righteous Among Nations – the only Irish woman to have been so acknowledged.

In the Netherlands, Corrie ten Boom (1892–1983) was a watchmaker and member of the Dutch Reformed Church who, with her father and sister, protected many Jewish families by hiding them in her home in Amsterdam. They were all arrested and sent to prison camps, where they died. However, Corrie – she later discovered only because of a clerical error – was moved to a women’s labour camp, and eventually released. After the end of the war, she set up a rehabilitation clinic for survivors of the camps. She told her story in an autobiographical novel, The Hiding Place, which came out in 1971. Frieda Belinfante (1904–1995), a cellist and conductor, was a part of the Dutch Resistance. After the war, Belinfante emigrated to America and was the founding artistic director and conductor of the Orange County Philharmonic.

‘Stand up for what you believe in even if you are standing alone.’
Sophie Scholl


In Germany, Sophie Scholl (1921–1943) was born into a middle-class Christian family in the south of the country. After Germany invaded Poland on 1 September 1939, and her older brothers were sent to the Eastern Front, Scholl’s opposition to National Socialism began. In 1942, she enrolled at the University of Munich to study biology and philosophy – another brother, Hans, was also enrolled there studying medicine – and, over the next year, with three fellow students, the five friends began a campaign against Nazism called the White Rose. The group published six pamphlets in all until – in what has become an iconic moment in every film or documentary about Scholl’s life – she was seen with a stack of pamphlets by a janitor, a staunch supporter of the Nazi regime, who reported her to the Gestapo. Her brother was also arrested with a draft of the seventh pamphlet in his bag. She and Hans tried to take responsibility for the White Rose, to save their colleagues, though it didn’t work. Scholl was convicted of high treason and executed by guillotine, at the age of only twenty-one, along with her brother and friends.

When researching Citadel, I was inspired by many extraordinary women of both the SOE and the OSS, but particularly the often-overlooked stories of local Resistance units. I discovered that the Carcassonne Resistance was betrayed, its members caught and executed at Baudrigues on 19 August 1944, the day before the Nazis withdrew from the south-west. There was, so far as I know, no wholly female unit, but all sorts of women were active in the Resistance and the Maquis, particularly in the final eighteen months of the occupation. There is a monument in the heart of the Bastide, the lower town of Carcassonne, listing the names of all the men who died that day. At the bottom of the plinth, there’s inscribed a heartbreaking sentence: AND TWO UNKNOWN WOMEN. That was the inspiration for Citadel.

Virginia Hall (1906–1982) was the first female agent sent into Vichy France in August 1941, using codenames ‘Marie’ and ‘Diane’. Nicknamed ‘Artemis’ by the Nazis, she worked for both the SOE and OSS and created the Heckler network in Lyon. An expert in organizing support and safe houses, supplying agents with weapons and helping downed airmen to escape, by 1944 she was working with the Maquis in Haute-Loire prior to the arrival of the American army in September. She joined the newly formed CIA in 1947, though she found desk work less to her satisfaction than being in the field.

Krystyna Skarbek (1908–1952) – also known as Christine Granville – was a Polish agent of Jewish descent who became a spy behind enemy lines. Working in Nazi-occupied Poland, and described by journalist Alistair Horne as the ‘bravest of the brave’, she was the longest serving of all British female agents. She survived the war, but was stabbed to death in London by an obsessive stalker in 1952.

‘One needs to feel that one’s life has meaning, that one is needed in this world.’
Hannah Szenes


Poet Hannah Szenes (1921–1944) was one of thirty-seven Jewish SOE recruits from British Mandate Palestine, parachuted into Yugoslavia to rescue Hungarian Jews about to be deported to Auschwitz. She was caught at the border, arrested and tortured, but refused to speak. Executed by firing squad, she is largely forgotten in Hungary, but is a national heroine in Israel, where several streets have been named after her.

‘If they kill me they kill me physically and that’s all, they won’t win anything . . . they’ll have a dead body, useless to them, but they will not have me, because I will not let them have me.’
Odette Sansom


Odette Sansom (1912–1995) – codenamed ‘Lise’ – was born in Amiens, France. A courier for the Spindle network, she was arrested near Annecy in the Alps in April 1943 and deported to Ravensbrück, the all-female concentration camp some fifty miles north of Berlin. Despite enduring repeated and horrifying torture, she refused to betray any of her fellow agents, and survived to write of her experiences. The first woman to be awarded the George Cross, she was also awarded the Légion d’Honneur by the French government.

One of my favourite photographs of a résistante is that of Simone Segouin (b. 1925) posing for photographers with soldiers during the liberation of her home town, Chartres, on 23 August 1944. Dressed in shorts and a beret, Segouin is holding her machine gun and being watched by an American GI, a French police officer, local civilians and two rather bored-looking boys. Taught to shoot by her father, a decorated veteran of the First World War, Segouin joined the FTP, a communist Resistance group fighting Fascism and, in 1944, was given the codename ‘Nicole Minet’. An active fighter, fearless and unsentimental, she was present at the liberation of Paris on 24 August, two days after being photographed by Robert Capa in Chartres.

‘Two and a half million Indians volunteered for the war effort and it was the largest single volunteer army . . . we must not forget their contribution. Noor was part of this.’
Shrabani Basu


Noor Inayat Khan (1914–1944) – codenamed ‘Madeleine’ – was the first female wireless operator to be sent into occupied France, when the life expectancy of a wireless operator was as short as six weeks. A pacifist turned war heroine, she was betrayed, captured and executed in Dachau concentration camp. Her final word, uttered as the German firing squad raised their weapons, was simply ‘liberté’. Although the most famous photograph of Khan is one of her in an RAF uniform, my favourite is an image from her younger days in the family’s pre-war Paris apartment. She is wearing a white sari, sitting cross-legged on cushions, and holding a veena, one of the oldest of classical Indian stringed instruments, as if just about to play. Khan was posthumously awarded the George Cross and a Croix de Guerre and, in 2012, a statue was unveiled of her in London’s Gordon Square. The campaign was led by Khan’s biographer Shrabani Basu (b. 1962), who founded the Noor Inayat Khan Memorial Trust.

‘She [Lindell] was an impossible character and disliked by everyone in normal circumstances. But in the camp, you needed someone like that.’
Yvonne Baseden


Yvonne Baseden (1922–2017) – codenamed ‘Odette’ – was, like Sansom, born in France. She was bilingual, and fluent in several other languages, including Spanish, Italian and Polish. Having trained in the UK, she was the youngest SOE operative to be parachuted into France. She was captured in June 1944, imprisoned in Saarbrücken and then transferred to Ravensbrück in September 1944. One of about five hundred women released from Ravensbrück to the Swedish Red Cross in April 1945 in the closing days of the war, she was driven in one of the ‘White Buses’ across Germany and Denmark to Sweden. Baseden famously spent her first night of freedom sleeping beneath the skeletons of dinosaurs on the floor of the Malmö Museum of Prehistory. She was one of the first guests on the iconic British television show This Is Your Life in 1955.

Violette Szabo (1921–1945) – codenamed ‘Louise’ – was another British-French SOE operative awarded the George Cross posthumously for her work gathering intelligence and supporting networks rescuing Allied airmen. Szabo was captured during her second mission, interrogated and tortured. She was executed in Ravensbrück in February 1945.

Vera Atkins (1908–2000) was born in Romania to a German-Jewish father and British-Jewish mother. An SOE intelligence officer for F Section, she was responsible for the recruitment and deployment of British agents in the field, including thirty-seven women. A controversial figure – possibly thanks to her Jewish background, or perhaps due to the suspicions surrounding the capture of ‘Madeleine’ and two other agents in October 1943 – Atkins was not naturalized as a British subject until 1944. When the SOE was disbanded after the war, Atkins joined MI6 in 1946, determined to discover the fates of her agents who had not returned from France, including fourteen women. Over the years, she managed to ensure that plaques for the twelve agents who died in Nazi concentration camps were erected. She was awarded a CBE in 1997.

Fighter pilot and squadron commander Raisa Surnachevskaya (1922–2005) was one of the members of an all-female unit formed after the German invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941. She’s one of the few women known to have flown in combat while pregnant.

‘France made me who I am. Parisians gave me everything . . . I am prepared to give them my life.’
Josephine Baker


How best to describe the American-born, French-by-adoption agent Josephine Baker (1906–1975)? An actress, music hall star, cabaret artist – the highest-paid performer of her day – she was also a pilot, a lieutenant in the French Air Force’s Female Auxiliary Corps during the Second World War and, later, a civil rights activist. She was the only woman who spoke at the 1963 March on Washington before Martin Luther King’s famous speech. She was the sixth woman – and first woman of colour – to be placed in the Panthéon, her coffin filled with earth from four places where she had lived.

Lucie Aubrac (1912–2007), a Communist and former teacher, formed the Resistance group La Dernière Colonne, later known as Libération-sud, with her husband. Aubrac carried out two sabotage attacks at train stations in Perpignan and Cannes in 1941, organized the distribution of ten thousand propaganda flyers and worked on the underground newspaper Libération. In 1943, Aubrac famously negotiated directly with Klaus Barbie, the notorious and vicious Gestapo chief in Vichy France, for the release of her husband. She later freed him and fifteen fellow prisoners by attacking the convoy he was being transported in.

In 1944, Charles de Gaulle appointed her a Resistance representative to the new consultative assembly, making her the first woman to sit in a French parliamentary assembly.

Marie-Madeline Fourcade (1909–1989), codenamed ‘Hérisson’ (‘Hedgehog’), was the leader of the Alliance network. Over her time as a résistante, she took care of some 3,000 agents and survivors, and published Mémorial de l’Alliance, dedicated to the Resistance group’s 429 dead. Despite her known achievements and courage, Fourcade was never honoured by de Gaulle. However, by the time of her death, things had changed. She was celebrated by fellow Resistance fighters and the French government at a memorial service at l’Église Saint-Louis des Invalides in Paris, the first woman to have been so honoured, before being buried at Père Lachaise Cemetery.

Agnès de la Barre de Nanteuil (1922–1944) – known as ‘Agent Claude’ – joined the Resistance with her mother, having worked for the Red Cross. One of her responsibilities was to place landing lights for Allied parachuters. Returning home after one such operation in March 1944, she was arrested by the Gestapo. Despite being tortured in prison, she revealed nothing, and was being deported to Germany in August 1944, together with her sister, other Resistance workers and Allied prisoners, when the train was attacked. She died ten days later, at the railway station of Paray-le-Monial in eastern France.

The Médaille de la Résistance was established by General Charles de Gaulle on 9 February 1943. Awarded to approximately 38,000 living people and nearly 25,000 posthumously – including Agnès de la Barre de Nanteuil – proportionately few were presented to women. Of those that were given to women, many were to those from outside France, including the exceptional New Zealander Nancy Wake (1912–2011). Codenamed ‘Hélène’ by the SOE, ‘Andrée’ by the Resistance and the ‘White Mouse’ by the Gestapo, she was a courier and a vital part of the network smuggling Allied airmen out of France and into Spain. As well as the Médaille de la Résistance, she received the Medal of Freedom from the United States, the Légion d’Honneur and the Croix de Guerre, the Companion of the Order of Australia and the Badge in Gold from New Zealand.

All the same, there are many, many women whose heroism goes unrecorded and unacknowledged. And of the 1,061 Croix de la Libération awarded by de Gaulle for exceptional acts of bravery, only six were given to women . . .

Recipients of the Croix de la Libération include: Berty Albrecht (1893–1943); Laure Diebold (1915–1965); Marie Hackin (1905–1941); Marcelle Henry (1895–1945); Simone Michel-Lévy (1906–1945); and Émilienne Moreau-Evrard (1898–1971).

Amsterdammer Jos Gemmeke (1922–2010) was a member of the Dutch Resistance in the occupied Netherlands. She helped distribute the illegal underground newspaper Je Maintiendrai – ‘I Will Stand Firm’ – in The Hague, and undertook several missions to deliver radio equipment and microfilms intended for the headquarters of the Dutch Secret Service in London, cycling across enemy lines from Holland into Belgium. Gemmeke was one of only two women to be appointed Knight in the Military William Order. She was also awarded the King’s Medal for Courage in the Cause of Freedom by the British government. The Norwegian teacher Frieda Dalen (1895–1995) was the first woman to address the United Nations at its inaugural General Assembly in January 1946, having led the civil resistance against the Nazi occupation of Norway in 1940.

‘Be strong and be courageous.’
Roza Robota


Roza Robota (1921–1945) was a Polish-Jewish resistance fighter and leader of the women’s revolt in Auschwitz-Birkenau in October 1944. Assigned to one of the Sonderkommando units in Auschwitz, where prisoners were forced to work for the regime, not least in the munitions depot, the women instead smuggled gunpowder between the buildings. By 7 October 1944, the resistance was ready to act. One crematorium was blown up and another disabled, injuring hundreds of SS officers and killing several. Robota – together with Ester Wajcblum (c. 1924/27–1945), Ala Gertner (1912–1945) and Regina Safirsztajn (1915–1945) – initially escaped, but they were soon caught. Although they were tortured, they did not reveal the underground names of those who had organized the revolt. On 6 January 1945, the four women were hanged. It was to be the last public hanging at Auschwitz. Two weeks after their deaths, the camp was evacuated. The following week, the camp was liberated. Each year, 27 January is commemorated as Holocaust Memorial Day.

‘You hang me now, but I’m not alone. There are two hundred million of us. You can’t hang us all. They will avenge me.’
Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya


In the Soviet Union, as in France, much of the resistance to Nazi occupation was led by young partisans. Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya (1923–1941) was eighteen when she joined a partisan unit and, in November 1941, was sent to burn the village of Petrishchevo in Vologda Oblast, in north-western Russia, where a German regiment was stationed. Caught, beaten and interrogated, she was hanged in the village square with a sign saying ‘houseburner’ round her neck. Stories of how she never stopped resisting and shouting at her captors, even as they were killing her, began to circulate and she was posthumously declared a Hero of the Soviet Union.

‘I want people to know that there was resistance. Jews did not go like sheep to the slaughter. I was a photographer. I have pictures. I have proof.’
Faye Schulman


Faye Schulman (1919–2021) was a Polish-Jewish partisan photographer and freedom fighter with the Molotov Brigade in Eastern Europe. Born in Lenin on the Polish-Russian border (modern-day Belarus), she was forced into the Lenin ghetto with her family and neighbours in May 1942. On 14 August 1944, Nazi soldiers shot 1,850 Jewish people from the ghetto. They spared only twenty-eight, including Faye, whose photographic skills they wanted. Forced to photograph the dead bodies, including those of her own family, she fled into a nearby forest during a raid by Russian partisans and joined the Molotov Brigade – one of very few women to be accepted. After the war ended, Schulman emigrated to Canada in 1948 and spent the rest of her wonderfully long life campaigning for better awareness of the Jewish resistance and the Holocaust.

[image: Scene break image]

DURING THE SECOND World War in the Pacific, there were women in Hawaii, Myanmar and Manila resisting Japanese occupation. In the 1850s, America had pushed Japan into disadvantageous trade agreements and, although Japan fought on the side of the Western Allies in the First World War, the country was forced to sign humiliating treaties that restricted its power in the Far East. Increasingly, Japan became more aligned with fascist ideology and, in the 1930s, embarked on a campaign to seize Chinese territory. When the Second World War began, Japan allied with Italy and Germany.

‘War is war. It’s not the people who are wicked . . . I never expected to come out alive from that Japanese cell. So I’ve learned that happiness comes only from within. You do good to others, it will come back to you.’
Elizabeth Choy


Elizabeth Choy (1910–2006) was born in British North Borneo, now the Malaysian state of Sabah. She travelled to Singapore to study, intending to become a teacher. At the time of the Japanese invasion of Singapore in 1942 she was working in a hospital canteen. Despite witnessing the violence with which Japanese forces treated civilians who did not cooperate, she smuggled letters and food to British prisoners, supplied medicine, money and carried messages to the POWs in Changi prison. Arrested and tortured over a period of a hundred days, Choy refused to confess to sabotage and was eventually released. After the war, Choy was the only woman elected to the 1951 Legislative Council. She also became the first principal of the Singapore School for the Blind in 1956.

‘If your pictures aren’t good enough, you’re not close enough.’
Gerda Taro


AS WELL AS these active participants in combatant roles, there were also several women of courage working in war zones as journalists and photographers. Their work provides an essential record of those who were part of history as it happened. They include the German-Jewish war photographer Gerda Taro (1910–1937). Born Gerta Pohorylle into a Galician Jewish family in Germany, she escaped the Nazis by moving to Paris in 1933, where she met the Hungarian photojournalist Endre Friedmann. They began working together under the pseudonym ‘Robert Capa’, pretending to be an American photographer and his agent. When they began to publish separately, she took the pseudonym Gerda Taro, though it’s acknowledged Taro took many of the early images subsequently attributed to him. They covered the Spanish Civil War, working on the front line. Taro was fatally wounded at the Brunette Front near Madrid when, travelling with wounded Republican soldiers, their car collided with a tank. She was buried in Père Lachaise Cemetery in north-eastern Paris, but her name was soon forgotten, and their photographs were published under the name of Robert Capa. It wasn’t until the beginning of the twenty-first century that Taro’s contribution to war photography was properly recognized.

‘Nothing attracts me like a closed door. I cannot let my camera rest until I have pried it open.’
Margaret Bourke-White


The American correspondent and photojournalist Margaret Bourke-White (1904–1971) was the first foreign correspondent allowed into the Soviet Union in the 1930s, and the first female photojournalist for Life magazine. She not only exposed the realities of war but also the hardships of home. The first woman to be allowed to work in combat zones during the Second World War, she was the only foreign photographer in Moscow when the Nazis invaded Russia in June 1941. She was at Buchenwald concentration camp in 1945, then in India in 1947 for the Partition of India and formation of Pakistan – a bloody, devastating and life-altering period of history – and covered the Korean War in the 1950s. A woman of great courage who had the knack of always seeming to be right there at the heart of history with her camera, Bourke-White interviewed and photographed Mahatma Gandhi just hours before his assassination in January 1948.

‘Women war photographers had to fight on two fronts: the bombs, and the men.’
Lee Miller


Lee Miller (1907–1977) was an American photographer, surrealist muse and photojournalist who began life as a fashion model in New York City in the 1920s, before going to Paris to become a fashion and fine art photographer. During the Second World War, she was a war correspondent for Vogue – one of several female American journalists covering the war in Europe – photographing key moments including the London Blitz, the liberation of Paris and the liberation of the concentration camps at Buchenwald and Dachau. One of the most famous photographs of Miller is of her taking a bath in the bathroom of Hitler’s Munich apartment in April 1945 – the shot was taken by fellow Life magazine photographer David Scherman. On the floor are her boots, still covered with the filth of Dachau.

Virginia Cowles (1910–1983) – described by journalist Christina Lamb (b. 1965) as the ‘Forrest Gump of journalism’ – was a third female American war correspondent who had the knack of being in the right and most dangerous place at the right time. Cowles was in Berlin on 1 September 1939 as the Germans invaded Poland; in London on 7 September 1940 to witness the first day of the Blitz; and in Paris on 14 June 1940 as the French capital fell to the Nazis. Her dispatches from the front line were extraordinary.

Other extraordinary and brave women recording the reality of life in a war zone in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries include: the French photojournalists Catherine Leroy (1944–2006) and Françoise Demulder (1947–2008) in Vietnam; Christine Spengler (b. 1945), who followed the Troubles in Northern Ireland and the conflict in Afghanistan; American photographers Susan Meiselas (b. 1948), president and co-founder of the Magnum Foundation and known for her images of the conflict in Nicaragua in the 1980s; and Carolyn Cole (b. 1961), who is associated with Liberia. The German-born photographer Anja Niedringhaus (1965–2014), the only woman on a team of eleven Associated Press photographers that won the 2005 Pulitzer Prize for Breaking News Photography for coverage of the Iraq War, died in the line of duty. Niedringhaus was shot dead by an Afghan policeman in Kabul in April 2014 whilst covering the presidential elections.

A woman of great courage who also lost her life in the line of duty was the American war reporter Marie Colvin (1956–2012), who worked as the foreign affairs correspondent for The Sunday Times from 1985 until her death. With her distinctive black eye patch (from an injury sustained whilst covering the Sri Lankan Civil War), Colvin was one of the most prominent war correspondents of our generation, reporting from Libya, Chechnya, Serbia, Sierra Leone, Zimbabwe and East Timor – where she was credited with saving the lives of some 1,500 women and children from a compound besieged by Indonesian-backed forces. While covering the siege of Homs in February 2012, she was assassinated in a targeted attack organized by Syrian government forces.

IN SOME WAYS – and many women and men speak of this – there was, at least, a clarity during the two world wars. When one’s country, or community, is actively under attack and the choice is to defend, to contribute to the war effort, or do nothing, the choice is simple. But it requires a very different kind of courage and sense of conviction when you are a lone voice against the state.

Truganini (c. 1812–1876) was one of the most significant figures in First Nation Aboriginal culture. A Nuenonne woman, an activist, leader and daughter of a chief, she was born on what became known as Bruny Island, south of Hobart, the capital of Van Diemen’s Land, later Tasmania. Much of her history has been distorted. The indigenous people who refused to work for the British colonizers, or resisted, were hunted down and put in camps, or executed. Truganini, with others, became an outlaw, but was caught by the British and imprisoned, before forcibly being resettled at Oyster Cove. But she was a clever negotiator, a powerful figure within her community, and a towering figure in the history of Australia. Today, Truganini is commemorated in many songs, pieces of theatre, plays and works of literature. She should be celebrated for the whole of her long, resilient and extraordinary life.

Two years after her death, Truganini’s skeleton was exhumed by the Royal Society of Tasmania and later placed on display, despite having previously pleaded with the colonial authorities for a respectful burial. It wasn’t until April 1976 that her remains were finally cremated and scattered according to her wishes. In 2002, some of her hair and skin were found in the collection of the Royal College of Surgeons of England and returned to Tasmania for burial.

‘For many years the men, the chiefs, the members of Parliament, the Kingitanga, have been searching for answers to our issues regarding land and the betterment of our people . . . All of this was done without us; the women . . . and no benefit has come back to our people . . . we women have not yet tried!’
Ākenehi Tōmoana


Born twenty-two years after Truganini, Ākenehi Tōmoana (c. 1834–1908) was a prominent Māori leader. Women of chiefly status – wāhine rangatira – had been used to wielding decision-making power, but the imperialist system forced them to find new ways to assert their authority. A landowner, Ākenehi was a vocal advocate for the Māori women’s movement, determined to fight restrictions imposed by European laws on Māori women’s rights to own land. In 1893, she accompanied Meri Te Tai Mangakāhia (1868–1920) to the Kotahitanga Māori Parliament to call for Māori women to be able to vote and stand for parliamentary seats, arguing that, as landowners, they were entitled to political representation.

As we saw in Chapter 6, New Zealand led the world in terms of women’s suffrage. At least three Māori women were included in the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840, at a time when women in general terms had little power. Māori men first voted in 1868 and both Māori and Pākehā women could vote in 1893, the same year that Elizabeth Yates (c. 1845–1918) was elected Mayor of Onehunga, now part of Auckland, the first time such a post had been held by a woman anywhere in the British Empire. Elizabeth McCombs (1873–1935) was New Zealand’s first female member of Parliament in 1933 and Matiu Rātana (1905–1981) was the first woman to represent Māori interests in Parliament in 1949.

One of the most important women’s voices of the twentieth century was the legendary Māori elder and activist Whina Cooper (1895–1994). Born Hōhepine Te Wake, she was a former teacher and campaigner who became part of the protest against an area of leased mudflats at Whakarapa on New Zealand’s North Island. Though Cooper and her fellow protestors were charged with trespassing, they managed to prevent the project from going ahead. In 1951, Cooper was elected the first president of Te Rōpū Waūhine Māori Toko I te Ora (the Māori Women’s Welfare League). When she stepped down six years later, she was given the title Te Whaea o te Motu – ‘Mother of the Nation’. In 1975, at the age of seventy-nine, Cooper led a march from the northern tip of the North Island to the New Zealand Parliament in Wellington to protest the loss of Māori land and to demand acknowledgement of their property rights under the Treaty of Waitangi. There is a wonderful photograph of Cooper addressing the crowds in Hamilton in her kahu huruhuru – feather cloak – and a magnificent pink headscarf.

Born thirty years after Cooper, Tuaiwa Hautai ‘Eva’ Rickard (1925–1997) was an activist for Māori and women’s rights. She is particularly celebrated for her ten-year campaign to have ancestral lands by Raglan Harbour returned to local indigenous ownership. In 1978, she was filmed being arrested with nineteen fellow Māori protestors on the ninth hole of the Raglan golf course. Their court appearances resulted in a surge of public interest and, in the end, the land was returned.

In Australia, Oodgeroo Noonuccal (1920–1993) – originally Kathleen Ruska, then Kath Walker – was an inspirational woman in many different ways. An award-winning actress, an army officer during the Second World War, the first Aboriginal woman to publish a volume of poetry, she was also secretary of the Federal Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders for Queensland during the 1960s and was a key figure in the campaign to allow Aboriginal people full citizenship. Named Aboriginal of the Year in 1985, her commemorative plaque was one of the first installed on Sydney Writers Walk in 1991.

‘It’s time for us to remember that rights are not handed on a platter by governments, they have to be won.’
Faith Bandler


Noonuccal’s near contemporary was Faith Bandler (1918–2015), a civil rights activist of Scottish-Indian and South Sea Islander heritage. She came to public attention during the 1967 referendum to change the constitution to ensure that indigenous people were included in future national censuses. She was the co-founder of the Aboriginal Australia Fellowship with Pearl Gibbs (1901–1983), a member of the Aboriginals Progressive Association. In 1938, Gibbs was involved in organizing Day of Mourning protests – a protest at the 150th anniversary of the First Fleet, which came about in part due to the lack of recognition of the Aboriginal boycott of the centenary ‘celebrations’ – and, two years later, became the first Aboriginal woman to make a broadcast on Australian radio. Between 1954 and 1957, Gibbs was the only Aboriginal member of the New South Wales Aborigines Welfare Board and the only woman ever to serve on the board.
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MOVING BACK IN time and to North America, Ga’axstal’as (1870–1951) – also known as Jane Constance Cook – was a cultural mediator and activist born on Vancouver Island, Canada. Raised by a missionary couple, the daughter of a Kwakwaka’wakw woman and a white fur trader, she campaigned for First Nation peoples to retain rights of access to land and resources. She testified to the Royal Commission of 1914 and, in 1922, was the only woman on the executive of the Allied Indian Tribes of British Columbia.

‘Asking you to give me equal rights implies that they are yours to give.
Instead, I must demand that you stop trying to deny me the rights all people deserve.’
Elizabeth Peratrovich


Elizabeth Peratrovich (1911–1958) of the Tlingit nation was Grand President of the Alaska Native Sisterhood and instrumental in the passing of Alaska’s Anti-Discrimination Act of 1945, the first legislation of its kind in the United States. In 2021, the celebration was moved from April to 16 February, the day the Act had been passed some seventy-five years earlier. The Peratrovich family papers, including correspondence, personal papers and news clippings related to her civil rights work, are held at the Smithsonian National Museum of the American Indian.

In 1988, 21 April was named as Elizabeth Peratrovich Day in Alaska for: ‘her courageous, unceasing efforts to eliminate discrimination and bring about equal rights . . .’

‘We, the women of South Africa, wives and mothers, working women and housewives, African, Indians, European and Coloured, hereby declare our aim of striving for the removal of all laws, regulations, conventions and customs that discriminate against us as women, and that deprive us in any way of our inherent right to the advantages, responsibilities and opportunities that society offers to any one section of the population.’
South African Women’s Charter


IN SOUTH AFRICA, another part of the world still marked by its past in the British Empire, Lillian Ngoyi (1911–1980) – known as ‘Mama Ngoyi’ – was a seamstress, a nurse and an anti-apartheid activist, and became the first woman elected to the executive committee of the African National Congress. In August 1956, Ngoyi spearheaded a march of twenty thousand women, organized by the Federation of South African Women, to the Union Buildings of Pretoria in protest against the apartheid government’s laws requiring women to carry passbooks. A petition with fourteen thousand signatures was handed over by these courageous women, who stood in silence for half an hour before singing the protest song ‘Wathint’abafazi Wathint’imbokodo’ – ‘You strike women, you strike a rock’.

‘Men are born into the system, and it is as if it has been a life tradition that they carry passes. We as women have seen the treatment our men have – when they leave home in the morning you are not sure they will come back. We are taking it very seriously. If the husband is to be arrested and the mother, what about the child?’
Lillian Ngoyi


The Women’s March Pretoria protestors included: Reverend Motlalepula Chabaku (1933–2012); Bertha Gxowa (1943–2010); Helen Joseph (1905–1992); Fatima Meer (1928–2010); Rahima Moosa (1922–1993); Lillian Ngoyi (1911–1980); Albertina Sisulu (1918–2011); and Sophia Williams-De Bruyn (b. 1938).

One of the many iconic photographs of that day shows Ngoyi with Rahima Moosa, Helen Joseph and Sophia Williams-De Bruyn outside the Union Building with stacks of petitions in their hands. Arrested several times, Ngoyi was kept under house arrest at home in Soweto for fifteen years.

‘Regardless of how many years we have spent in this life, we must get up and shout.’
Fatima Meer


Fatima Meer, who was born and died in Durban, was also at the Women’s March on that day in August 1956. An author, anti-apartheid and human rights activist, she was one of the founding members of the Federation of South African Women.

‘Women are the people who are going to relieve us from all this oppression and depression. The rent boycott that is happening in Soweto now is alive because of the women. It is the women who are on the street committees educating the people to stand up and protect each other.’
Nontsikelelo Albertina Sisulu


So, too, was ‘Mother of the Nation’ Nontsikelelo Albertina Sisulu. A nurse, social and anti-apartheid campaigner, she was known as ‘Mama Sisulu’. The only woman at the inaugural conference of the African National Congress Youth League in 1944, she was one of the first women to be arrested under the General Laws Amendment Act of 1963. For fifty years, she gave her energies to the Albertina Sisulu Foundation, caring for children, young people with disabilities and older citizens, and providing nurses in Tanzania after independence. In 1986, she was awarded honorary citizenship of Reggio nell’Emilia in Italy and served as the president of the World Peace Council in Switzerland between 1993 and 1996. In 1994, she became one of the first members of the new democratic government in South Africa and served for four years. When she died on 2 June 2011, Sisulu was given a state funeral and flags were ordered to be flown at half mast.

‘I stand for simple justice, equal opportunity and human rights. The indispensable elements in a democratic society – and well worth fighting for.’
Helen Suzman


For thirteen of her thirty-six years in the whites-only House of Assembly in South Africa, Helen Suzman (1917–2009) sat alone, representing a range of opposition parties after all other reforming politicians lost their seats in the 1961 election. I often try to imagine what it must have been like, day after solitary day, as an English-speaking Jewish woman facing an army of Calvinist Afrikaner men, enduring not only misogynistic abuse from Nationalist MPs, but anti-Semitic abuse, too. But Suzman never backed down. Accused by a minister of asking questions deliberately intended to make South Africa look bad overseas, she replied: ‘It is not my questions that embarrass South Africa, it is your answers.’

Nominated twice for the Nobel Peace Prize, her image appears on stamps in Liberia and South Africa. When she died in Johannesburg on New Year’s Day 2009, as with Mama Sisulu, flags were ordered to be flown at half mast.

After years of campaigning, harassment and exile, Ruth First (1925–1982) was murdered by the South African police in Mozambique. First’s parents were Jewish, they had emigrated from Latvia in 1906 and were founding members of the Communist Party of South Africa. An investigative journalist, married to fellow Communist and anti-apartheid activist Jo Slovo, First was one of the 156 defendants in the Treason Trial of 1956–1961. Though acquitted, she was listed and banned from attending meetings and from publishing. Two years later, she was arrested and held in isolation under the Ninety-Day Detention Law, the first white woman to be detained. In response, she wrote an account of her experiences of interrogation and confinement, 117 Days, which was reissued in 2010 with an introduction by her daughter, the novelist and writer Gillian Slovo (b. 1952). Forced into exile in 1964, she lived in London, was a research fellow at the University of Manchester, lectured in development studies at Durham University, then returned to Mozambique in 1978 to take up a position as director of research at the Centre of African Studies at Eduardo Mondlane University in the capital, Maputo. It was there, on 17 August 1982, that First was assassinated, opening a parcel bomb sent to the university on the orders of the South African police. In 2005, the South African Ministry of the Environment launched three environmental patrol ships – one named for Lillian Ngoyi, one for Victoria Mxenge (1942–1985) and one for Ruth First.

Women of great courage and conviction, who never gave up campaigning for what they knew to be right. A fairer, more equitable world.

[image: Scene break image]

IT WAS IN the mid-1970s when, growing up in a small cathedral city in southern England, I started to become aware of a world much broader than the one outside my window. Phrases such as ‘women’s libbers’ were always delivered with disdain on the television news or in headlines in the newspapers. I didn’t know that this was second-wave feminism, but I could see that women all over the world were marching: France, Germany, America, Italy, Spain, many of them following in the footsteps of early civil rights marches or the student anti-war marches of the 1960s. On 24 October 1975, some 90 per cent of women in Iceland went on strike to protest the gender pay gap and ‘demonstrate the indispensable work of women for Iceland’s economy and society’. It was the beginning of the UN Decade for Women . . .

‘Men weren’t really the enemy – they were fellow victims suffering from an outmoded masculine mystique that made them feel unnecessarily inadequate when there were no bears to kill.’
Betty Friedan


One of the foundation texts of second-wave feminism is The Feminine Mystique by American activist and writer Betty Friedan (1921–2006). Hers was one of the first feminist names I remember hearing and, as a teenager, I read her work. Tireless and uncompromising, Friedan co-founded the National Organization for Women in 1966 and was elected its first president. NOW intended to bring women ‘into the mainstream of American society now [in] fully equal partnership with men’. In 1970, she organized the nationwide Women’s Strike for Equality on the fiftieth anniversary of the Nineteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution, which granted women the right to vote. The march led by Friedan in New York City alone attracted over fifty thousand people, wildly exceeding everyone’s expectations. The following year, Friedan joined with other leading feminists and civil rights activists to establish the National Women’s Political Caucus.

Other members included: Bella Abzug (1920–1998); Shirley Chisholm (1924–2005); Fannie Lou Hamer (1917–1977); Aileen Hernandez (1926–2017); Florynce Rae Kennedy (1916–2000); and Gloria Steinem (b. 1934).

The focus of much of the mobilization in America during the 1970s was the battle to pass the Equal Rights Amendment – an amendment to the Constitution intended to guarantee equal legal rights for all American citizens regardless of sex. The intention was to end legal distinctions between men and women in matters of divorce, property and employment.

Though the first attempt was introduced to Congress in 1923 – by Alice Paul and Crystal Eastman (1881–1928) – it was the rise of the women’s movement in the 1960s that turned the spotlight again on the ERA. It was approved by the House of Representatives on 12 October 1971 and by the Senate on 22 March 1972. Both major political parties were in favour and all looked set for individual state ratification until lawyer and conservative activist Phyllis Schlafly mobilized conservative women in opposition, arguing that the ERA would disadvantage housewives, cause women to be drafted into the military and to lose protections such as alimony. Anti-abortion, anti-LGBT rights and pro-traditional gender distinctions, her arguments had a lot in common with the opposition of middle-class British women to women’s suffrage a century before. Her campaign to derail the ERA was successful. Despite many attempts in the 1970s and beyond to move the ERA forward, as of 2022, it has still not been passed in every state . . . and so still cannot be included as an Amendment to the Constitution.

‘The housewife is an unpaid employee in her husband’s house in return for the security of being a permanent employee.’
Germaine Greer


ONE OF THE most celebrated Australian feminist writers is Germaine Greer (b. 1939). Her first book text, The Female Eunuch, came out in 1970 and is seen as another foundation text of second-wave feminism. As in New Zealand, during the 1970s and 1980s, much of the focus of the Australian feminist movement was on indigenous rights and social policy. Forty years after The Female Eunuch was published, Australia’s first female prime minister, Julia Gillard (b. 1961), was elected. Her ‘misogyny speech’ – delivered off the cuff after being accused by the leader of the opposition, Tony Abbott, of sexism, is one of the most watched speeches on social media of all time.

‘I will not be lectured about sexism and misogyny by this man; I will not . . . If he [Abbott] wants to know what misogyny looks like in modern Australia, he doesn’t need a motion in the House of Representatives, he needs a mirror.’
Julia Gillard


Meanwhile, in the UK, the first national Women’s Liberation Movement conference was held at Ruskin College, Oxford, at the end of February 1970. Four resolutions were passed, demanding equal pay, equal educational and job opportunities, free contraception and abortion on demand, and free twenty-four-hour nurseries. The organizers included socialist feminist historian and theorist Sheila Rowbotham (b. 1943), author of the influential 1969 pamphlet Women’s Liberation and the New Politics; inspirational historian Sally Alexander (b. 1943), author of the ground-breaking Becoming a Woman; and research professor and psychoanalyst Juliet Mitchell (b. 1940). It was originally intended as a women’s history conference – both Alexander and Rowbotham were aware of how little history was written by, or about, women – but some six hundred activists attended the three days of conference and the movement was born.

That same year, another foundation text of 1970s feminism – Sexual Politics by American writer Kate Millett (1934–2017) – was published. I still have my old battered copies of this and The Female Eunuch, the paper slightly yellowed and the spines broken, remembrance of my political awakening. Four years later saw the publication of Women, Race and Class by Angela Y. Davis (b. 1944).

‘I am no longer accepting the things I cannot change. I am changing the things I cannot accept.’
Angela Y. Davis


Angela Y. Davis is an American political activist, philosopher, academic, scholar and author. A Marxist and long-time member of the Communist Party USA, she was a founding member of the Committees of Correspondence for Democracy and Socialism (CCDS). She is the author of more than ten books on class, feminism, race and the US prison system. Inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame in 2019, in 2020 she was included in Time magazine’s list of the 100 most influential people in the world. When she came to London in 2022 for the publication of her autobiography, she headlined the Women of the World (WOW) festival at the Southbank Centre.

Born a few years after Davis, Olive Morris (1952–1979) was a key figure in the Black Women’s Movement in the UK. She co-founded the Organization of Women of African and Asian Descent and was an influential community leader, particularly within the squatters’ rights campaign in London.

Trailblazers, all.

‘A political struggle that does not have women at the heart of it, above it, below it, and within it is no struggle at all.’
Arundhati Roy


WOMEN ARE MARCHING still. As Hillary Rodham Clinton (b. 1947) said in Beijing on 5 September 1995 at her speech to the UN Fourth World Conference on Women: ‘human rights are women’s rights and women’s rights are human rights . . .’

On 21 January 2017, millions of women in Washington and throughout America marched – to advocate legislation and policies regarding reproductive rights, immigration and climate change. In Iran, in December that same year, Vida Movahed (b. 1986) removed her white headscarf in Enghelab Street in Tehran, tied it to a stick and waved it as a protest against the compulsory wearing of the hijab. She was arrested that day and held in prison for a month, but other women re-enacted her protest and posted photos of themselves on social media, becoming known as the ‘Girls of Enghelab Street’. The persecution, torture, imprisonment and execution of women in Iran continues in 2024, as do the protests triggered in part by the death of Jina Mahsa Amini (1999–2022) in September 2022. A young Iranian-Kurdish woman, Amini died while in custody of the so-called morality police, after her arrest for alleged non-observance of Iran’s laws on mandatory hijab.

On New Year’s Day in 2019, women in Kerala formed a 385-mile ‘wall of protest’ to fight for gender equality. In January 2021, thousands of women marched in Poland against new restrictive abortion laws; in August 2021, there were street protests in Kabul at the Taliban-imposed restrictions on women’s and girls’ lives; in September 2021, women marched for abortion rights in Chile and El Salvador. In Mexico in November 2021, hundreds of women carrying crosses bearing the names of murdered women marched in Mexico City to draw attention to rising cases of femicide on the ‘Day of Dead Women’ protest. In March 2022, women marched in Russia, for peace in Ukraine. In Lahore, Multan and Karachi, and in other cities in Pakistan, thousands of women marched for an end to violence against women and for equal wages. And in June 2022, after the repeal of Roe v. Wade, women marched throughout America to protest over the curtailment of a woman’s right to choose.

International Women’s Day, now celebrated all over the world, was first celebrated in 1911. It came out of the labour movement and the global suffrage and civil rights movements. In New York in 1908, some fifteen thousand women marched through the streets demanding shorter working hours, better pay and the right to vote. German socialist activist and labour leader Clara Zetkin (1857–1933) first suggested the idea of an international women’s day and proposed the idea to an International Conference of Working Women in Copenhagen in 1910. The one hundred women there – representing some seventeen countries – agreed unanimously. In 1917, Russian women demanded ‘bread and peace’, and the right to vote. A few generations later, in 1975, the United Nations began celebrating International Women’s Day as a way of marking how far things have come for women, and also as a reminder of how things can still go backwards. Women need to keep fighting for – and securing – their rights to play as large or as small a role in their society as they want to. Not every woman wants a seat at the boardroom table, or to take up arms or to become prime minister, but she who does should not be prevented by laws that discriminate against her.

‘If the women of the world had not been excluded from world affairs, things today may have been different.’
Alice Paul


OF COURSE, THERE are countless thousands of women of conviction and courage who could be celebrated in this chapter. It seems to me there’s more publishing, more diversity in writing, more honest debate than in recent years about what needs to be done to achieve true gender equality, and about how to make any discussions genuinely inclusive. According to the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2024, it will take 134 years before there is gender pay equality.

The pendulum keeps swinging.

I’d like to give the final word in this chapter to the great Egyptian feminist, novelist, polemicist, doctor and campaigner against female genital mutilation, Nawal El Saadawi (1931–2021). The author of more than fifty books, including ground-breaking works such as The Hidden Face of Eve, El Saadawi was several times imprisoned for her beliefs and wrote Memoirs from the Women’s Prison on toilet paper with a smuggled eyebrow pencil. Founder of several campaigning organizations, including the Egyptian chapter of the Arab Women’s Solidarity Association, she was a fierce, brilliantly independent teacher and campaigner who grew more – rather than less – radical with age. In 2020, Time magazine named her among the one hundred most influential women of the twentieth century.

‘Women are half the society. You cannot have a revolution without women. You cannot have democracy without women. You cannot have equality without women. You can’t have anything without women.’
Nawal El Saadawi
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Pictogram sent by Lily to her granddaughter, Margaret, c. 1926
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SEPTEMBER 1921. THE HEATWAVE and the drought of a long, scorching summer that gripped the whole of the country continued. The fields and gardens and parks of London were yellow and dusty, the trees and shrubs dead from lack of water. T. S. Eliot was in Margate, writing ‘The Waste Land’, sitting in a Victorian shelter looking out over Margate Sands: ‘I can connect nothing with nothing.’ I do not think Lily would have had any patience for Eliot’s modernist despair.

But what of life at ‘Poplars’, now that Sam is dead?

In his will, Sam left Lily their house and £12,371 – worth approximately £625,000 today – to ‘one whose love, devotion and courage during our long, married life has been unceasing’.

Fifty years of letters, of affection, of shared history, now gone.

As I write a version of Lily’s life, surrounded by photographs and letters, by family trees and document wallets, it’s frustrating that the gaps between what I know for certain and what I might imagine are growing larger the later into her life I have gone. Without Sam, there is less of a daily record. Though Lily wrote to her grandchildren and children, fewer of those letters have come down to me. Like a photograph fading slowly in the sun, Lily is becoming less clear. And I keep thinking about whose life is seen as valuable, and which lives are recorded with assiduity, truth and integrity. The fact that someone like my great-grandmother – with all her advantages, her contemporary visibility, her access to writing materials and the means to preserve her words – could so easily disappear from the record highlights how quickly, and how easily, history can be made and unmade.

Lily lived for another eleven years after Sam’s death. I have several letters from this time, all with her characteristic pictograms and drawings, still full of humorous and exciting stories. She sent them to her grandchildren, my father and my aunt. It’s clear Lily loved children and knew how to engage with them. A picture emerges of a beloved grandmother at the heart of her extended family, firm of opinion but indulgent and fun. Every year, she held a Christmas party. Each grandchild would be presented in their Sunday best and given a gift, before sitting down to a huge tea laid out on the dining-room table decorated with snow houses and candles. A little later, everyone could look forward to an entertainment performed by the adults. One year, it was Aladdin, the next a pirate story . . .

Sister Katherine’s scrapbook is wonderful about this period of Lily’s life ‘entre les deux guerres’. A woman who held tea parties for the ladies of the parish and opened her house so that the Sunday-school children could play in the garden. Sister Katherine writes of how the children from St Phillips ‘travelled in a brewer’s wagon filled with wooden benches drawn by two carthorses . . .’ From her descriptions, too, a sense of ‘Poplars’ emerges, its rhythms and character: large rooms overlooking the lawn; a dining room with a huge painting of mountains in cloud held ‘firm to the ceiling with chains’; a harmonium in the nursery; and a large Persian cat called Pompeii, with long grey fur, who ruled the drawing room. There was a knot garden, a maze of clipped hedges made out of aromatic herbs, out of sight of the main house where the family used to sit. Beyond that still there were fields, as dry and yellow as London’s parks.

I know she continued to fill her days with good works. She was a member of the Mothers’ Union and on many committees, including the education board of Surrey Education Authority, and she continued to be part of the community of St Margaret the Queen. The articles she writes during this period are serious and Lily is prolific. Op-ed pieces about protecting the nation’s food, about citizenship and faith, about daughters and marriage, about girls’ education, about caring for children. She’s something in the way of the regular columnist in The Girl’s Own Paper on matters of faith, a kind of religious agony aunt. In terms of long-form writing, she publishes a couple of books for children and devotional verses for women and girls, but sadly no more full-length fiction. Maybe she no longer had the appetite for it, or the stamina to juggle so many made-up characters in her head.

There are family challenges, too. Winnie decides to divorce her husband and returns from India for good. I imagine Lily was distressed by this. She would have expected Winnie to see things through, but there are photographs of them together, so clearly Lily welcomed her back even if she didn’t approve. Sister Katherine remembers Lily telephoning her father, Harold, and asking him to come round to discuss the ‘crisis’. The divorce does not go through until after Lily’s death in 1932.

At this point in my research, I discovered another intriguing thing, another extraordinary point of reference. Winnie, without it ever being mentioned by her mother, has also taken to writing.

In 1923, two years after Sam’s death, she publishes her first novel, Ann’s an Idiot. Writing under the pen name Pamela Wynne (1879–1959), Winnie will go on to publish more than sixty romantic novels, many inspired by her years living in India, and two of them – Dangerous Innocence (1925) and Devotion (1931) – were turned into major motion pictures. Winnie’s novels were considered ‘steamy’ in the language of the time and, of course, I can’t help but wonder if Lily was scandalized by her daughter or proud of her success.

Or, possibly, a bit of both.
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Amrita Sher-Gil (1913–1941)
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Amelia Bloomer (1818–1894)
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Edmonia ‘Wildfire’ Lewis (1844–1907)
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Razzle Dazzle
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‘History is no longer just a chronicle of kings and statesmen, of people who wielded power, but of ordinary women and men engaged in manifold tasks. Women’s history is an assertion that women have a history.’

‘Daughters in Boxes’,
Kishida Toshiko, 1883

WARRIOR QUEENS AND QUIET revolutionaries, women of faith and courage, mothers of invention and legal pioneers, writers, humanitarian workers and intrepid explorers, we’ve already celebrated nearly a thousand extraordinary women and lit the touchpaper, I hope, for readers to discover many more.

What we’ve also seen is how one of the most effective ways women’s achievements are kept in the public eye – or put back centre stage – is through their representation in fiction, art, sculpture, theatre, film, opera, photography, even on postage stamps and bank notes. From a statue at Govan Cross in Glasgow to a blue plaque on a house in Belfast, these visible signs of a woman’s life remain so important.

So, now it’s time to raise our hats to women whose creative skill, inventiveness, or physical prowess have made a mark. All those who ran faster, jumped higher, swam further, who razzled and dazzled and entertained, who allowed their imaginations to change what we thought was possible.

[image: Scene break image]

TECHNOLOGICAL INVENTION IS often presented as a male preserve, but a significant number of the innovations we take for granted today were, in fact, invented and first patented by women. It’s particularly difficult for women to be recognized in this area because finance and sponsorship are also male-dominated areas. You have to have the idea, test the idea, make the prototype and then find someone with deep pockets to help bring it to market . . . Each step is a possible hurdle at which an inventor could fall.

‘. . . and if as some suppose, at one period of [Earth’s] history the air had mixed with it a larger proportion than at present, an increased temperature from its own action as well as from increased weight must have necessarily resulted.’
Eunice Newton Foote


We’ve met some of our medical mothers of invention, so let’s shine a spotlight on their ‘hardware sisters’, starting with Eunice Newton Foote (1819–1888). Growing up in Bloomfield, New York, she was an American scientist and inventor. After her marriage, Newton Foote lived briefly in Seneca Falls and attended the famous Women’s Rights Convention of July 1848. Both she and her husband signed the Declaration of Sentiments, the document protesting women’s disenfranchisement. As far back as 1856, Newton Foote had discovered that too much carbon dioxide in the atmosphere could cause the Earth to warm – what we now call ‘greenhouse gases’. Her experiment was simple: she placed two identical thermometers in identical glass cylinders, removed air from one and added air into the other. Once the temperatures equalized, she placed the cylinders in the sunshine and recorded the resulting temperature every two to three minutes. She repeated the experiment in the shade, and with moist and dry air, thereby discovering that damp air became significantly hotter than dry air.

And yet . . . In August 1856, she had to sit in the audience at an American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) meeting and listen as Joseph Henry, secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, presented her research – but failed to recognize its implications – that increased carbon dioxide in the atmosphere would cause global warming.

Newton Foote is yet another victim of the ‘Matilda Effect’. Because her experiment didn’t explain exactly how the greenhouse effect worked, when a male scientist figured out that piece of the puzzle three years later, the entire discovery was attributed to him. It was not until 2011, when the geologist Raymond Sorenson came across a report written by Joseph Henry of Newton Foote’s experiment, that her role started to be acknowledged. Her other inventions include, satisfyingly, a patent in 1860 for a ‘filling for soles of boots and shoes’ to stop them squeaking and a new paper-making machine. She’s linked in my mind to fellow American Margaret Knight (1883–1914), who founded the Eastern Paper Bag Company in 1870 and created flat-bottomed bags for carrying groceries. Practical, helpful and ecologically friendly.

‘If nobody else is going to invent a dish washing machine, I’ll do it myself!’
Josephine Cochrane


One of my favourite stories is about the invention of the first automatic dishwasher by Josephine Cochrane (1839–1913), presumably after a particularly large dinner party with no one helping her to wash up! Cochrane designed the machine in a shed behind her home in Chicago, with the help of mechanic George Butters, who became one of her first employees in the Garis-Cochrane Manufacturing Company (Garis was her unmarried name). Cochrane’s patent was issued on 28 December 1886, and she was posthumously inducted into the American National Inventors Hall of Fame in 2006.

Lizzie Magie (1866–1948) was a feminist and writer from Illinois – and a games designer. She supported the single tax movement – an economic theory proposing that all government taxes should be replaced by a single tax based on land, rather than buildings occupying the space. Does that sound familiar? Magie went on to invent ‘The Landlord’s Game’ as a kind of economics tutorial. It’s a sort of unknown older sister to the world-famous game ‘Monopoly’.

‘If necessity is the mother of invention, then resourcefulness is the father.’
Beulah Henry


A generation later, one of America’s most dazzling and prolific inventors I’ve included was born in Raleigh, North Carolina. Beulah Henry (1887–1973), often known as ‘Lady Edison’, registered 49 patents and worked on over 110 inventions, most of which were designed to make ordinary, everyday life easier. Her first invention, a vacuum-sealed ice-cream freezer, was patented in 1912. She went on to invent the ‘protograph’, a typographical device that produced an original and four typewritten copies without carbon paper; an umbrella with interchangeable covers to match a person’s outfit; a lockstitch bobbin-less sewing machine; the ‘Kiddie Clock’, to help children learn to tell the time; and the ‘Miss Illusion’ doll, with eyes that changed colour. She was inducted into the American National Inventors Hall of Fame in 2006, more than thirty years after her death. Fellow inventor Mary Pennington (1872–1952) was also inducted posthumously in 2018. Pennington was a bacteriological chemist, refrigeration engineer and food scientist, who was a pioneer in the safe preservation, handling, storage and transportation of perishable foods.

Mary Anderson (1866–1953) was an American rancher, developer, viticulturist and the inventor of the windscreen wiper! On 10 November 1903, Anderson was granted her first patent for an automatic car window cleaning device controlled from inside the car. And Ruth Benerito (1916–2013) was an American chemist and inventor who held fifty-five patents, her most famous being for the development of a treatment for cotton, making it a hugely practical wash-and-wear fabric. Another invention, during the Korean War, was for delivering fat intravenously to severely wounded soldiers who couldn’t eat in any other way.
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IN EUROPE, TOO, women inventors were making their mark. More than a century earlier, Jeanne Villepreux-Power (1794–1871) was born in the Limousin in central France. The daughter of a shoemaker and a seamstress, she was originally a dressmaker in Paris and was very successful, creating wedding gowns, notably for the Duchess of Berry (1798–1870). But, as time went by, she became fascinated by marine biology. Her research and experiments led her to invent the aquarium. Meanwhile, in Germany, a Dresden woman called Melitta Bentz (1873–1950) invented the paper coffee filter. Using the blotting paper from her son’s school book, she rolled it into a funnel, balanced it inside a tin and poured hot water over the coffee grounds. She patented her filter in 1908 and, at Christmas of that year, started a company to market her invention. More than a hundred years later, the Melitta company is still going strong.

‘Hope and curiosity about the future seemed better than guarantees. The unknown was always so attractive to me . . . and still is.’
Hedy Lamarr


Perhaps the most extraordinary female inventor is the Austrian-born American film actress and engineer Hedy Lamarr (1914–2000). Celebrated as an amazing actress, she made some thirty films between 1930 and 1958, including Samson and Delilah in 1949. But, while she was taking the box office by storm, Lamarr also invented a radio guidance system for Allied torpedoes with composer George Antheil. Although the technology was not adopted until the 1960s, her discovery formed the basis for Bluetooth, GPS and WiFi technology. Married and divorced six times, Lamarr is the only person, woman or man, both to have a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame and to have been inducted into the National Inventors Hall of Fame.

‘. . . I played with Meccano. I spent my pocket money on penknives, an adjustable spanner, a glue pot and other simple hand tools.’
Tilly Shilling


From tiny inventions can come life-changing results, in this case a brass washer in the shape of a thimble. Beatrice ‘Tilly’ Shilling (1909–1990) studied electrical and mechanical engineering at university. In 1940, she discovered how to prevent the planes flown by Battle of Britain fighter pilots in the Second World War from stalling, an invention that became known as ‘Miss Shilling’s Orifice’. After the war, she continued working for the Royal Aircraft Establishment, studying supersonic aircraft and rocket propulsion, and worked on the British bobsled team’s sled ahead of the 1968 Winter Olympics. She was also a record-breaking motorcyclist, one of very few women to be awarded the Brooklands race-track gold star.

‘The costume of women should be suited to her wants and necessities. It should conduce at once to her health, comfort, and usefulness; and, while it should not fail also to conduce to her personal adornment, it should make that end of secondary importance.’
Amelia Bloomer


A CENTURY EARLIER, on both sides of the Atlantic, women were beginning to challenge traditional clothing that restricted their freedom to move, even sometimes to breathe. Possibly the best known of the ‘free-clothing’ women’s rights campaigners was Amelia Bloomer (1818–1894). She founded and edited the first US newspaper for women, The Lily – the first woman ever to own and edit any newspaper for women – and advocated women rejecting the restrictive corsets and bustles of the day in favour of ‘Turkish pantaloons’, which became known as bloomers in her honour . . .

The fashion for clothing that did not inhibit women was linked with women’s broader emancipation in education and in sport. Bicycling was becoming popular. There is a much-shared, sinister photograph taken in 1897 of male students in Market Square in Cambridge protesting against women being admitted to the university. It shows an effigy of a ‘new woman’ on a bicycle, wearing a pair of bloomers, being dangled out of a second-floor window.

Another mother of vestimentary invention was Mary ‘Polly’ Jacob (1892–1970), who was later known as Caresse Crosby. Refusing to wear her corset as it was too restrictive and uncomfortable, she instead sewed two handkerchiefs together, and the first modern bra was born. There had been versions as early as the 1860s, the most famous being the ‘breast supporter’ created by couturier Herminie Cadolle (1845–1926), the founder of the Cadolle Lingerie House, which was displayed at the Great Exhibition in 1890. Cadolle should be seen as the inventor of the bra, but Crosby was first to be granted a patent in 1914 and set up a company to manufacture them, before selling on to the Warner Brothers Corset Company in 1922. In later life, Jacob founded Women Against War and Citizens of the World. An uplifting tale of invention . . .
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CLOTHING REFORM WAS to play a crucial part in the history of women’s sport. Here, perhaps more than almost any everyday activity, women have had to fight to be included on the same terms as their male counterparts – or sometimes to be allowed to compete at all. Issues of propriety, of clothing, of what was deemed appropriate or possible all played their part. But, despite the obstacles, individual women broke records and made it possible for others to follow.

In September 1875, fourteen-year-old Londoner Agnes Beckwith (1861–1951) made history by diving from a boat at London Bridge and swimming to Greenwich in one hour and seven minutes. As well as breaking many other records, Beckwith travelled the world with her troupe, performing a kind of Victorian version of synchronized swimming. There is a wonderful poster of her 1885 show at the Royal Aquarium Westminster, with an image of Beckwith in her swimming costume, billed as the ‘greatest lady swimmer in the world’. Her costume looks more like the corsetry that a can-can dancer at the Folies-Bergère might wear, all ruffs and frills.

The first modern Olympic Games were held in Athens in 1896. There were 280 athletes, representing twelve countries, and all of the athletes were men. Four years later in Paris, women were allowed to compete individually in tennis and golf, and in women’s teams in sailing, equestrianism and croquet. The American sailor Hélène de Pourtalès (1868–1945) became the first ever female-team Olympic champion, representing Switzerland, and British tennis player Charlotte Cooper (1870–1966) was the first ever female tennis champion, making her the first individual female Olympic champion. There were 22 female athletes in all, that’s to say 2.2 per cent of competitors. By 1908, there were 37 women. In the 2024 Games, there were equal numbers of female and male athletes. Progress!

The 1912 Summer Olympics in Stockholm were the first games to include women’s swimming. Among the first women who took part was the great Australian swimmer Fanny Durack (1889–1956). She won her first title in 1906 and, from 1912 to 1920, held the women’s freestyle swimming world record for 100 metres, and the 200-metre freestyle record from 1915 to 1921. At first, Durack and her close friend and swimming rival Mina Wylie (1891–1984) were refused permission to attend the 1912 Olympics. Then they were allowed to go but only provided they funded themselves and raised enough to pay for their own chaperones. It was worth it. Durack won a gold medal for the 100-metre freestyle, becoming the first Australian woman to win a medal, and Wylie won silver. Durack was so famous that, when a statue of the Madonna and Child was shelled in Brebières in January 1915, leaving it in a near-horizontal position as if diving off the blocks, Australian soldiers nicknamed the statue ‘Fanny’.

The Winter Olympics were first held in 1924, though women could only compete in figure skating. Austrian figure skater Herma Szabo (1902–1986) became the first ever female Winter Olympic champion. Later, the return of the Summer Olympics to Paris saw a record 135 female athletes compete. Women’s fencing made its debut, with the Danish foil fencer Ellen Osiier (1890–1962) winning gold. Other female medal winners included British poet Dorothy Stuart (1889–1963), who was the first woman to win a medal in the Arts for Mixed Literature.

I enjoy watching big global sporting competitions on television, particularly the Olympic Games, but until I began research for Warrior Queens & Quiet Revolutionaries, I had no idea that they used to include an arts component. It turns out that, in keeping with Olympic Committee founder Pierre de Coubertin’s mission to marry the athletic with the aesthetic, creative competitions were an integral part of the games from 1912 to 1948. There were five categories of individual competition open to women and men, honouring their achievements over the previous four years in the disciplines of architecture, literature, music, painting and sculpture. Each artwork was also required to ‘bear a definite relationship to the Olympic concept’. Dorothy Stuart’s silver-medal-winning poetry entry in 1924 was ‘Sword Songs’, inspired by fencing, but there were many difficulties around the judging, in particular in relation to subjectivity. The host country very often tended to reward its own artists more significantly, as in Germany in 1936. After 1948, the Arts medals were discontinued.

‘All I’ve done is run fast. I don’t see why people should make much fuss about that.’
Fanny Blankers-Koen


The 1948 ‘Austerity’ games were held in London in August, the first since the notorious ‘Nazi’ games of Berlin in 1936 where German-Jewish athletes had been prevented from taking part. My father, having fenced in army clubs during the Second World War, was one of the reserves for the épée class. The star of 1948 was the Dutch athlete Fanny Blankers-Koen (1918–2004), who won four gold medals and set world records in long jump, high jump, hurdles and sprint. Thirty years old and pregnant with her third child, her nickname was ‘The Flying Housewife’ . . .

‘This ability to conquer oneself is no doubt the most precious of all things sport bestows.’
Olga Korbut


I can remember watching Olga Korbut (b. 1955) at the 1972 Munich games on the television, a tiny girl with bunches, wearing a white leotard and a dazzling smile. Known as the ‘Sparrow from Minsk’, she won four gold medals and two silver medals at the Summer Olympic Games of 1972 and 1976, competing individually and as part of the Soviet team. In 1988, she was the first person to be inducted into the International Gymnastics Hall of Fame. Korbut emigrated to America in 1991, and later revealed that she and fellow gymnasts had been subjected to physical and sexual abuse at the hands of their coach. Fifty years later, the exploitation of young women and girls in sport has not gone away.

At the Montreal Summer Olympics in 1976, a fourteen-year-old gymnast from Romania, Nadia Comăneci (b. 1961) achieved a perfect 10 for her routine on the uneven bars. The UK was in the grip of a heatwave, Elton John and Kiki Dee were No. 1 in the UK pop charts with ‘Don’t Go Breaking My Heart’ and, as I watched Comăneci on the television in her white leotard, I remember realizing we were almost exactly the same age.

She went on to score another six 10s and won the overall gold medal, as well as gold on the beam and the uneven bars. Comăneci also holds the record as the youngest ever gymnastics all-round champion. Since the age-eligibility rules have been revised, that’s a record that cannot be broken. With six other gymnasts, she defected from Romania in November 1989, walking over the border into Hungary, then to Austria and the United States embassy, who put her on a flight to New York. She became an American citizen in 2001.

African American gymnast Simone Biles (b. 1997) is the most decorated gymnast in history, with a total of forty-one Olympic and World Championship medals. She is also a role-model for young women, having spoken openly about her ADHD diagnosis, mental health challenges and being a survivor of sexual abuse. With celebrity collaborator Michelle Burford (d.o.b. unknown), Biles wrote a memoir, Courage to Soar: A Body in Motion, A Life in Balance, which hit number one on The New York Times YA bestseller list in January 2017. Inspirational.

‘It’s about standing up and being counted and saying you’re proud of who you are.’
Megan Rapinoe


A final piece of Olympic history. Football was a demonstration sport in the 1896 Olympics – in other words, a sport played to showcase the sport itself rather than as part of the medal competition. With the exception of the Los Angeles games in 1932, male football has been in every Games since then. But women’s football was not added until 1996 in Atlanta, far too late for one of the greatest British footballers of all time.

Lily Parr (1905–1978) was born in St Helens on Merseyside. She grew up kicking a ball about with her brothers and made her debut at the age of fourteen for her local team. Scouted by the manager of the most successful team of the time, the ‘Dick, Kerr Ladies’, Parr was offered a job at the Preston Munitions Factory where most of the women on the team worked. There had been huge interest in women’s football during the First World War and the Preston team, which played its first game on Christmas Day 1917, regularly drew huge crowds. The record-breaking match between Dick, Kerr Ladies and St Helens on Boxing Day in 1920 at Goodison Park is estimated to have been watched by a crowd of 46,000 people. The success of the women’s game was resented by some and, the following December, the Football Association declared the game ‘unsuitable’ for women. By banning its members from hosting women’s teams, they essentially shut down the women’s game. The ban was not lifted until 1971.

Despite the ban, Parr and her teammates played on. The exact tally varies, but it’s estimated she scored nearly one thousand goals between 1919 and 1951. When she finally retired from professional football, Parr worked as a nurse at Whittingham Mental Hospital near Preston. It was there Parr met her life partner, Mary. They lived together in the village of Goosnargh in Lancashire until Parr’s death in 1978. She was the first woman to be inducted into the National Football Museum’s Hall of Fame in 2002 and, in 2019, the museum unveiled a statue, all five-foot-ten of her. Created by Sussex sculptor Hannah Stewart (b. c. 1976), it’s the first statue of a female footballer in the UK.

On 31 July 2022, a record-breaking crowd of 87,192 watched the English Lionesses beat Germany 2-1 in the final of the 2022 Euros at Wembley. More than 17.5 million more watched on television, the biggest audience for any European final. After fifty-six years of hurt, football came home . . .

[image: Scene break image]

THE PARALYMPICS HAS grown from being a small gathering of former Second World War veterans in 1948, to a major part of the Olympic programme. A German neurologist, Ludwig Guttman, was looking for a way to help his paraplegic patients at Stoke Mandeville hospital outside of London. Sixteen veterans in wheelchairs faced off in archery and netball competitions. The first International Stoke Mandeville Games were held four years later, when a team of veterans from the Netherlands competed alongside the British teams, and, from then on, the Games were held every year.

The ninth Games are now considered the first Paralympic Games and took place in Rome in September 1960, six days after the closing ceremony of the Olympic Games. Twenty-three nations took part, sending four hundred athletes – all in wheelchairs – who competed in eight sports.

‘The Chicago Special Olympics prove a very fundamental fact, the fact that exceptional children . . . can be exceptional athletes, the fact that through sports they can realize their potential for growth.’
Eunice Kennedy Shriver


In America, two years after the Rome Olympics, Eunice Kennedy Shriver (1921–2009) founded a camp for children with disabilities and special needs at her Maryland farm. Camp Shriver later evolved into the Special Olympics in 1968 in Chicago, expanding into international territories during the 1970s and 1980s, and now holds more than a hundred thousand events a year throughout the world. A pioneer working with children with special and additional needs, Shriver was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1984 and, in 1990, was granted the Eagle Award from the United States Sports Academy. She was the second American – and the first woman – to appear on a US coin while she was still alive.

‘To my surprise, I was soon in the middle of the podium!’
Margaret Maughan


Britain’s first Paralympian gold medallist was Margaret Maughan (1928–2020). Paralysed from the waist down in a road accident in Malawi in 1959, she was flown home to Stoke Mandeville for treatment. She took up archery there, hoping it would help maintain her balance in her wheelchair, and discovered she had an aptitude for it. Selected to represent Britain in those first Paralympic Games in Rome in 1960, she not only won a gold medal in archery but also won the fifty-metres women’s backstroke. She won another gold in dartchery, the pairs archery competition, at Heidelberg in 1972, plus two silvers in Toronto in 1976. Her final gold came in lawn bowls in the women’s pair at her fifth Paralympics in Arnhem in 1980.

Ten years ago, at the age of eighty-five and resplendent in the British team’s white-and-sky-blue tracksuit, Maughan lit the Paralympic flame at the opening of the London 2012 Summer Paralympics. Simply magnificent.

The most successful UK Paralympian of all time is Sarah Storey (b. 1977), who has won thirty medals – first as a swimmer, then on the cycling track – since 2005. She has the unique distinction of winning five gold medals in the Paralympics before turning twenty. Despite battling with ME/CFS, she is also a twenty-nine-time World champion, a twenty-one-time European champion and holds seventy-five world records. She won the 2012 BBC Sports Personality of the Year and was named Disability Sportswoman of the Year in The Sunday Times in 2020.

LILY’S PHOTOGRAPH HAS kept me company through the writing, the rewriting, the editing of this book, and the table in my study was always covered with family photographs. Although we know that photographs can be retouched, there is nonetheless a promise that you are seeing something of the real person behind the fixed smile or unwavering stare.

In addition to those we’ve already met, there have been many extraordinary female photographers of every nationality. As some women had more freedom to travel, they took advantage of a level of independence and the ability to go anywhere and see everything, taking photographs of what they saw.

Here are three more game-changers.

‘I longed to arrest all the beauty that came before me and at length the longing has been satisfied . . . My aspirations are to ennoble Photography and to secure for it the character and uses of High Art by combining the real and ideal and sacrificing nothing of the Truth by all possible devotion to poetry and beauty.’
Julia Margaret Cameron


Though she had been interested in photography since the late 1850s, Julia Margaret Cameron (1815–1879) became a professional photographer relatively late in her life, when one of her daughters gave her a sliding-box camera for a Christmas present in 1863.

In January 1864, she photographed nine‐year‐old Annie Philpot – an image she described as her ‘first success’ – and, the same year, registered her work and prepared it for exhibition and sale. She was elected to the Photographic Society of London and, in 1886, became a member of the Photographic Society of Scotland.

In 1865, Cameron held her first solo exhibition and her prints were in great demand. Over the course of her career, she made some nine hundred photographs – images of distinguished men of the day, from Charles Darwin, Sir John Herschel and Henry Longfellow, to their neighbour on the Isle of Wight, Alfred, Lord Tennyson. Her images of women and girls are distinguished by a pre-Raphaelite kind of dreaminess, the interplay of light and shade; and her tableaux vivants were inspired by literature – she illustrated Tennyson’s Idylls of the King – as well as ideals of beauty and Christianity. Though her style did not appeal to everyone – many contemporary critics disliked her soft-focus approach, and criticized her use of children – since the twentieth century, Julia Margaret Cameron has been acknowledged as a ground-breaking artist. In 1873, she retired with her husband to Ceylon, where he had bought a small coffee plantation years before. They raised eleven children, five of their own, five children of relatives who’d been orphaned, and a destitute Irish girl they had taken in. An extraordinary woman whose work transformed the art of photography, her work is still as modern and fresh today as it was in the mid-nineteenth century.

‘That the familiar world is often unsatisfactory cannot be denied, but it is not, for all that, one that we need abandon . . . Bad as it is, the world is potentially full of good photographs. But to be good, photographs have to be full of the world.’
Dorothea Lange


Unlike Cameron, the American documentary photographer Dorothea Lange (1895–1965) had little interest in classifying her photographs as art. Her concern was to record and document, honestly and with integrity, those people whose lives she witnessed. She saw photography as a way to effect social change. Her most iconic photograph – of thirty-two-year-old Florence Owens Thompson and her children, taken in March 1936 in Nipomo, California – became a symbol of the desperate hardship of the Great Depression. Lange was working as a photographer for the Resettlement Administration, a government agency working to raise public awareness of the plight of farmers. On 10 March, two of Lange’s photographs of the Nipomo pea pickers’ camp were published in The San Francisco News under the headline ‘Ragged, Hungry, Broke, Harvest Workers Live in Squallor’ [sic] and the photograph of Thompson, which later became known as Migrant Mother, was published in the paper on 11 March to accompany an editorial, ‘What Does the “New Deal”’ Mean To This Mother and Her Children?’ That same day, the Los Angeles Times reported that the State Relief Administration would deliver food rations to two thousand itinerant fruit pickers.

Lange’s commitment to social justice and her faith in the power of photography to effect change never faltered. In 1942, when the government’s War Relocation Authority assigned her to document the wartime internment of Japanese Americans – a policy Lange fiercely opposed – she took critical images, which the government suppressed.

‘I tend to think of the act of photographing, generally speaking, as an adventure. My favorite thing is to go where I’ve never been.’
Diane Arbus


The third of our trailblazing women is fellow American Diane Arbus (1923–1971), who perhaps did more than any other photographer of the time to represent marginalized groups – carnival performers, people with dwarfism, strippers, cross-dressers, nudists, movie fans, what she called ‘freaks’ – believing that all people were worthy of beautiful representation. Arbus photographed her subjects in their homes, on the street, in the workplace, in the park, again changing ideas of what was a ‘suitable’ location for a photograph. By the early 1960s, her reputation was growing. Her work appeared in magazines such as Esquire and Harper’s Bazaar, and in 1963, the Guggenheim Foundation awarded Arbus a fellowship for her proposal entitled: ‘American Rites, Manners and Customs’.

In 1972, a year after her death by suicide at Westbeth Artists Community in New York City, Arbus became the first photographer to be included in the Venice Biennale. Arbus has had more than twenty-five major solo exhibitions, eight authorized publications, television documentaries and countless articles about the importance and power of her work.

Other legendary photographers include: Laylah Amatullah Barrayn (b. c. 1992); Ilse Bing (1899–1998); Hou Bo (1924–2017); Claude Cahun (1894–1954); Marti Friedlander (1928–2016); Eunice ‘Una’ Garlick (1883–1951); Gertrude Käsebier (1852–1934); Rinko Kawauchi (b. 1972); Galina Kmit (1931–2019); Ekaterina Kruchkova (b. 1974); Jungjin Lee (b. 1961); Annie Leibovitz (b. 1949); and Tina Modotti (1896–1942).

‘Every time I have had a problem, I have confronted it with the axe of art.’
Yayoi Kusama


GOING BACK BEFORE the advent of the daguerreotype and silver nitrate, female artists and painters had to struggle not only to win a commission but also to be allowed to show their work in salons or galleries. It was a strange contradiction. Painting as a hobby or pastime for women was acceptable, but being a professional painter was not. In terms of reputation, there was an equivalent issue. Women were often not allowed to attend art school and their work was rarely afforded the respect or the celebration of their male counterparts. We will never know how many works have been lost to us because of these prejudices, but here are a few artists whose work has survived for us to celebrate.

The Antwerp-born Caterina van Hemessen (1528–after 1565) is one of the earliest women credited with producing a self-portrait. In fact, so far as records show, it’s the first ever self-portrait showing an artist at an easel. Painted in 1548, it shows her sitting at her easel wearing a black over-partlet with red velvet undersleeves, her hair covered by a white linen hood. She holds a single paintbrush in her right hand and, in her left, a palette and fan of five more brushes. The Latin inscription reads: I CATERINA VAN HEMESSEN HAVE PAINTED MYSELF / 1548 / HER AGE 20. A very similar painting to survive – the clothes are all but identical – shows a young woman playing the virginal. Some historians think it could be a companion ‘selfie’, others that it is more probably a portrayal of her sister, Christina. Van Hemessen is the earliest female Flemish painter whose attributed body of work survives.

‘My illustrious lordship, I’ll show you what a woman can do.’
Artemisia Gentileschi


One of the most famous artists of the Italian Baroque is Artemisia Gentileschi (1593–c.1656). For a long time, the story of Gentileschi’s rape as a young woman overshadowed her achievements as an artist. But there’s no doubt that her appalling experience – and the horror of the trial to bring her rapist to justice – fuelled her work. Working as an artist professionally from the age of fifteen, she was the first woman to become a member of the Accademia delle Arti del Disegno in Florence. She depicted strong and courageous women from the Bible, from myth and legend, and didn’t shy away from depicting violence – say, in Judith Slaying Holofernes or Jael and Sisera. In Susanna and the Elders, two men are whispering and looming over an almost naked young woman. She ‘painted’ herself into history too, including Self-Portrait as Catherine of Alexandria. Her date of death is not certain – it’s been proved she was still accepting commissions in 1654 – but it’s possible she died in the plague that devastated Naples in 1656. Gentileschi is one of the thirty-nine women celebrated at the table in Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party.

A beautiful example of an artist speaking to a fellow artist . . .

‘I was practically driven to Rome in order to obtain the opportunities for art culture and to find a social atmosphere where I was not constantly reminded of my color. The land of liberty had no room for a colored sculptor.’
Edmonia Lewis


Born over two hundred and fifty years after Gentileschi, Edmonia ‘Wildfire’ Lewis (1844–1907) is one of the earliest female African American artists to gain both national and international acclaim. Born free in upstate New York of Native American and African American heritage, Lewis began to create work that told the untold stories of her own heritage through a female lens. Her inspirations were drawn from leading figures in history, including abolitionists and heroes of the Civil War, people Lewis knew. In 1867, she created Forever Free, a white marble sculpture to commemorate the ending of enslavement, her title taken from President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. By the 1870s, her work was selling for vast sums and, in 1876, she was invited to take part in the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia. Her painting The Death of Cleopatra drew huge crowds. She moved to Europe, living in Rome and then in Paris for five years from 1896, before relocating to London. Lewis is buried in St Mary’s Catholic Cemetery in Kensal Green, where Mary Seacole and Krystyna Skarbek also both lie.

‘It is my duty to voice the suffering of men, the never-ending sufferings heaped mountain-high.’
Käthe Kollwitz


Born in Prussia, Käthe Kollwitz (1867–1945) is perhaps the foremost artist of social protest of the twentieth century. An extraordinary sculptor, printmaker, lithographer and woodcut etcher, Kollwitz used her skills to depict brutality and conflict in sequences such as The Weavers and The Peasant War. At the heart of her work is rage against the devastation of war. Her younger son was killed during the First World War and inspired sculptures such as Grieving Parents and Mother with Her Dead Son. In the Neue Wache building in Berlin, designed as a memorial to the Victims of War and Tyranny, there is an enlarged version of the statue.

Though she remained a pacifist and socialist throughout her life, during the Second World War Kollwitz stood firm against Nazi intimidation. She was evacuated from Berlin in 1943 and much of her work was lost. She died in Saxony a few weeks before victory in Europe. The first woman to be elected to the Prussian Academy of Arts, there are four museums dedicated solely to her work and one of the most prestigious art prizes in Germany is the Käthe Kollwitz Prize, awarded annually by the Academy of the Arts in Berlin.

‘. . . pain, pleasure and death are no more than a process for existence. The revolutionary struggle in this process is a doorway open to intelligence.’
Frida Kahlo


Personal suffering also imbues the vivid, searingly honest, visceral paintings of the magnificent Frida Kahlo (1907–1954). Kahlo suffered from polio as a child, then a serious bus accident when she was eighteen left her in chronic pain, with multiple medical problems that would last for her entire life. Taking inspiration from Mexican popular culture and folk art, Kahlo’s work explores gender, sex, class, race and identity, mixing autobiographical with fantastical elements. Kahlo’s first solo exhibition in Mexico was in 1953, shortly before her death at the age of forty-seven. Her work remained relatively undiscovered until the 1970s, when a new generation of art historians and feminist historians started to celebrate and discuss her influence. Now, she is even more celebrated than her husband, the artist Diego Rivera (she was the third of his five wives).

‘Through my earth/body sculptures, I become one with the earth . . . I become an extension of nature and nature becomes an extension of my body.’
Ana Mendieta


In this period of huge variety and richness in Latin American art, Kahlo’s near contemporary María Izquierdo (1902–1955) was the first Mexican woman to be exhibited in the United States; the artist and draughtswoman Tarsila de Aguiar do Amaral (1886–1973) – who, along with Anita Catarina Malfatti (1889–1964) and others, was instrumental in bringing European Modernism to Brazil – was to become one of Brazil’s most important modernist artists; and the reputation of innovative ‘earth/body’ Cuban artist Ana Mendieta (1948–1985) grew after her sudden, tragic death.

Like Kahlo, Mendieta used her own body as both inspiration and canvas, drawing on her feelings of displacement from her native Cuba and focusing on a feminist interpretation of themes such as violence, life, death, identity, place and belonging. In 1973 she performed ‘Rape Scene’, created out of the rape and murder of a fellow student on the Iowa University campus by another student. Issues of sexual violence against women and the failure of university authorities to prosecute attackers remain live issues in 2022, just as fifty years ago. Mendieta died in 1985, falling from a window at the apartment in Greenwich Village where she was living with her husband of eight months. Despite the fact that they had been heard arguing, and despite the fact that Carl Andre had scratches on his face, he was acquitted of her murder . . .

‘Men are afraid women will laugh at them. Women are afraid men will kill them.’
Margaret Atwood


In November 2020, the United Nations released figures demonstrating that six women around the world are killed every hour by men, most by men in their own family or their partners. In the UK, a woman is killed by a man every three days. According to the UN, figures for femicide throughout the world make terrifying reading – in South Africa, Russia, Brazil, Afghanistan, Morocco, Thailand and India. Femicide is a global epidemic.

Like Frida Kahlo, Emily Kame Kngwarreye (1910–1996) had to wait a very long time for public recognition. An Aboriginal Australian from the Utopia community in the Northern Territory, Kngwarreye originally painted for ceremonial and traditional reasons, working with tie-dying and block painting, before moving on to acrylic. Her style was what became known as ‘dot painting’ with bold, expressive lines or ‘yam tracks’.

Awarded an Australian Artist’s Creative Fellowship by the Australia Council in 1992, Kngwarreye was one of three female artists chosen to represent Australia at the Venice Biennale in 1995. Earth’s Creation is a magnificent set of four floor-to-ceiling panels, acrylic on canvas, representing her home lands of Alhalkere after the rains. Eleven years after her death, the painting was sold at auction for A$1,056,000, setting a record for a work by an Aboriginal artist at that time.

‘I can only paint in India. Europe belongs to Picasso, Matisse, Braque – India belongs only to me.’
Amrita Sher-Gil


Sometimes known as the Indian Frida Kahlo, Amrita Sher-Gil (1913–1941) was an avant-garde Hungarian-Indian painter and a pioneer in modern Indian art. In her brief and brilliant career, she burned bright.

Born in Budapest, the daughter of a Punjabi Sikh scholar and aristocrat and a Hungarian-Jewish opera singer, Sher-Gil began formal art lessons when she was eight, once the family had moved to India. She studied in France and Italy, speaking her mind and having love affairs with women and with men. (Her painting Two Women is thought to be a self-portrait of Sher-Gil and her lover of the time.) Her paintings are glorious, richly coloured, usually of strong women captured in moments of intimacy. There are two self-portraits painted when she was only seventeen and eighteen, but it was her 1932 oil painting Young Girls that brought her to wider public attention.

A few days before the opening of her first solo show in Lahore in 1941, Sher-Gil fell into a coma and died, just before midnight on 5 December. Her mother accused her husband of having murdered her – he was a half-cousin – though it’s possible that it was the result of complications from a botched abortion. Her work and dazzling short life have inspired generations of artists and novelists.

Like Sher-Gil, British artist and actress Pauline Boty (1938–1966) burned bright and died young. Known as the ‘Wimbledon Bardot’ at art college in the 1950s, her glamorous good looks were often used as a way to undermine her significance as an artist. One of the founders of the British Pop Art movement, she was the only ‘girl in the gang’. Her first group show was in London in 1961 and her first solo show, in 1963, established her as a significant artist in her own right. Her work – which was often joyously sexual and liberating – challenged the everyday sexism of the world around her, making her an icon of the feminist movement. After her death at the age of twenty-eight, her paintings were stored away in a barn and largely forgotten for thirty years. I first saw pieces by Boty at Pallant House Gallery in my home town of Chichester in 2013 and was bowled over. Novelist Ali Smith put Boty’s life and work on the page in her 2016 novel, Autumn.

As a rather depressing footnote, as of 2024, the National Gallery in London only had twenty-one female artists in its permanent collection, including Gentileschi’s Self-Portrait as Catherine of Alexandria. The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York lags further behind. Only seven female artists are included in its permanent collection, one of whom is the French-American artist Louise Bourgeois (1911–2010), a dazzling woman whose artistic practice spans a century.

‘To be an artist, you need to exist in a world of silence.’
Louise Bourgeois


Bourgeois was born on Christmas Day in 1911. Her work explores trauma, femaleness, fear, loss of control and displacement. Though she was a printmaker as well as a painter, it is for her often monumental sculptures that she is best known, including Maman. Created in 1999, the thirty-three-foot-wide, thirty-foot-high stainless steel, bronze and marble spider is one of the world’s largest sculptures. Bourgeois said of the piece: ‘The Spider is an ode to my mother. She was my best friend. Like a spider, my mother was a weaver . . . Like spiders, my mother was very clever . . . spiders are helpful and protective, just like my mother.’

[image: Scene break image]

THE VISIBILITY AND success of female actors often masks the fact that, behind the scenes, there have been far fewer women playwrights commissioned – especially for the bigger stages – and fewer female directors.

At the same time as I was writing Warrior Queens & Quiet Revolutionaries, I was beginning a new career at the age of sixty, by adapting one of my own novels, The Taxidermist’s Daughter, for the sixtieth anniversary season of Chichester Festival Theatre in April 2022. It was also the first play by a living woman on the main stage in the theatre’s history.

‘I was proud that the subject matter was the suffragettes. I was proud that the story was coming to the fore because I felt incredibly passionate about it.’
Rebecca Lenkiewicz


The first woman to have a play performed at the Olivier, the main stage at the National Theatre, was Rebecca Lenkiewicz (b. 1968), with her 2008 piece Her Naked Skin.

In the past fifteen years, things have begun to change, and in the UK and Ireland there are now more female artistic directors running or co-helming buildings (and touring companies) than ever before. They include Charlotte Bennett and Katie Posner, Paines Plough; Róisín McBrinn, Gate Theatre (Dublin); Tamara Harvey, Co-Artistic Director of the Royal Shakespeare Company; Catriona McLaughlin, Abbey Theatre; Michelle Terry, The Globe; Nadia Fall, Young Vic; Rachel O’Riordan, Lyric Hammersmith; Jackie Wylie, National Theatre of Scotland; Lynette Linton, Bush Theatre. And in 2025, Indhu Rubasingham, former Artistic Director of the Kiln Theatre, took over as the first female Artistic Director of the Royal National Theatre.

The Abbey Theatre in Dublin was one of the first to have a female artistic director. Lelia Doolan (b. 1934) ran the Abbey from 1971 to 1973, a theatre with an impressive legacy that opened in 1904 with premieres including Spreading the News by Isabella Augusta, Lady Gregory (1852–1932) among others, a folklorist, dramatist, benefactor and co-founder of both the Irish Literary Theatre and the Abbey Theatre.

Of course, the ‘establishment’ route is not the only way to change the world. Across the globe, from Adong Judith (b. 1977) in Uganda, co-founder of the all-female theatre company ‘Silent Voices Uganda’, to Jaila Baccar (b. 1952) in Tunisia, co-founder of the New Theatre in 1976 with her husband Fadhel Jaïbi, women are setting up their own theatre companies to produce work that more appropriately reflects their passions, lives, heritage languages and cultural inspirations.

So, change is happening.

There’s a whole book to be written about the extraordinary artists both front of house and behind the curtains in the world of theatre – but here are just a last few razzle dazzlers to celebrate.

Martha Morton (1865–1925) was the first woman to direct a play on Broadway and the first American female playwright to enjoy a sustained and successful career. When she was nineteen, she wrote her first play and directed her first Broadway production two years later. Success after success followed but, when she tried to join the American Dramatists Club, she was turned down. So she started her own organization, the Society of Dramatic Authors, with fellow female writers, and was hugely important in opening the doors to other women in theatre, including Lillian Trimble Bradley (1875–1959), a playwright equally determined to make her mark. When a producer expressed interest in producing her 1891 play The Woman on the Index, Bradley agreed, provided she could be his assistant director. She’d got her foot in the door. Later that same year, she was appointed as general stage director of the Broadhurst Theatre and went on to direct a total of eight Broadway productions.

‘Though it is a thrilling and marvelous thing to be merely young and gifted in such times, it is doubly so, doubly dynamic – to be young, gifted and black.’
Lorraine Hansberry


Another American trailblazer was the extraordinary Lorraine Hansberry (1930–1965), the first African American female writer to have a play staged on Broadway. Hansberry moved to Harlem in 1951 and worked for the Black newspaper Freedom, writing not only about the civil rights movement, but also on issues of feminism and sexuality. She wrote of her attraction to women, and in 1953 she married Robert Nemiroff, a Jewish publisher, songwriter and activist. They were together for four years, and continued to work together after their divorce in 1964. After her death, Nemiroff donated all her unpublished scripts and notebooks to the New York Public Library, but blocked all references to her lesbianism, despite Hansberry herself having said towards the end of her life that she was ‘committed [to] this homosexuality thing’.

Hansberry’s first play A Raisin in the Sun, about the lives of African Americans struggling to survive in racially segregated Chicago, opened on Broadway in 1959. Hansberry won the New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award, making her the youngest playwright and the first African American writer to do so. For the next few years she was in great demand. Her famous phrase about being ‘young, gifted and black’ came from a speech she gave at a creative writing conference in 1964, and Hansberry later used the title for an autobiographical play. It also inspired the song by Nina Simone (1933–2003). Hansberry died of pancreatic cancer when she was only thirty-four years old and, though many of her writings were published in her lifetime, the only other play performed was The Sign in Sidney Brustein’s Window. It ran on Broadway for 101 performances and closed the night she died.

At much the same time in London, the ‘mother of modern theatre’, the director and innovator Joan Littlewood (1914–2002), was building her Theatre Workshop. After years of searching for a permanent base, in 1953 she took up residence at the Theatre Royal in Stratford, East London, living and sleeping in the theatre with her company while the building was restored. She quickly gained an international reputation, performing throughout Europe and the Soviet Union. In 1955, she directed and starred in the British première of Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage and Her Children. Other ground-breaking productions included A Taste of Honey in 1958 by Shelagh Delaney (1938–2011) and the satirical musical Oh, What a Lovely War! in 1963.

‘I appeared in many school productions, but I had to play my parts in white face, including Lady Bracknell and Lady Macbeth! I went along with it because I was very anxious to learn my craft, and to be taken seriously as a dramatic actress. You see, I couldn’t sing or dance, and dramatic roles were non-existent for black actresses, so I had to “white up” to gain experience.’
Pauline Henriques


Pauline Henriques (1914–1998) – known as Paul – moved to England with her family from Jamaica in 1919. In 1932, she enrolled in the London Academy of Music and Dramatic Arts to study drama. She was a regular presenter on the radio programme Caribbean Voices and, in 1946, made history by becoming the first Black female actress on British television, appearing as Hattie Harris in a BBC television version of Eugene O’Neill’s All God’s Chillun Got Wings. In later life, under her married name Pauline Crabbe, she worked with unmarried mothers and pregnancy counselling services for teenagers, and was secretary to the Brook Advisory Centres, then vice-chair until her retirement in 1986. She was also the first female Black British Justice of the Peace, a true Renaissance woman.
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MY GREAT-GRANDMOTHER LILY loved music. It appears in several of her novels and is at the heart of her historical novel In the Days of Mozart, though it’s clear that she considers it the woman’s role to support the male genius rather than put her own talents first.

Of all the areas of the arts, classical women composers are considered to be as rare as hen’s teeth. Often, even those who love music struggle to name a single female composer. This is, in part, because of how music venues have been programmed, with established composers favoured, but historically also because of the issue of women having access to musicians – particularly orchestras – to perform their work. Symphonies, concerti, operas, song cycles all became popular because they were heard. With much classical music in the Western world coming from court composers – who were almost always men – it was a closed shop that kept women out. But, of course, there were women writing music, as well as performing and conducting, and they deserve to be celebrated too.

In February 1625, Francesca Caccini (1587–after 1641) saw her opera La liberazione di Ruggiero dall’isola d’Alcina performed in Florence. A poet, lute player, music teacher and singer, Caccini’s work is considered to be the first opera composed by a woman, in a century in which Italian religious institutions were fertile ground for female composers. Some dozen or so nuns published music, including organist and singer Claudia Rusca (1593–1676) with a collection of Sacri Concerti in 1630. Ten years later, also in Milan, Chiara Margarita Cozzolani (1602–1676/1678) published Primavera di fiori musicali. And in 1665, Isabella Leonarda (1620–1704) published a book of motets, while the singer Barbara Strozzi (1619–1677) was one of the most prolific composers of the Baroque period, male or female, publishing eight volumes of her own music.

In Germany and France, too, women were making their mark. Harpsichordist Elisabeth Jacquet de la Guerre (1665–1729) composed in a number of different forms, including the ballet Les jeux à l’honneur de la Victoire, which has been lost. Princess Amalie of Saxony (1794–1870) wrote chamber music, opera, sacred music and comedies. She was a renowned harpsichord player, too.

Two of the best-known female composers and pianists in nineteenth-century Germany are Fanny Mendelssohn (1805–1847) and Clara Schumann (1819–1896). Mendelssohn grew up in Berlin and received a musical education with her younger brother, Felix. Fanny Mendelssohn’s works include an orchestral overture, a piano trio and quartet, more than a hundred pieces for piano, four cantatas and some 250 lieder, which were mostly unpublished in her lifetime. Because of family and societal pressures, several of her works were published under her brother’s name, including her Easter Sonata. She died in Berlin in 1847. Felix followed her to the grave six months later.

From Berlin to Paris. Pauline Viardot (1821–1910) was not only one of the most important mezzo-sopranos of the nineteenth century, but also a highly respected and popular composer. Her five ‘salon’ operas include Cendrillon – a version of Cinderella – which she wrote at the age of eighty-three.

‘Because I have conducted my own operas and love sheep-dogs; because I generally dress in tweeds, and sometimes, at winter afternoon concerts, have even conducted in them; because I was a militant suffragette and seized a chance of beating time to ‘The March of the Women’ from the window of my cell in Holloway Prison with a toothbrush; because I have written books, spoken speeches, broadcast, and don’t always make sure that my hat is on straight; for these and other equally pertinent reasons, in a certain sense I am well known.’
Ethel Smyth


One of the greatest British composers, Ethel Smyth (1858–1944) should be a household name. A suffragette, she studied composition at the Leipzig Conservatory in the 1870s. Versatile and ambitious, she composed chamber pieces, orchestral pieces, symphonies and choral arrangements including her Mass in D, and six operas, though she often had trouble finding musicians to perform her work. A friend of Emmeline Pankhurst, Smyth composed ‘The March of the Women’ in 1910 to words by fellow suffragist and actress Cecily Hamilton (1872–1952), who did briefly join the WSPU. It became the anthem of the Women’s Social and Political Union. When Smyth was arrested in London in 1912, together with one hundred others, she was sent to Holloway Prison in London. There, she famously conducted fellow suffragettes singing in a rousing chorus . . . with her toothbrush.

Smyth’s opera The Wreckers is extraordinary – rousing, ambitious, epic – but Smyth had to battle to see it performed. Attempts to stage it in France came to nothing. It finally received its premiere in Leipzig in 1906, but was not heard in English until 1909 with a libretto by Henry Bennett Brewster, with whom she had a long-term friendship and probable love affair, despite the majority of her romantic attachments being with women. During the First World War, Smyth worked in a French military hospital, but by then she was losing her hearing. She concentrated her creative energies on prose, writing eight volumes of autobiography. Much honoured in her lifetime, she became Dame Ethel Smyth in 1922 – still the only female composer to have been awarded the honour – and, four years later, was the first woman to receive an honorary doctorate in music from Oxford University. Because she was also a passionate golfer, her ashes were scattered in woods close to Woking Golf Club.

The plate at Smyth’s place setting at Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party depicts a grand piano with raised lid, painted keys and a stand with notations from her opera The Boatswain’s Mate. The runner has a musical stave with the capital ‘E’ in Ethel twisted into the image of a treble clef.

‘As far as women conductors are concerned, yes you can get on, but you don’t get the same chances as men because the people hiring don’t think of you. And a lot of women conductors won’t say that because they’re afraid.’
Odaline de la Martinez


ALTHOUGH IT’S AT a slow pace, change is gradually happening in the world of Western classical music. In 1984, the Cuban-American conductor and Ethel Smyth specialist Odaline de la Martinez (b. 1949) was the first woman to conduct at the BBC Proms since its inception in 1895; American conductor and violinist Karina Canellakis (b. 1981) was the first woman to conduct the First Night of the Proms in July 2019 and fellow American Marin Alsop (b. 1956) was the first to conduct the Last Night of the Proms in September 2013. The Australian conductor Simone Young (b. 1961) became the first woman to conduct the Vienna Philharmonic in 2005.

And there are the same battles going on in other areas of music. Zenzile Miriam Makeba (1932–2008) was a South African singer, actress and songwriter, fundamental to the late twentieth-century explosion of interest in Afropop; born in the same year, the jazz harpist and composer Dorothy Ashby (1932–1986) revolutionized what had always been seen as a purely classical or folk instrument; and Cape Verdean singer Cesária Évora (1941–2011) was known as the ‘Barefoot Diva’, since she performed her beautiful songs without wearing shoes.

Finally, who better to finish this constellation of shining stars than someone who weaves magic out of thin air? Magician Ellen E. Armstrong (1914–1979) is the only African American woman to have had her own US touring magic show. She worked first with her father, then took over when he died in 1939, keeping his motto ‘Going Fine Since 1889’. She adopted the stage name ‘Mistress of Modern Magic’ and, with sleight of hand and tricks such as ‘Hippity-Hop Rabbits’ and the ‘Mysterious Jars of Egypt’, she travelled all over America for another thirty-one years.

A Mistress of Modern Magic indeed.

‘Practice means to perform, over and over again in the face of all obstacles, some act of vision, of faith, of desire. Practice is a means of inviting the perfection desired.’
Martha Graham


THE MORE I looked, the more I found. The traces of their razzle dazzle remain – innovative, dynamic, boundary-stretching, entertaining women. Each made something special of her life and it was so sad to have to shut my biographies and encyclopaedias, to abandon the reference libraries and accept that I was going to have to leave so many women out, at least for now. I don’t feel I’ve done justice to whole areas of creative endeavour – dance, architecture, ceramics, textiles.

But I still hold fast to the idea that it is better to try, and fail, than not to try at all.
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WHAT MORE IS THERE to say?

It’s 1930, the beginning of a new decade and the world is changing. In India, in China, in Turkey, in Germany, in Ethiopia, new regimes and rulers are sweeping away the old guard. It is twelve years since the Armistice, supposedly ‘the war to end all wars’, but the Great Depression has cast a shadow and few believe these are days of hope.

Lily’s eldest son, Reggie, died in June 1927. But Ethel, Winnie and Harold – now a partner at Watson & Sons in Bouverie Street – are close at hand. My grandmother Betty is only a phone call away. Most Sundays, Lily would go to lunch with Harold and his family around the corner in Streatham. They would sit and do the Times crossword together.

Betty and my grandfather were preparing to move from Horsham down to the south coast. He was vicar designate for the new parish of Aldwick in West Sussex – it was hoped the sea air would help my father’s recovery from TB. One of the last of Lily’s letters I’ve seen was sent to my father, who was confined to bed. Dated 26 September 1930, it begins ‘Darling Richard’ and attaches a colourful postcard of three children, which she says reminds her of him, his brother John and his sister Margaret. Lily asks if he likes properly written letters or if he’d prefer to receive a pictogram instead. She enquires after his tortoise and talks of the conkers on the ground at ‘Poplars’. She finishes: ‘Goodbye my darling, your very loving London Grannie, Lily Watson.’

Much of her writing now is about faith and her absolute security in the knowledge that she would, when her time came, be called home. There is no equivocation, no uncertainty.

I have a copy of Lily’s will, dated 18 June 1925. In it she details certain legacies – to her Streatham housekeeper Mrs Creed and her daughter, her former maid and ‘dear friend’ Alice Lovett, and the Reverend Lucius Palmer Smith (the first vicar of St Margaret the Queen). Otherwise, she divides her estate equally between her five surviving children. (After Reggie’s death in June 1927, there is a codicil redistributing his share equally to his four children.) She refers to personal letters and papers giving ‘certain private directions’ which, to my knowledge, have not survived. She has stocks in various companies including the Port of London, the Canadian Pacific Railway, British East India, London Assurance and Phoenix Assurance, as well as Post Office savings.

What moved me most – and surprised me – were the very specific instructions given as to her burial and cremation:

(1) To see that my body is burnt and that my ashes are thrown to the winds . . .

(2) To see that until actual cremation my body is placed in an open or unfastened coffin . . .

(3) To make absolutely certain by some small operation such as the opening of a vein by my medical attendant that I am actually dead before being placed in my coffin . . .

The fear of being put ‘living into the tomb’ was a staple of Victorian sensationalist fiction and a common trope in horror stories. But for it to be so vivid a terror for Lily that she mentions it in her will seems out of character for the sensible, practical, stoic woman I imagine her to have been.

Lily Watson died at home on 17 January 1932 at the age of eighty-two. On the death certificate, breast cancer is given as the cause of death. Had Lily been prepared and said her goodbyes, or had she soldiered on in silence? At this moment, I find the lack of her voice so achingly sad.

A measure of a good life, perhaps, is how we leave it. Life and death are two sides of the same story. So, I’d like to imagine her comfortable in her bed, in the house she had lived in for so many years. Though it was midwinter, I’d like to imagine it was just light and that she heard the first blackbird singing in the white January air. I’d like to imagine she was aware of the Sunday church bells ringing for the eight o’clock service, that she was peaceful, and without fear. I’d like to hope that she’d had time to take her leave of those she loved. And I wonder if she thought of the Yorkshire landscape she loved so much, of the mountains of Switzerland and the lakes, of the garden of ‘Poplars’ leading down to the disappearing fields. Of Newlands Valley. Did she think of Sam and Leader and Reggie? Of her parents and siblings?

It is 1932, but this is a Victorian house still. The curtains will be drawn, the inhabitants will wear black and armbands until after the funeral. Four days later, Lily will be laid to rest at her beloved St Margaret the Queen.

In a family of vicars and priests, who reads the lesson? Who leads the service? Which prayers are chosen? Which hymns are sung? What is said of her life as an author, of her success as a columnist and poet and novelist? For those advanced in years and with long memories, is Lily there as the girl she was, the girl who wrote fairy tales and loved the mountains? Is she there as a reader who spoke Italian and German, a little Greek and Latin, a smattering of French? Is she present as the young wife, married in the chapel at Rawdon College before being transplanted to London? Is she there as a mother who has buried two sons? Is she there as the woman who climbed Causey Pike and picnicked on Catbells? Is she there as the grandmother who sent pictograms and presents and laid on entertainments at Christmas? All of the experiences that made her the woman she was, cradle to grave.

More than anything, this is history.

In researching Lily’s life, I learned more about my grandmother too. My cousin Anne shared an essay written by Betty, found somewhere in a box of photographs, that talks about her lifelong love for Newlands Valley, for Stair Mill and the Lake District. How, on her honeymoon in July 1918, she and her new husband walked to the church on Sunday only to find it closed. How, when they were staying there with Lily three years later, grandfather was invited to take the service and she realized, when ‘kneeling at the altar rail’, that she was expecting a second baby. Being there with her mother and her sister, Winnie. Later, her own children. How she gave the church a green-and-white burse and veil. On the sixtieth anniversary of her first visit, a Bible. The same Bible that I have touched and listened to my father read from in the 1970s. The essay, written in blue biro on lined paper, finishes:

‘Although my beloved husband wishes to lie with his family in a Sussex country churchyard, he absolutely understood why I wished to end my days as one with the land I loved so much.’

It was the extraordinary gift her mother had given her. A sense of belonging, a sense of a place.
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Afterword

MID-MORNING ON A SATURDAY in late October 2021, a few days after my sixtieth birthday.

Newlands Valley is golden now, copper and claret and shimmering greens. A light mist hangs over Causey Pike and the ground is damp underfoot. Leaves cover the ground and terracotta pathways, but the air is fresh and the clouds race and jostle against a briefly blue sky. It’s not cold, but there’s a chance of rain later.

I have come full circle. It’s autumn and I’m back in this tiny churchyard with the benign ghosts of my great-grandmother and grandmother. The yellow celandine – so vivid against the grey stone in summer – has gone but the valley is full of colour. I have a photograph of Lily in my pocket, the one I’ve kept propped against my computer screen while I’ve been writing this book. There’s no reason to have it with me, except the sense that I am bringing her home.

In the peace and tranquillity of this gentle churchyard that holds so many of my family’s memories within the perimeter of its drystone walls, I think of the closing paragraph of Wuthering Heights. The narrator Lockwood, a wiser and more thoughtful man after the violence of the stories he’s witnessed, finds the three plain headstones – Catherine Earnshaw, Heathcliff and Edgar Linton – high on the moors:

‘I lingered round them, under that benign sky; watched the moths fluttering among the heath and hare-bells; listened to the soft wind breathing through the grass; and wondered how anyone could ever imagine unquiet slumbers for the sleepers in that quiet earth.’

This, then, is it. The truth of a life, the quality of it, the value of it. Out of all these individual lives – some dazzling and brilliant, burning bright, others quiet and principled – is history made. The contradictions and the achievements, the unintended consequences and the deliberate attempts to stamp one’s vision, one’s ambition, one’s purpose on the world.

I’ve learned so much compiling this book and spent a year in the company of inspirational and extraordinary women. So, what about the question of women’s history – and women’s absence from it? It’s both complicated and, at the same time, very simple. On the one hand, we’ve seen how throughout history, all over the world, tradition, religion, social mores or the law itself actively discriminate against women, making it hard or even impossible for women to fulfil their potential. In every era, there have been – and are still – men who seek to silence or to control women. There are also men who have been determined to make things equitable – brothers, husbands, friends, fathers who’ve advocated for their sisters, their wives, their colleagues and their daughters.

In terms of the official record and how history is made, that’s a little more complicated. It’s crucial that documents are kept, that letters are treasured, that physical evidence of a woman’s presence is preserved so as to prove that women were there too. Digital information records everything and technically should preserve everything. But how can we find out what is important, and what is not? How can we shift through the countless dates and facts? How can we tell what is true? And how can we confront our own unconscious bias to ‘see’ some women more than others?

But for all the flaws of any book like this – the shadows of all those women not included or known about – it’s better to try to celebrate some than not to celebrate anyone at all. The central issue remains the same. We must value women’s work, rather than dismiss it or misattribute it, so that archives, museums and libraries, places of learning and popular culture, are expanded to be more inclusive.

Women were there too. We were there too. History, completed.

There’s also the crucial question of legacy. Many of the women in this book are known only because family members, or historians, or enthusiasts, have worked to bring their names into the light. They have kept the flame burning. This is where the arts play such a huge part in making the women of the past visible to the women and men of the present. And it’s why this book and others like it are important too. A dictionary of names, yes. But the more of us who share these names, write books about them, shout about them, the more we can weave women back into the fabric of history. I worry for those coming after us, trying to stitch together a story. I’ve relied on letters and postcards. I have boxes of letters my mother sent to me, and have kept cards and drawings by my children. But if so much communication is now electronic – WhatsApp and email – how, then, do we preserve those stories? Old photographs? Physical books handed down or won as prizes, with inscriptions, dates and scribbles in the margins? Pen on paper? Letters hold the scent of the past in a way that a text message does not.

Many of the women in this book changed the world around them – the warrior queens, the mothers of invention, the women of conviction and of science, the women of courage – but so did many millions of quiet revolutionaries whose lives had their own individual importance. Those who tried to make women’s lives better one street, one village, one town at a time. They, too, belong in the history books, because it is from all the other Lilies that the true colour of the real world as it was lived – with women’s stories put back at its centre – can be found.

What of Lily herself? As a detective, I have been only partly successful in reassembling her life. I’d like to find the time to read and catalogue all the family letters and fill in any gaps. Perhaps there are more documents still to be found. I’d like to write her a fuller biography and see her novels back in print. Because it still vexes me that, for all her achievements, I found only one reference to Lily in the wider world – a short mention in the Victorian Circulating Library lists of nineteenth-century women authors. I’ve excavated more reading between the lines of her fiction and journalism. Everything else has come from family documents and letters that I’ve traced, borrowed and studied. But maybe that’s enough? That our words, our deeds, speak for us.

For all that, to my mind Lily deserves her place in some Dictionary of National Biography or digital encyclopaedia. It might read something like this:

‘Lily Watson was the pen name of Martha Louisa Watson, née Green (11 October 1849–17 January 1932). She was an English novelist, journalist, prolific letter writer, a children’s writer, author of devotional tracts, poet, author of fourteen novels, several collections of poetry, literary criticism and more than a hundred articles for The Girl’s Own Paper between 1885 and 1932.’

What is wonderful is that, since Warrior Queens & Quiet Revolutionaries was published in hardback in October 2022, Lily does now have an entry on Wikipedia. This is how things change. One entry at a time, a gentle putting back of women’s names into the historical record.

Lily was a woman of principle and hard work, a woman whose Christian faith was the bedrock of her long life. She was a daughter and a sister, a wife, a mother and an aunt, a grandmother. I’m very proud she was my great-grandmother. And I will always remember her.

I pause in life’s declining day,

Look through the sunset glow, and wait

While memory traces all my way.

‘The Record of a Happy Life’

Three Voices and Other Poems

Lily Watson, 1909–1930
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