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            Introduction

         

         If you could live in any period of history which would you choose? Maybe the mystical civilisation of the ancient Egyptians? The revolutionary Renaissance of the sixteenth century? The glamorous Mad Men stylishness of the 1960s? The only fly in the ointment when considering your options is that you need to be a rich guy to choose any day but the present as the best possible time to be alive. For women, any of those hundreds of centuries before the twentieth looks like a bum deal, given that you wouldn’t be able to do basic things like vote, be properly educated, or choose your romantic partner independently.

         This book came about as the result of a mistake. We were having such a nice time bobbing along in our little bubble of progress that we thought that everything nowadays was hunky-dory for the ladies. Then the news started to rain a little on our happy feminism-has-won parade. Suddenly misogyny seemed to be hip again (Weinstein and Pussygate being two choice examples), and we found ourselves looking anxiously to the past for reassurance and inspiration: reassurance that the world is still getting more female-friendly; and inspiration from the outstanding women who beat the system way back when. Happily, we got both.

         The result of our delving is this pocket guide to our heroic sisters, who, living in much tougher times, took control of their destinies and made the world work for them. Surely if women living in the days of fullon, unapologetic sexist oppression could find a way to shine and flourish, then we can too. We started talking to each other about some of the women who made history despite the fact that most of that history was recorded and peopled by rich dudes. These ladies – the Elizabeth Is and Cleopatras – led us to other, lesser-known examples of female success in ye olden days, like Fanny Cochrane Smith, Wang Zhenyi and Sophia Duleep Singh.

         We discovered that things were much more serious, and more likely to end in untimely death, for the sassy women of the past, but that is not to deny that there are new and different challenges to negotiate today. Life can be troublesome for the modern gal: we’re swimming the shark-infested waters of social media, constantly fiddling with the scales of our work–life balances, being actively encouraged to hate ourselves when we look in the mirror in the hope that we’ll buy more sportswear, and all the while dealing with the shadow of centuries of patriarchal oppression that have also given us mansplaining/-spreading/-terrupting, and worse. Feminism’s job is certainly not over, but at least we, unlike many of the ladies in this book, live in a world where it’s been invented.

         We all need our lodestars to steer by when things get a little dark. Our friends, mothers, sisters and colleagues can shine a light on our problems, and many of us will have asked ourselves the question ‘What Would Beyoncé Do?’ when faced with tests in our personal and professional lives, but Queen Bey is not the only fiercely inspiring example available to us. We can turn to the most celebrated women throughout history for advice; those sisters who led the way in the fields of science, politics and the arts, who excelled at invention, creativity and generally getting shit done.

         What wisdom might Boudicca, Cixi or Sappho be able to impart from the furthest stretches of misty time? They lived in ages when underwear wasn’t even a thing and livestock was prized somewhere just above women in the pecking order. None of them would have the first clue about what to do with a smartphone, but we realised that they were all trying to make their way in conditions that have many resonances today. History is a continuum, and even in vastly different circumstances, women have had families to deal with, wanted to be fulfilled by their work and worried about what they look like. In our research we saw women being underestimated at every turn, dealing with unrealistic ideals of body image, being overloaded with housework, standing up to bullies, grappling with relationships … The list goes on. And it’s been weirdly reassuring that whether we’re in Ancient Egypt or the Golden Age of the Russian Empire, frontierland America or wartime Paris, our utterly unique women have a shared experience.

         We were fascinated to see that many of the same themes came up in their stories: as children they often had parents who educated them ‘like boys’ (i.e. beyond embroidery), but many of them also had their schooldays interrupted by their duty to look after their families; lots of them found fame with different names to those they were given at birth; many of them were sexually unconventional for their times; and most of them were true strivers – working hard and putting up with a lot of haters to get where they wanted to be. Everything is #inspiring these days, but the more we talked about these broads the more we felt fired up and empowered by their message.

         We fell in love with women like scientist and gambler Ada Lovelace, who survived an acrimoniously broken home to put herself at the vanguard of modern computing; we channelled Elizabeth I’s dope public-speaking skills when we were called on to give presentations at work; we took tips from the fabulous Frida Kahlo on the importance of finding our style, and why it isn’t just superficial to do so. We looked at how these women handled assertiveness, failure, cack relationships, girlfriends, grief, impostor syndrome, cheating, children (or not), political engagement and the really important stuff like FOMO and appreciating their boobs. And we were inspired! And we learned so much! Did you know that a near-fatal bus accident caused Frida Kahlo to abandon her dreams of being a doctor and focus on painting instead? That Odette Sansom, the French housewife who was awarded the George Cross for her heroic efforts as a member of the Special Operations Executive, fell into espionage as a result of epistolary error? That pioneer domestic goddess Mrs Beeton in fact plagiarised most of her early recipes from her readers, and was pretty hopeless in the kitchen?

         Our women are flawed and fabulous, and it can’t be claimed that they led perfect lives, but all of them were extraordinary in their own kick-ass ways. So join us on our tour round the stereotype-smashing supergirls of history and let their stories help you conquer today. 
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         Tired of being talked over in meetings? Of having your patronising boss bropropriate your ideas and present them as his own? Women have been putting up with this nonsense for countless centuries and resisting it for just as many. Faced with this kind of insult, Norfolk’s famous flame-haired queen would likely have responded: ‘Incinerate him!’ Queen B. was the legendary chief of the Iceni tribe, who lived in East Anglia two thousand years ago. After the Romans, at the behest of their Emperor Claudius, invaded Britain in 43 CE, they made a treaty with Boudicca’s husband generously allowing him to continue to govern his people. However, when he died, this gentleman’s agreement didn’t extend to the ladies. The Romans took Boudicca’s kingdom and, according to their historian Tacitus, raped her daughters and flogged her. Instead of being cowed by this vile outrage, or simply accepting the inevitable sexual violence women endure in war zones, Boudicca set the world on fire. She led a full-on revolt in 60 or 61 CE, mercilessly burning the key settlements of Colchester, St Albans and London to the ground, slaughtering their citizens, both Roman and Briton, and seriously diminishing the crack Ninth Legion. This murderous monarch left her mark, literally, in the layer of burnt red sediment that you’ll find even today if you dig down deep enough in the cities she razed. 

         The offences against Boudicca are clearly far more serious and unforgiveable than not being given credit in your workplace, but her emphatic response is something to be emulated, albeit with slightly less disembowelling and arson. Next time someone’s stealing your sunshine, make a claim for what’s yours and refuse to be disrespected. Boudicca nurtured a very literal take-no-prisoners attitude, but she is a source of encouragement for the many of us who struggle with assertiveness and the cultural pressure that pushes women to be conciliatory and likeable at all times. This ginger warrior wasn’t worried about making enemies, or causing a scene, and her confident authority meant her tribe, and others, rallied around her cause.

         We can’t claim that Boudicca herself had a happy ending: her audacious rebellion was eventually put down at the Battle of Watling Street. Those pesky Romans turned out to be pretty good at fighting after all (as well as at road construction, aqueducts, legal systems and underfloor heating) and their superior military tactics and clever use of the terrain saw them end up on top. Boudicca is said to have committed suicide to avoid the shame of capture, characteristically both living and dying on her own terms. To add insult to injury, her name has for many centuries been spelled and pronounced wrongly – as Boadicea – because of a typo in one of Tacitus’ manuscripts.

         Boudicca’s name, whichever way you write it, is thought to come from the Celtic word for ‘victory’ and so is the equivalent of the slightly less exciting Victoria. In a pleasing quality-queen fan club, the more recent Queen Victoria (see p. 289), and before her Queen Elizabeth I (see p. 175), kept the flame of her memory alive as part of their personal propaganda in their own reigns. Liz, when stirring her troops against the Armada, wore a Boudicca-inspired outfit, and Vic named a battleship after her. Without them it is possible that B.’s feats would have been lost in the mists of time. Her reputation lives on because she categorically refused to be swept aside without a fight by the more powerful forces at play around her. It may still feel like a man’s world out there but, with a lot more of us girding our G-strings, speaking up and leaning in, perhaps the day will come when the patriarchy doesn’t automatically prevail.

         Legend has it that Boudicca is buried on a site that falls between platforms nine and ten of King’s Cross Station (one can only imagine what she makes of her bones being rattled by the Hogwarts Express). However, if you’re looking to pay your respects, and meditate upon her resolute and decisive brilliance, the best place to commune with her fiery spirit (in the city she once torched) is by Thomas Thornycroft’s Westminster Bridge statue of her belting along in her infamously weaponised, yet sadly apocryphal, chariot.

         Despite being Team Roman, Tacitus gave Boudicca credit for her rousing oratory, quoting her at the Battle of Watling Street: ‘On this spot we must either conquer, or die with glory. There is no alternative. Though a woman, my resolution is fixed: the men, if they please, may survive with infamy, and live in bondage.’ Boudicca endures both as a symbol of resistance and as a feminist icon who confronted masculine aggression with violence at a time when this was way out of a lady’s lane. 
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         Feminists. Humourless shrieky sirens who don’t want us to wear bikinis, cuddle babies, bake cakes, plan weddings or decorate our stuff with cute unicorns. FFS. Simmer down, kids, it’s all OK. It turns out there’s been a massive misunderstanding: feminism just means equality for all genders. That’s all. Feminists don’t want us to be excluded from democracy, to get paid less than guys for the same job, or to get blamed for own rapes. We can get on board with that.

         Sadly things aren’t equal yet: one in five women in the UK will get sexually assaulted; working women earn 82p for every £1 men earn; worldwide, the pay gap isn’t due to close until 2186; women’s stuff in shops costs 37 per cent more than the same stuff for men; FGM is still practised. We could go on. Clearly, the fight still needs to be fought, though we don’t deny that feminism has become a complex and loaded term over the years since women started to request their rights. And we have sympathy with those who want to distance themselves from the more moon-cuppy or man-hatey ends of the spectrum. To some extent it’s just a question of vocabulary (some prefer to call themselves ‘egalitarians’), but it is important to keep the continuity with the past that comes with this evervexed term. Only through this can we trace what people like Beyoncé, Sheryl Sandberg, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Caitlin Moran, Malala and Emma Watson do today, back to the work of campaigners like Emmeline Pankhurst (see p. 79), Akiko Yosano (see p. 37), Sheila Michaels (see p. 193) and the mother of ’em all, Mary Wollstonecraft.

         Our Mary was born in London to a drunk, fist-happy father who squandered the family’s money, and a mother who favoured her older brother (the only one of the seven children to be educated). Mary left home to work in Bath when she was nineteen and later set up a progressive school for girls with her sister and her best pal Fanny. When this fell apart, she moved to Ireland to work as a governess for some unpleasant aristos who fired her. Back in London, she started working as an editorial assistant, writer and translator for the publisher Joseph Johnson. Johnson was a radical who hung out with lots of exciting Enlightenment types, such as Thomas Paine, and the Williams Blake, Wordsworth and Godwin. In 1787 Mary published Thoughts on the Education of Daughters, based on her teaching experience. This was to mark the beginning of a fruitful but all too brief writing career.

         In 1789 the French Revolution threw everyone into a spin and Mary joined the political fray with the publication of A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790), defending civil liberties. She followed this with the companion volume A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792, which became her most famous and influential work. It was a pioneering argument for the equal education of women so that they could contribute as much to society as men. In it she wrote: ‘I shall first consider women in the grand light of human creatures, who, in common with men, are placed on this earth to unfold their faculties.’ This was strong stuff for the period and a first step towards proper debate about women’s rights. (For context, we are talking about an age where women couldn’t own property or have custody of their own children or attend university.) Mary’s argument was controversial: in a prefiguring of the style of insult pelted at feminists ever since, the writer Horace Walpole called her ‘a hyena in petticoats’.

         In 1792 Mary moved to France to write about the Revolution first-hand, just before it got totally terrifying and head-choppy. She fell in love with a bad boy, Gilbert Imlay, and they had a daughter, Fanny, in 1794. When the dastardly Imlay dumped her, Mary returned to London, where she attempted suicide. The next year she threw herself into a bizarre and dangerous mission in Scandinavia to try to retrieve some smuggled silver belonging to Imlay, with just her baby and maid in tow. She wrote a great book about it but that didn’t solve anything with Gilbert. Mary was once again moved to try to end it all by jumping off Putney Bridge.

         By 1796 she’d recovered from Imlay and started seeing the philosopher William Godwin. They married when they discovered Mary was up the duff, despite their mutual misgivings about the institution of matrimony. They continued to live separately but to all intents and purposes had a happy and serene relationship, until the day of the birth of their child. This gave the world the baby girl who would grow up to be the super-talented author of Frankenstein, but caused her mother’s death from complications. Inadvertently, Mary’s bereaved husband proved unhelpful to the cause when he published a memoir about her in 1798, which publicised the illegitimacy of her first child and her suicide attempts. The scandal about her personal life diverted attention away from her ground-breaking work, which was not fully appreciated until many years later.

         It wasn’t easy being Mary but there was definitely something about her – she was a sensitive, passionate soul, who had to overcome a lot, but she always said what she thought, and had the confidence to try to change the world: ‘I have a heart that scorns disguise, and a countenance which will not dissemble.’ Even after her death the unsisterly sniping and gossiping about the links between her morals and her colourful personal life endured, with many blaming her daughters’ fates (Fanny committed suicide and Mary Jnr skipped off with the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley) on the example she set. The haters are always going to hate, but this is nothing to be afraid of. The concept of feminism didn’t really exist when Mary lived her feminist life, but don’t you think we owe it to her to get in formation and embrace it now?
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         Courgette spaghetti, avocado ‘chocolate’ mousse, desiccated kale crisps: the low-carb, clean-eating, wellness-expert money train has a lot to answer for. We’re all for good nutrition and keeping fit but it can be exhausting keeping up with society’s (and our own) unrealistic expectations of how we should look. Professional actresses and models may spend all their time hot piloxing* and nibbling on steamed spinach, but there’s no way the rest of us can match the genetics, expense and time that having ‘looking good’ as a job requires. If you’re ever feeling down with your dumpiness, remember the wise words attributed to callipygous cynosure and Hollywood legend Mae West: ‘A curve is the loveliest distance between two points.’

         Mary Jane West was born in Brooklyn. Her mother was a model and her father was a boxer who built mini-Mae her own stage at home. Aged twelve she started working in vaudeville, singing and dancing, sometimes in drag, and she was only eighteen when she made her Broadway debut, where her performance was praised by the New York Times. (She also secretly married some random called Frank at this point: they very swiftly separated, but only finally divorced in 1943 when the press found out about him.) Mae continued to blossom on Broadway and in nightclub shows until her breakthrough in 1926. 

         Mae wrote and produced the bluntly titled Sex, in which she played a prostitute. The show was a scandalous success and after over three hundred performances the authorities decided they’d had enough. The play was closed down and Mae was arrested for obscenity and corrupting the morals of the youth. Canny Mae knew that all publicity was definitely good publicity and she exploited the trial and her subsequent eight-day imprisonment to the max, cementing her reputation as a sexually liberated iconoclast. She hired a limo to take her to jail and told everyone she wore her best silk undies throughout her stay. Khloé Kardashian eat your heart out. After her release, she used the cash from a magazine interview about her experience to set up a library in the prison. This was a fitting endowment for a woman whose favourite pastime, aside from sex and winding up the pearl-clutching moralists of her time, was writing. She wrote more successful plays after Sex, including The Drag (which was supportive of homosexuality and banned after ten shows), Diamond Lil (1928) and The Constant Sinner (1931).

         Mae was a great wit, both on the page and in person. She became notorious for imbuing every sentence she spoke with a sparkle of salacious smuttiness and she knew how to work her attractive, curvaceous figure to exacerbate this effect. Mae was just over five feet tall and famously well upholstered, to the point that World War II sailors called their lifejackets ‘Mae Wests’. She was immensely proud of her body, even if it didn’t completely fit with the fashion of her time, where a leaner Joan Crawford physique was in vogue. In later life she installed a mirror over her bed, filled her house with pictures of herself and adorned her piano with her own naked statue.

         In the tales of Hollywood starlets hitting the big time, Mae’s is unusual. She was a positively ancient thirty-eight when she was signed by Paramount studios, she wrote her own lines (until the censors came down on her), picked her own co-stars and was happy to be perceived as a risqué, salty kind of dame. The movies Night after Night (1932) and She Done Him Wrong (1933) saved Paramount from bankruptcy and made her the highest-paid woman in the US. However, in the later 1930s her scripts were compromised by increasingly nervy censorship wusses: even though none of her films contained anything we’d consider remotely provocative. In contrast to the pornified free-for-all of today, Mae’s sauciness was all in the implication. In Night After Night a woman says to her, ‘Goodness, what beautiful diamonds,’ to which Mae replies, ‘Goodness had nothing to do with it.’ She titled her 1959 autobiography with this line.

         Frustrated by Hollywood’s restrictions, Mae took her talents back to the stage and to Las Vegas, where she performed surrounded by a gaggle of bodybuilders: ‘A man should take as good care of his body as a woman does.’ She returned to films in the 1960s. Her last movie was Sextette (1978), in which she utters the famous ‘Is that a gun in your pocket or are you just glad to see me?’ line. She died of a stroke two years later, deeply mourned by her many fans.

         Mae was naturally gorgeous, and she certainly spent a lot of time making sure she looked her best, but she never kowtowed to what other people thought beauty was. She was secure in her own attractiveness – ‘I never needed clothes to feel sexy. I feel that way all the time’ – even though she endured dissing from ungallant men like Graham Greene and her co-star W. C. Fields, who referred to her respectively as ‘an overfed python’ and ‘a plumber’s idea of Cleopatra’. Much like the divine Cleo (see p. 119), Mae was a confident, independent woman who knew how to use her body, and men’s vulnerability to its charms, to help her get what she wanted. And for Mae that tended to be work, attention and jewels: admirable goals, in our opinion. She ended up an icon: Salvador Dalí designed a sofa shaped like her lips and she appears in Frida Kahlo’s (see p. 85) painting ‘My Dress Hangs There’. Her thrifty beauty tip was to use baby oil, warmed, and applied to the whole body by an admirer. Her nutritional advice? ‘I never worry about diets. The only carrots I’m interested in are the number you get in a diamond.’

         
            * A brutal cross between Pilates and boxing, performed wearing heavy gloves and to pumping beats.
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         Chances are you know a grandparent or parent who remembers 1955 and how life was then. We’re not talking about deepest darkest history here, so it’s shocking to realise how bleak things were for Alabama’s black citizens just over sixty years ago. The Jim Crow laws that had sprung up in the Southern states after the American Civil War meant that public transport, restaurants, libraries and cemeteries were all segregated. Black lives were under threat from the dangerous clowns in the Ku Klux Klan, and, despite being given the vote in 1870, black citizens were still excluded in some states, including Alabama, thanks to by-laws requiring all voters to prove their literacy or tax payment. (Alabama had also only just officially ratified the 1920 constitutional amendment allowing women to vote, thirty-three years late, in 1953. Bad form, boys.) During rush hour on a December day in 1955, Rosa Parks took a stand against these injustices by keeping her seat.

         Rosa Louise McCauley was born in Alabama. She had to leave school to care for her family but when she married Raymond Parks in 1932 he supported her so that she could go back and get her diploma. Like Rosa’s family, Raymond was involved in the growing civil rights movement and a member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in Montgomery. Rosa later joined too and became Secretary of the local branch. In 1944 she worked on a nearby military base that was unsegregated, so she saw first-hand that there was a better way to live.

         There was a turning point for the civil rights movement in 1954 after the Supreme Court sensibly ruled that segregated schools were unconstitutional. The NAACP saw an opportunity to challenge the policy of segregation on public transport. Buses were divided into black and white seating areas but, as if this weren’t offensive enough, drivers also often insisted black passengers give up their seats for white people, even in their own section. People who disobeyed this law were subject to arrest, fines, imprisonment and violence. On 1 December 1955, Rosa was coming home from her work as a seamstress at a department store and sitting in a row with three other black passengers as the bus filled up. When a white man boarded, the driver asked Rosa’s whole row to stand so the man could sit down. They all got up except for Rosa.
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