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For all the women of the world


who are making their own history





FOREWORD



Who was the all-time top goal scorer in the Football World Cup? None other than the aptly named quicksilver forward of the Brazilian women’s team, Marta Vieira da Silva, who is changing history and making it anew. When I was a girl we never played football, and never thought we could. It was only one of the many ways that horizons were narrowing for girls at the same time as they were expanding for boys, a situation that was not expected to change.


As a child, I cannot remember when I realised that to most people, girls were less important than boys. Expecting a baby, I discovered that all pregnant women were called ‘Mother’ by the medical staff. Leaving college and trying to get a job, I was routinely asked, ‘You’ve got a wonderful husband and two lovely children, what are you compensating for?’


Events like these are less likely to happen now that women have begun rebelling against their long-established role as adjuncts to the lives of men and children, and have emerged as strong and significant in their own right. This striking and exhilarating change has been the work of the women we celebrate in this book, even as we share the rewards of their determination and pluck. Rebel women have spent the last two hundred years thinking the unthinkable, dreaming of change, and making it come true. A female premier? A female president? A female pope? Why not?


It has been a thrilling task to track the stories of these extraordinary women who are no longer voices singing in the wilderness like the change-makers of former times, but have banded together to re-make our world. The freedom they have won for women has been in an unofficial alliance with other groups, including good men, when liberating girls from the narrow demands of compulsory wife-and-motherhood has allowed boys too to choose a different path. The Women’s Movement has grown up and come of age in the same era as the wider LGBT+ community, Black Lives Matter, anti-racist protests and calls for diversity, all creating a more inclusive and a better society for us all.


Such a wide canvas had to be selective and I had to leave out so many of my own heroines that I can only apologise if I have omitted yours. I aimed to achieve a balance between those who are household names and the many women who are less wellknown, in the hope of encouraging readers to follow their trail, and that of all the others who have been lost to us and gone unnoticed by the history books. I accept that readers may find this account concentrates heavily on the western world, but I do not present it as definitive. Liberating women is a work in progress. I want this to be a story that inspires others to take the history of women further and higher in our emergence from centuries in the shadows to the broad light of day.


Some readers may feel that this is not ‘real’ history, because like my previous Women’s History of the World, published in America as Who Cooked the Last Supper?, it makes no pretence to the traditional historical fiction of impartiality. Others might feel that it is unfair to men. I can only make the same defence that I made then, echoing the pioneer women’s historian Mary Ritter Beard, who faced the same charges and made this robust response: ‘There is sure to be an over-emphasis in places, but my apology is that when conditions have been long weighted too much on one side, it is necessary to bear down heavily on the other.’


In the twenty-first century we are looking forward to a world that offers a myriad of opportunities to follow in the footsteps of my rebel women. These are the lamplighters who have gone before to show us the way, and we must not let them down. Let us not rest till all of us are free.


Rosalind Miles





I



Turning The Wheel




As I sat watching Everyman at the Charterhouse, I said to myself Why not Everywoman?


GEORGE BERNARD SHAW








CHAPTER 1



RIGHTS – FOR WOMEN?




Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive.


WILLIAM WORDSWORTH


So you think revolutions can be made with rosewater?


SÉBASTIEN-ROCH NICOLAS DE CHAMFORT


The position of women in the [civil rights] movement is prone.


STOKELY CARMICHAEL





Prone, said the man.


Was she face down that day, or face up? Staring into the basket of blood-soaked severed heads where her own would shortly drop, or strapped to the board on her back, looking up at the blade as it fell?


It was the French Revolution, the dawning of the modern age. For women, it promised the best and swiftly delivered the worst. This forty-five-year old met her death with her thick black hair hacked off in clumps to bare her neck for the blade, the common treatment for condemned women including the Queen, Marie Antoinette. When so many were killed that the cobbles of Paris were sticky with their blood, most women died unknown and unnamed. But this guillotine on this dank day of 3 November 1793 sliced through the neck and silenced the brain of one of the most original thinkers of the time, Olympe de Gouges.


Her last moments were recorded by an anonymous Parisian:




Yesterday, at seven o’clock in the evening, a most extraordinary person called Olympe de Gouges who held the imposing title of woman of letters, was taken to the scaffold . . .


She approached the scaffold with a calm and serene expression on her face, and forced the guillotine’s furies, which had driven her to this place of torture, to admit that such courage and beauty had never been seen before . . . That woman . . . had thrown herself in the Revolution, body and soul. But having quickly perceived how atrocious the system adopted by the Jacobins was, she chose to retrace her steps. She attempted to unmask the villains through the literary productions which she had printed and put up. They never forgave her, and she paid for her carelessness with her head.





The reason for the death of de Gouges lay in the slogan that set out the aims of the Revolution: Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité. Under this banner the revolutionaries rising up against the monarchy paraded their wares, promising citizenship, comradeship and freedom from tyranny, all three on offer for the first time in French history. But any hopes the women of France might have entertained of liberty or equality were soon crushed. One by one they had to face the reality every revolution delivers sooner or later, that when freedom is given out, women are not in the queue. Both liberty and equality are restricted to, and controlled by, the universal fraternity of men.


From sea to shining sea


That hard truth had been forced down the throats of the women of America only fourteen years earlier, when the War of Independence broke out in 1775. This eight-year conflict, a crucial forerunner to the French Revolution, saw many rebel women fighting on the front line alongside men. They died like men too, either in battle or from combat diseases like typhoid fever or infected wounds. The ‘she-souldier’ Deborah Sampson, who enlisted in the 4th Massachusetts Regiment at the age of twenty-one, showed the courage that made the nation when she dug out a musket ball lodged in her groin with her penknife and sewed up the wound afterwards, all without benefit of anaesthetic.


A few of these female patriots fought as women, especially if they had a husband or brother at their side. But most found it expedient to disguise themselves as men, whatever the risk of discovery. In the ranks, Sampson – who adopted the alias of Robert Shirtliff – was teased for her lack of facial hair and nicknamed ‘Molly’, a slang term for a gay or effeminate male. Undeterred, she proved her worth not only in battle but as the leader of dangerous reconnaissance expeditions, scouting targets for attack so important that they were chosen by the commander-in-chief of the army, George Washington himself. She was only discovered during an epidemic of camp fever, when she was too ill to resist the army doctor’s examination, but her valour was recognised. Honourably discharged in October 1783, Sampson married, had three children, and later became the only woman soldier of the Continental Army to be granted a full military pension. Another world first was achieved by her widowed husband when he petitioned for spousal rights to Sampson’s pension after her death in 1867 – and won.


In the American Civil War of 1861–5, an Illinois-born mother of three, Frances Clalin Clayton, was one of a number of women who signed up for active service disguised as men. Enlisting as ‘Jack Williams’, she joined the Union Army with her husband, and fought side by side with him until he was killed, then reportedly stepped over his body to continue fighting. Like Deborah Sampson, Clayton lived to see her war service recognised and to be honoured as a veteran.


Were these the first steps towards equality?


Shoulder to shoulder, bolder and bolder, women fighting side by side with men, yes!


But women’s rights as a political aim?


Hell, no!


Revolutions only succeed because they win women’s support by offering the promise of inclusion into the brave new world where men and women make common cause and go forward together. Yet however sincerely intended, this promise vanishes when women actively engage in the struggle. During the Revolution, American women discovered what the French women were shortly to learn: that whatever their courage and endurance, they were all working for men, in a system run by men, for the cause of men. To question the cause was to betray it, so they were never able to single out their own interests as women, and to fight for that cause and that alone.


Look no further than the closing lines of ‘America the Beautiful’, the patriotic ode to manhood of 1893 written by the writer, professor and activist Katharine Lee Bates for proof:




America! America!


God shed his grace on thee


And crown thy good with brotherhood


From sea to shining sea!





Yes, brotherhood, or fraternité, as the French had it. It’s that happy lad Frater Familias, every girl’s brother playing Junior to good ol’ Pater Familias in the family hierarchy, in training for the top job from birth. Who could deny that young Junior’s god, ‘Brotherhood’, had to be protected in order to ensure his succession?


Revolution the great engine


The American Revolution ended the King of England’s rule and founded the American republic on 3 September 1783 with the Treaty of Paris. Where one revolution ended, another began. Less than six years later, also in Paris, the people of France embarked on their own struggle to overthrow their monarchy and set up a republic.


For French women, the omens were good. The American Revolution had been a male military campaign in which the women who participated largely passed as men and served under male command. By direct contrast, the women of France began and led the spontaneous uprising that sparked the French Revolution, and throughout the struggle women equalled or even outdid the men. They had every reason to believe that the freedom they were fighting for would be theirs on equal terms with men.


And for a brief shining moment the women of Paris were indeed a vital part of that new dawn, if not the dawn itself. That occurred when a raging mob stormed the Bastille on 14 July 1789, a date now recognised as the start of hostilities between the monarchy and the sans-culottes, persons too poor to have pants. In the heroic story that ran around the world, a woman dressed as an Amazon led the attack on the Bastille, the most dreaded symbol of the King’s power. According to the pamphlets pumped out by the royalist press, this rebel commander was a twenty-six-year-old Belgian, Théroigne de Méricourt.


Tall, strong-featured, wild-haired and with more than a hint of a squint, de Méricourt cut a striking figure as she plunged into the life of revolutionary Paris, striding around town in a man’s riding clothes and sporting a large hat with a flamboyantly phallic plume. De Méricourt had arrived in town just two months earlier, escaping a rackety past that included a spell as a courtesan, a failed attempt to become an opera singer, and a series of disastrous love affairs. Her last was a hopeless passion for the world-famous Italian male soprano and professional charmer Giusto Fernando Tenducci, at fifty-two exactly twice her age but still floridly handsome, with heavy-lidded eyes, quizzical eyebrows and a luscious mouth. Regrettably, Tenducci was both a married man and a castrato, and had no love for her. When she left him, crushed and humiliated by yet another defeat, Paris offered her the chance to reinvent herself and to start again.


She seized it with both hands, beginning with her name. Born Anne-Josèphe Terwagne in the small town of Marcourt in the Southern Netherlands, she changed ‘Terwagne’ into ‘Théroigne’ and ‘Marcourt’ into ‘Méricourt’, then tossed in de, the patronymic of French aristocrats, to imply social significance. Reborn, she threw herself into the revolutionary ferment gripping the French capital. By November 1789, her activities had drawn the fire of the royalist pamphleteers, who portrayed her as the hideously ugly ‘war chief’ of the Revolution.


They also painted her as ‘the patriots’ whore’, a prostitute so prolific that she was supposed to have had sex with every one of the 576 members of the newly formed National Assembly – which meant that since her arrival in May she would have had to entertain ninety-six men a month, or at least three a day, every day. Who better, then, than this ‘harlot’ to be identified as the man-hating Amazon who had brought about the Fall of the Bastille and overseen the live dismemberment of the commander of the garrison, along with many other casualties and deaths?


It was all too good to be true, and so it proved. De Méricourt was not even in the city at the time but out at Versailles, where she was closely following the debates of the National Assembly. But why let the facts interfere with a good story? Women were indeed crucial to the uprising, and three months later in the heart of the city an unknown market woman, mad with hunger, obsessively pounding a drum and screaming ‘No bread! No bread!’ triggered the first and one of the most decisive events of the Revolution, the Women’s March on Versailles of 5 October 1789.


The starvation that had gripped the poor of Paris that summer fell more heavily on the women than on the men, because they generally fed their families before themselves. Every hungry woman in Paris that day felt the same hollow drum beating in her own empty belly, and they rallied to the call. ‘Women were in the forward ranks of our revolution,’ the historian François Mignet wrote. ‘We should not be surprised at this, they suffered more.’ Fishwives and stall-holders, shop girls, sex workers and the women of the neighbourhood, respectable bourgeoises and even femmes à chapeau, the wealthy and welldressed, all swarmed into the city clamouring for action, and the march began.


Fishwives to the fore


Few things are more fearsome than a female mob, as the Ancient Greeks could have told the ancien régime. On that day in October 1789, their numbers swelling by the minute and every one of them frantic for relief, for change, for food, thousands of women set out from Paris for Versailles, where the King, the Queen, the royal family and all their key officials were in residence. Seventeen miles on foot in the pouring rain was a long way to go for starving women, marching from the city centre to the gilded palace of Marie Antoinette and Louis XVI. They were led, bullied and beaten on when necessary, by the famously foul-mouthed fishwives of Paris shouting, ‘The old order? We don’t give a fuck for your order!’, hoping, when they got there, that they could catch and gut a royal flounder or two.


For the famished rebels, there were to be no loaves or fishes that day. But nor was there any miracle on hand to save the fat and fated creatures in Versailles: their goose was cooked. The next day, the leaders of the mob forced the royal party to go back to Paris, a decision Louis XVI had neither taken nor agreed. That one act of subjecting the King to the women’s demands, the crowning achievement of their march, foreshadowed the overthrow of the monarchy. It also put paid for ever to any French king’s unquestioned right to rule, previously held to be both natural and divine. The will of the people – female people in this case – had succeeded in reversing history, theology and the very concept of authority to create a new order in which the citizen, not the monarch, held sovereign power.


What a march that was! And what a day for the women who took part! For the first time in their lives they tasted power, and with it the promise of freedom and equality as a reality, not merely as a slogan. This was the true revolution, the world turned upside down, when as powerless women they confronted the King and Queen in their palace at Versailles and brought them down. As the news spread, Paris became a magnet for rebellious women of all nations whose experience of life had left them ready for radical change.



Sisters in arms


This theme of reinvention runs through the stories of all the leading women of the revolution, every one in search of an identity, a new life, and a means to throw off the chains of the past. Almost all had suffered at the hands of a string of abusive men, ranging from absent or alcoholic fathers to calculating and callous seducers, and they came to Paris with a furious determination to seize the day, every day. Among them was the multi-lingual, multi-talented Dutch-born Etta Palm d’Aelders. Pinging round Europe from lover to lover after a failed marriage, Etta found her feet, her voice and her vocation in Paris when she arrived in 1773 at the age of thirty. There she parlayed her day job as a spy for the Dutch and her night job as a courtesan to the rich and famous into the role of a political hostess, and her salon attracted powerful men like the brilliant physician and political journalist Jean-Paul Marat, then cresting the wave as a leader of the Revolution.


But who needed salons? In those days, you only had to leave the house to come across a debate, a public meeting, a riot or a demonstration of some sort, as the monarchy lost its grip on the masses and with it the struggle to suppress that most vital of freedoms, the freedom of speech. In 1790 Etta joined the newly formed Fraternal Society of Patriots of Both Sexes, a political club remarkable for allowing women to take an active role in its meetings and discussions, and even to hold office, though not that of President. But it soon became clear that female voices could never be freely heard in a mixed environment. Rebel women responded by forming an estimated thirty political clubs of their own.


In 1791 Etta founded one of them herself, the Patriotic and Charitable Society of the Women Friends of Truth. Considerably more radical was the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women, formed in May 1793, while another group founded in the same year, the Republican Revolutionary Women Citizens’ Club, was simply called Le Club. Whatever their names, these gatherings provided women with a unique opportunity to argue about the issues of the moment and to thrash out political solutions free from male interference or control.


Meeting several times a week, sometimes every day and every night, they created places of safety in which women could, above all, challenge the dictates of the men. As these clubs evolved, printing presses were brought in to turn the main themes of the debates into pamphlets that could be distributed, hot off the press, the following day. In those crowded, candlelit attics and damp, smoky cellars, rebel women seized the sudden, spangled moment to claim personal autonomy, the right to think and act for themselves.


Many years ahead of the great mantra of modern feminism, for these women the personal was indeed political. But their focus on themselves as women was far more political than personal. They saw the women of France serving the Revolution by shaping, directing and fighting for the infinitely precious but still pathetically fragile republic. Along with that, they were fighting for themselves. If the Revolution overthrew the King as a figure of unlawful authority, they argued, how could men continue to rule their wives with the same undisputed and unregulated power? Only if women were free from the tyranny of the ‘masculine monarchy’ could they take their place as equals in the new republic and live out its ideals.


For the deceptively demure but sublimely belligerent twenty-six-year-old Pauline Léon, a former chocolate-maker, the situation called for action, not argument. More than a century before Mao Zedong declared that ‘Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun’, Léon argued that freedom and full citizenship for women lay in the right to bear arms. In March 1791, with France facing the threat of invasion from both Austria and Prussia, she organised 319 women to petition the National Assembly for the right to form an all-female National Guard to defend Paris and themselves.


A battalion of women?


What next?


Léon’s petition was refused.


But the intense political debate went on.


Égalité, mesdames?


In this wild and whirling firmament, Olympe de Gouges came up with a claim that was to prove more revolutionary than many of the movements traditionally recognised as a revolution. When every voice around her in the political assemblies, clubs and cafés was loudly proclaiming the inalienable rights of man, and women’s attempts to align themselves with the new freedoms were decried or dismissed, she reasoned why? Why were women considered unworthy of the rights available to men? Alone at her desk in the watches of the night, after a day of activity in revolutionary Paris, she set herself to tease out the history of women’s inferiority, and to attack the tyranny of the men who proclaimed it. In doing so, she gave birth to one of the most radical proposals in the history of the world: no less than the idea that women should be fully and freely equal to men.


Who was this rebel woman who wanted to change the world with a vision so advanced that over two hundred years later not one country, state or nation has achieved it, yet in essence a concept so simple that a child could understand? Born Marie Gouze in the deep south-west of France in 1748, she grew up believing that she was not the daughter of her mother’s husband, the crude peasant butcher Pierre Gouze, but the bye-blow of a local nobleman famed in the Languedoc as a prolific dramatist, poet and essayist, the Marquis de Pompignan. Her claim against him was unsurprisingly dismissed by the Marquis in a humiliating public declaration, and at the age of seventeen Marie was forced into marriage with Louis-Yves Aubry, a much older man she utterly despised.


Soon pregnant, she gave birth to a son, Pierre, in 1766, and four months later, in the depths of winter and at a time of raging floods, her husband died. The next year her luck turned again when she found a rich young lover in Jacques Biétrix de Rozières. His wealthy family would not allow him to marry the low-born Marie, but he paid for her lodgings when she followed him to Paris with Pierre some time before 1770.


And who was she now?


Not ‘the Widow Aubry’, the label she had been forced to bear for the last four years: she flatly refused any further connection with the husband she never pretended to mourn. Nor did she ever style herself ‘Madame Biétrix de Rozières’. Little is known of her connection with her lover in Paris but although he supported her generously for the rest of her life, she would never marry again. She was single, she was independent, and to make a new life she needed a new name. As a re-branding exercise, every element of the name she chose speaks volumes about the life she intended to carve out in the capital.


First came ‘Olympe’, chosen for her Olympian ideals and hopes, but intriguingly also the name of the mother she had left behind. Then came the aristocratic ‘de’ to elevate her status, a paradoxical choice for a revolutionary but perhaps reasserting her claim to be the daughter of the literary aristocrat de Pompignan. Finally she changed Gouze to ‘Gouges’, dropping the tell-tale ‘z’ of her native langue d’oc in favour of something more French-sounding, soothing and grand. And there she was, the rough provincial Marie Gouze now every inch the smart Parisienne Olympe de Gouges, from her handmade silk shoes to the roots of her fashionably powdered hair.


In Paris, Olympe was immediately noticed for the ‘radiance’ of her dark Occitan beauty, but even more for her vivacity and wit. ‘She spoke a lot and at great length,’ recalled the actor A.-J. Fleury in his Mémoires of 1847, indicating that she had no fear of her new-found audience of city sophisticates, and clearly enjoyed being the centre of attention. ‘Lively, with a keen eye and ear and a good memory,’ he continued, ‘she boasted of her sharp wording and ingenious repartee, and rightly so.’ Supremely, even annoyingly, confident she clearly was, but Fleury also remembered her as ‘generous, kind, compassionate, humane’. Free at last to be herself, Olympe de Gouges now emerged as a prolific writer, confidently turning out over sixty essays, novels, plays and political pamphlets during her Paris years.


If her energy was prodigious, her range was equally remarkable. One play of 1788, L’Esclavage des Noirs (‘The Slavery of Negroes’), mounted a strong attack on the slave trade, making de Gouges among the earliest to identify and defend what had yet to be recognised as ‘human rights’ applying to all, and not merely to the assorted and disputed ‘rights of man’. From 1789, she was welcomed into the salon of Sophie de Condorcet, a famously good-hearted proto-feminist who made a point of including other women among her guests, and whose husband publicly called for civic rights for women and argued that they should have the vote. There de Gouges rubbed shoulders with like-minded radicals including the writer and polymath Pierre Beaumarchais, the Scottish ‘Father of Economics’ Adam Smith and the American Envoy to France – and future President – Thomas Jefferson.


When the Bastille fell in 1789 and the Paris of the 1790s became the revolutionary hotspot of the world, Olympe de Gouges was poised for action and passionate to engage. On the verge of her forties, with her son off her hands making his way as a soldier, she refreshed her image by dropping seven years from her age and plunged headlong into the fiery furnace of debate and action. Meeting, marching, speaking, writing, she drove herself day and night in the service of the cause.


A for effort, B for back in your box


The effort was stupendous, the work exceptional, but how was it received? Despite widespread public admiration for the exploits of individual women, the tide was swiftly and strongly turning against them as the Revolution drew to a close. Among those raising his voice to reassert women’s natural subjection to men was that great lover of women and all-round Mr Nice Guy, the Marquis de Sade. ‘Our so-called chivalry,’ he explained in his novel Juliette (1798), ‘derives from the fear of witches that once plagued our ignorant ancestors. Their terror was transmuted . . . into respect . . . but such respect is fundamentally unnatural, since Nature nowhere gives a single instance of it. The natural inferiority of women to men is universally evident, and nothing intrinsic to the female sex naturally inspires respect.’


It is beyond satire that a man who spent his life inflicting violence and sexual torture on women could consider himself superior to anyone, but de Sade never wavered in his utter contempt for the female sex. In another of history’s little jokes, the malevolent Marquis was a member of the National Convention in April 1793, when Pauline Léon, that long-standing advocate of women’s right to bear arms, brought up the question again. Two years earlier her attempt to secure permission to form an all-female fighting force to defend Paris had failed. With France now at war against both Austria and Prussia, Léon tried once more to establish a woman’s right to fight for the Republic, and for themselves. Her action spectacularly backfired. The members of the National Convention, desk-generals to a man, banned women in perpetuity from bearing arms or serving in the army in any role. No prizes for guessing which way de Sade cast his vote.


Like Théroigne de Méricourt and other prominent women of the time, Olympe de Gouges supported Léon’s claim for women to be granted the right to use force, either in civic defence or in action against an enemy, allowing them to play an active and militant role in the new citizenship. But with her luminous, wide-ranging intelligence and depth of understanding, de Gouges saw that this was not a single-issue struggle. What was the key to it all, the one over-arching, organising factor that would unite and incorporate all women’s hopes and demands? And should not that be the site of the struggle, and the sole aim of female revolutionaries?


Pondering these issues, de Gouges wrote the piece for which she is still remembered, her declaration of ‘The Rights of Woman and of the Female Citizen’ (Les Droits de la Femme et de la Citoyenne). Produced in 1791, this was a bold, even reckless response to the French Revolutionary Council’s 1789 Declaration des Droits de l’Homme et du Citoyen, its ‘Declaration of the Rights of Man’, or more accurately, ‘the Man, the Male’. As to ‘the Citizen’, the masculine noun ‘Citoyen’ once again meant the male only, which placed all law, all social organisation, all occupation and all control in the hands of men.


With little formal education, still less any legal training, de Gouges nevertheless saw that any change had to begin by recognising that female inferiority was not natural, but enforced. Men made themselves superior by suppressing women, by treating them as unequal and denying them equality at every turn. This system was not accidental but structural, and it deformed women’s lives. It had created a rock-solid and enduring injustice that now demanded a new and total revolution in which the law, the constitution, the culture and the world itself had to change if women were to be free.


In an age electric with hope, the Revolution seemed the perfect time for renewal, offering an unrepeatable opportunity to reshape the world in a more female-friendly form. External change promoted self-examination and self-development, and the Revolution gave women a unique chance to change themselves and their former beliefs. That change, powered from within, was an essential precursor to identifying and re-shaping the external structures that held women back. Each individual right counted for little by itself, without the one fundamental right from which all others derived: equality. Women were equal to men, and they would no longer be relegated to a lower status. By using the term ‘La Citoyenne’, de Gouges created a vision of the future for the whole of the female sex in a newly invented ideal of a civic community, without the domination of men as law-makers, husbands, priests or kings: a republic of equals.


Alas, de Gouges had committed the unpardonable offence of daring to challenge the most sacred tenets of the French Revolution, its founding ideals of liberty, equality and, above all, the cherished fraternity. How could this slogan be true, she wrote furiously, when men claimed all three in the name of universal humanity, and then reserved all the benefits for themselves? ‘Woman is born free and remains equal to man in rights,’ she declaimed in her passionate and persuasive polemic. ‘Women, wake up . . . recognise your rights! Oh women, women, when will you cease to be blind? What advantages have you gathered in the Revolution? A scorn more marked, a disdain more conspicuous . . . Whatever the barriers set up against you, it is in your power to overcome them; you only have to want it!’



You only have to want it


A rallying cry for women that rings down the ages and remains a clarion call today. Want it and it can be yours, freedom, equality, the right to live your life in the way you choose: a resonant challenge in any age, but fighting talk in 1791 and far too radical for the Revolution’s leaders, eager to promote ragged-arsed men, the sans-culottes, but pitiless when it came to the female of the species. Ten thousand years of patriarchy with its blessed endowment of command and control, not to mention every man’s own personal sense of superiority and full entitlement to the prerogative of the penis: imagine all that stitched up in the women’s claim to equality and then ditched in that same instant.


You can see why the men got annoyed. No power-holder ever gave up power without a fight, and having only just torn their own flimsy shreds of authority from the hands of the King, the Church and the state, the male revolutionaries were in no mind to take such an angry rebuke from a woman. To some, de Gouges foretold her own fate when she wrote that if a woman committed a capital offence, the state demanded that she died on equal terms with men: how could it then refuse her the right to live on equal terms as well? Why should not women live as men lived, shaping the state and the law with action and debate? As long as every female had ‘the right to mount the scaffold’, de Gouges declared, then ‘she should have the right equally to mount the public platform as well’. In other words, all ideas of freedom were hollow and meaningless unless women were granted the rights that would make them equal with men.


Rights for women?


Female equality?


Women making policy, women arguing and debating terms like men, women fighting to bear arms like Pauline Léon’s proposed brigade of Amazons clamouring for weapons and spoiling for a fight? All these raised a far deeper question: whose revolution is it anyway?


For the men who had brought about the French Revolution and now ruled the roost, from the fiery orator Georges-Jacques Danton to the ice-cold lawyer Maximilien Robespierre, there was only one answer to this. So what if the women of France had marched with them and even ahead of them, had fought and died with them from the start? The Revolution was men’s business, and always would be. The agonising years of struggle and suffering had so far failed to get the republic onto a firm footing, taken up as the men were with the ongoing battle to free the nation from the sclerotic grip of the past, the old order which so stubbornly refused to die. And now the women were up in arms, demanding their half of the spoils of a war not yet won?


The members of the governing National Convention were left with two stark choices, both equally problematic:


•  To redefine citizenship to include women as full members, thereby admitting them to government.


•  To deny the demands for equality, to crush women in politics and prevent further agitation.


There could be only one outcome.


And how to deal with the woman who had raised the cry for equality, who had dared to make the most outlandish and revolutionary claim of them all, Olympe de Gouges? Among those who saw the best and the worst of these times, none had succeeded in containing its contradictions as brilliantly as she did. A convinced republican, she nevertheless argued against the execution of Louis XVI, because she opposed the death penalty as barbaric and inhumane. An opponent of royal tyranny and colonial slavery, she stood out against the elected revolutionary government on the grounds that its over-zealous judgements and paranoid regulations rendered it no better than the monarchy, which had made slaves of one and all.


More dangerously, however, she refused to doff her cap to the men in charge. In all her wide-ranging and confrontational polemics like the ‘Urgent Notice to the Convention’ and ‘The National Pact’, Olympe analysed and attacked without fear or favour. Nor would she tolerate sexist discrimination. ‘Let’s not talk about my sex,’ she instructed her readers. ‘Women are just as capable of generosity and heroism, the Revolution has proved it so on many occasions [and] until something is done to elevate women’s minds, and until men become open-minded enough to seriously deal with the glory of women, the State can never prosper.’


In May 1793, de Gouges heard that her son had been wounded in battle. Fearing for his life, she raced to Touraine where Pierre lived with his wife and baby son. There she learned that the young man had recovered enough to travel to Paris in search of a commission to further his career. Away from the capital, she felt the peace of the countryside so deeply that she bought herself a nearby thatched cottage. She seems to have been planning to use the chaumière to be closer to her family, and as a refuge from the increasingly dangerous atmosphere in the city. But there was little chance of that.


As the revolutionary fervour intensified in Paris, de Gouges was arrested and imprisoned in July. By September, the monomaniacal Robespierre was the most powerful man in France. He and his supporters pushed through laws that gave them sweeping new powers to authorise arrest on any suspicion, however slight, closely followed by death without trial. October brought the guillotining of Marie Antoinette, a public spectacle that reignited republican fury and heightened tensions in the capital. On 30 October the National Convention issued a decree excluding women from all political activity. Their clubs were closed down, their leaders arrested and their debates banned, to put an end to women’s active citizenship and their participation in the Revolution. The women were proscribed as a threat to the fledgling republic and its leaders, and as an abomination of nature repulsive to all. ‘Impudent women who want to turn themselves into men, don’t you have enough already?’ spluttered Pierre Chaumette, the president of the Paris Revolutionary Council. He thought it horrible – unnatural – for a woman to want to become a man. And as the childbearers of the world, they were also a danger to the future of the human race – monsters, in fact.


This October decree sealed the political death of the women of France even as the Revolution was gearing up to bring about their civic and legal deaths with equally harsh repression. The new regulation was also intended to control the volatile Paris mob, the still-starving, still-savage sans-culottes, now infamous for sadistic murders and impromptu lynchings. ‘Let us be terrible,’ Georges-Jacques Danton declared, ‘in order to stop the people from being so.’ In truth, the Revolution had been terrible for some time, as the members of the viciously divided Convention lost control of themselves and one another, and could see no way of resolving their political conflicts other than by destroying their opponents. Robespierre succeeded in turning the full force of his political party against the moderates, the group with which de Gouges allied herself. By the end of the month, twenty-nine of his opponents had been guillotined and he was unassailable. This phase of the Revolution, a bloodbath of random accusations and summary executions became known as the Reign of Terror, or simply ‘the Terror’.



A time to speak out?


Even before the Terror was launched and thousands were guillotined for small transgressions or none, de Gouges was under arrest and in danger of her life. To her, this was no reason to stop her blistering onslaughts on the failings of the men running – and ruining – the republic. To most observers, however, she was tweaking the devil by his tail. From prison, she responded with another broadside, Les Trois Urnes, ou le Salut de la Patrie (‘The Three Urns, or the Safety of the Mother Country’). In this she proposed that the people be given a choice of three different forms of government: a single republic, a federal system, or a constitutional monarchy.


Given that one of the major aims of the Revolution, if not its single most important act, had been the destruction of the monarchy, any proposal to restore it in any form could only be seen as a betrayal. Olympe had already argued against the execution of the King, even offering to defend him at his trial. Now, by suggesting the restoration of the monarchy, she could be branded as a full-blown royalist and counter-revolutionary, either of which would ensure her death.


Olympe still had one chance to save herself. Sent to an open prison from which she could easily have escaped, she chose to stay in Paris publishing her prison diary and protesting her innocence. She finally faced the Revolutionary Tribunal on 2 November 1793, where, ironically, she was denied a lawyer on the grounds that a woman of her ability was able to defend herself. Under the name ‘the Widow Aubry’, which she had rejected decades ago, she was charged with attacking the republic and the sovereignty of the people, with seeking to reestablish the monarchy, and with ‘calumniating and spewing out bile’ against the revolutionary leaders.


Alone and undefended, Olympe refused to betray her beliefs. Asked to recant her attack on the leaders of the Revolution, she refused: they were all ambitious men simply out for themselves, not for France. As to undermining the Revolution, she told the Tribunal, she had ruined herself in the great cause. ‘I am a woman, I fear death,’ she concluded, ‘but I have nothing to confess.’ Her plea of innocence was dismissed and the judges found her guilty. Her crime had been to attack the male right to power, or at least the man in power. A newspaper report of the verdict also indicates her other major offence:




Olympe de Gouges, born with an exalted imagination, believed her delusions were inspired by nature. She wanted to be a statesman: it would seem that the law has punished this plotter for having forgotten the virtues suitable to her own sex.





A time to die


Now de Gouges was granted the only equality women enjoyed on the same terms as men: the right to be killed by the state. Condemned to die, she tried to buy time by claiming to be pregnant, but a medical examination the same afternoon exposed the pitiful falsehood. That night she composed a last letter to her son, declaring her innocence and insisting that her only fault lay in her uncritical devotion to the Revolution, which left her exposed to the ‘unmuzzled tigers’ who destroyed all opposition. Predictably, the letter never reached him. And so to the guillotine. With one last cry of defiance, ‘Enfants de la patrie, vous vengerez ma mort!’ (‘Children of the mother country, you will avenge my death!’), Olympe de Gouges was tied to the board and beheaded, face up or face down.


Five days later another woman labelled an enemy of the Republic, Madame Roland, was sent to the guillotine accused of treason and of engaging in politics as a woman. At the foot of the scaffold in the Place de la Revolution, she caught sight of the statue of Liberty and cried out against the politicians who had perverted the Revolution’s noblest ideal for their own corrupt purposes: ‘Oh Liberté, que de crimes on commet en ton nom!’ (‘Oh Liberty, what crimes are committed in your name!’) Roland’s cri de coeur has lost none of its power since her death. Bloody purges by despotic regimes, trials without the right of defence or appeal, and murky actions of opaque and unaccountable secret services have proliferated in the twentieth century. And every one of these would claim that they were valiantly defending the liberty of the homeland as they saw it.


Roland’s death put an end to the brief and brilliant blaze of women banding together to create their own political agenda. The consolidation of everyday power in the hands of men meant that women were denied any chance of building on the unity they had briefly enjoyed when they came together in political protest and action. Now they had no choice but to operate within the man-made structures of the new republic that ironically they had helped to create. With her explicit declaration that women were fully equal to men, Olympe de Gouges had mounted a direct attack on the principle of male supremacy, and she was exterminated. For the rebel women of France, the hopes of freedom dimmed as the Revolution came to an end. It fell to an Englishwoman to pick up the flickering torch and rekindle the flame.


‘That hyena in petticoats’


The high-minded bluestocking, only interested in her books, is one version of womanhood. The ardent romantic, hungry for love and reckless in the pursuit of it, lives her life at the opposite extreme. Writer, philosopher, enthusiast and visionary, Mary Wollstonecraft was both. This rare combination of the intellectual and emotional gave her work a unique power and bite, and her attacks on privilege and injustice can still sting.


A hyena then, was she?


This famous insult was bestowed on Wollstonecraft by the aesthete and writer Horace Walpole, high priest of the Gothic Revival in eighteenth-century England and a gentleman of famous refinement and style, as this shows. It was only one of many random brickbats and violent onslaughts that clouded Wollstonecraft’s life and shaped her political philosophy. Raised in the chaos of a violent home with a brutal alcoholic father and at the age of nineteen subject to the genteel purgatory of employment as a ‘companion to a lady’, Mary Wollstonecraft developed a keen interest in gender relations, made all the sharper by her own experience.


Like Olympe de Gouges, Wollstonecraft quarrelled bitterly with the idea of inherited power as enshrined in the monarchy, the aristocracy and the Church. Learning French, she eagerly followed events across the Channel, and composed her 1790 pamphlet A Vindication of The Rights of Men in response to an essay defending France’s ancien régime by the deeply conservative Anglo-Irish MP Edmund Burke. Wollstonecraft’s riposte vigorously upheld the republic and its revolutionary ideals, and mounted a no-holds-barred attack on traditional privilege with all its inherent cruelties, such as slavery – another link with de Gouges. Arguing that every man had the right to be judged on his own merits as an individual and not by his specific race, caste or class, she came to see that the same principle should apply to women too.


The reception of Wollstonecraft’s pamphlet was an immediate validation of her ideas. Published anonymously, the first edition sold out in three weeks. When the second came out in Mary’s name, it was greeted with a storm of mockery and hostility. In France, the highly influential politician Charles Talleyrand, one of the co-authors of the revolutionary Declaration of the Rights of Man, presented a plan of public education to the National Assembly, which should include all classes of men, but not women, who only needed a ‘domestic education’ in the ‘calm and seclusion’ of ‘the paternal home’. To Wollstonecraft, already sick of girls being raised to be soft and silly to appeal to men, Talleyrand’s wholesale dismissal of women was intolerable. It proved to be the catalyst for the creation of her most important work, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.


As Mary already knew, women everywhere were treated like tame animals, fit only for the domestic ménage. How to change this? Writing at white-hot speed as her publisher snatched each sheet from under her flying pen and rushed it to the press, Mary thought and fought her way into a deeper level of understanding, one that very few of her contemporaries were ready to accept. She propounded the radical concept that both men and women were subject to the essentially and totally gendered nature of every aspect of personal, social, political and public life. But men were expected and encouraged to explore all that the world had to offer and to make something of themselves. Women were not, and so the male always remained first, while the female was deliberately held back and then despised for her limitations.


A Vindication of the Rights of Woman: with Strictures on Political and Moral Subjects, to give it its formal title, came out in London in January 1792. Powerful and pugnacious, in revolt against everything lauded as female or feminine, it vehemently demanded that every woman deserved an education on equal terms with any man. Women are not born to be domestic pets, matrimonial property or ornamental trophies for fathers and husbands, but could all be true companions to their partners if they were treated as human beings with the same basic needs. Instead they are subjected to a wide-ranging set of double standards, with all their energies funnelled into emotional displays and phoney parades of weak-minded ‘sentimentalism’ in place of intellectual activity. The behaviour this produced only served to confirm the essential brainlessness and lack of reason of the female, in itself enough to justify their relegation to perpetual inferiority.


Smart women, foolish choices


Social, political, philosophical, educational, matrimonial, behavioural: scratching away from dawn to dusk about women’s rights under the constant pressure of daily events and a shortage of cash, Mary’s frantic mind ranged over every dimension of women’s lives except one, the sexual. Rising thirty-three at a time when the age of consent for a female in England was still a flexible twelve as it had been since 1275, Mary had always made taking care of her mother and younger sisters her priority, as well as maintaining strong connections to her women friends. With a wife-battering wastrel of a father as another deterrent, she had every reason to resist the allure of men and marriage.


But Aphrodite, as the Ancient Greeks say, will not be scorned. Soon after the publication of the Vindication, Mary fell madly in love with the fifty-one-year-old Swiss artist Henry Fuseli, well-known in London as the creator of startling other-worldly images of heaven and hell. These were to prove the twin poles of the relationship that followed. Fuseli had not long married one of his models, the young Sophia Rawlins, and unsurprisingly she reacted with maximum prejudice to Mary’s passion for her husband, not least to Mary’s poignantly naive notion that the two women could agree to share the great man. The ensuing fight, which Sophia won hands down, was a total dégringolade for Mary. Defeated, rejected and heart-sick, that December she fled London for France.


Arriving in Paris, Wollstonecraft lost no time in making contact with other British expatriates, most notably the remarkable Welshwoman and sprightly Francophile Helen Maria Williams, another free-thinker and religious dissenter. Williams welcomed Wollstonecraft to her salon where she also hosted the likes of Tom Paine, whose own two works on the doctrine of the Rights of Man had book-ended Wollstonecraft’s, appearing in March 1791 and February 1792. Think of it: mixing with fellow philosophers and intellectuals during that winter of 1792 in la Ville Lumière, the City of Light, less than a year after de Gouges had brought out her Declaration des Droits de Femme et de la Citoyenne, Wollstonecraft had found a promising new base indeed.


But in early 1793 Wollstonecraft met the all-American twenty-two carat hustler, world-class twister and sex bandit Gilbert Imlay, and by September she was pregnant with his child. Often romantically described as an ‘adventurer’, Imlay had served in the army during the War of Independence, an experience he felt entitled him to the rank of captain, a title he flourished all his life. The ‘captain’ then ran through a series of grandiose but failed land ventures in Kentucky, and fled to France under a mountain of debt. By 1793, although a bankrupt and fugitive from the law, Imlay had established himself in Paris as the diplomatic representative of the United States, while simultaneously aiding the British in maintaining naval blockades against France. This shameless crook was to be the second amour fou of our author’s life. The inexperienced and virginal Wollstonecraft idealised Imlay and indeed the idea of love so much that she never really knew him – but who ever knows a con man, even himself?


In May 1794, the union seemed to be sealed when she gave birth to Imlay’s daughter and enjoyed a few weeks of family life, writing joyfully to friends about her baby and the new father. But Imlay was bad dad material. As the pace of events in Paris picked up once the Terror got under way, Imlay turned to the well-established French principle of sauve qui peut (every man for himself). And when Madame La Guillotine sang all day and into the night and not a soul was safe, the heartless, hopeless partner, provider and parent abandoned Wollstonecraft and his child, and slipped away to England.


As a woman alone and an enemy foreigner too, Wollstonecraft sought the safety of the American Embassy, where Imlay had falsely registered her as his wife in the springtime of their love, then followed him back to England, arriving in April 1795. There she found the love-skunk ensconced with another woman, and tried twice to kill herself. Pulled from the Thames on the second attempt, she bitterly attacked her unknown saviour, insisting that suicide was her only rational solution because her life was at an end. But a London acquaintance who admired her writing, the writer and philosopher William Godwin, had other ideas. When she recovered, Wollstonecraft was blessed at the age of thirty-seven with a late-flowering love, one that finally brought her the equal and devoted partnership she had always craved. Pregnant by the end of 1796, she married Godwin in March 1797.


Godwin’s daughter, named Mary after her mother and destined to become the great writer Mary Shelley, was born on 30 August. Ten days later, in the grip of raging septicaemia following a ruptured placenta, Mary Wollstonecraft died a dreadful death, her brilliant, restless intellect cut off before its time. What if she had lived? The Vindication of the Rights of Woman, subsequently attacked for its lack of structure and chaotic emotionalism, was never intended to be her last word. Encouraged by Godwin, she had planned a more considered and analytical follow-up, but her death put paid to that. Olympe de Gouges perished unlamented and almost unknown outside her revolutionary world, ensuring that her Declaration, a pamphlet written in French, was consigned to the scrap-heap of history for centuries to come. Wollstonecraft’s work similarly suffered a short eclipse after she died.


The new century was born and baptised in revolutionary blood. But for women, two revolutions, the American in the new world and the French in the old, had failed.


The moral of this story is that women cannot carry out a revolution for women within a revolution led by men. Interpreted as a revolution against men, it cannot be tolerated and must be put down. Which throws up another hard truth: that men make the rules, and seemingly only men can break them. So the women of the American Revolution got nowhere with their modest petitions for some inclusion in that brave new starspangled world. Olympe de Gouges likewise failed to convince the French, women and men alike, and her name was for decades almost buried under the sands of time.


More and more of the same was to come. All these revolutions, all these attempts to build a better society, all these assemblies of free-thinkers and enlightened minds sincerely believing that they were promoting freedom and equality, all stopped short of sexual equality – equality for women on the same terms as men.


But the more women were excluded and expelled, suppressed and silenced, gagged and guillotined, the more the ideal woman, the idea of woman, blossomed and grew. Both before and after the Revolution, women were suppressed as subjects in their own lives, only to be exalted as objects of men’s untroubled admiration and desire.


Now who is this lovely creature scampering half-naked over the barricades against a stormy sky, her bare breasts bulging so freely and fetchingly as she goes? Enter the iconic ‘Marianne’, the poster girl of revolution, and Paris’s Playmate of the First Republic, far too busy raising the Tricolore and leading the attack to realise that a serious wardrobe malfunction had left her with her bosoms hanging out. What about the bullets, let alone the cold? Deft handiwork, no, to replace real-life active, troublesome and vocal older women like de Gouges with a one-dimensional soft-porn image of a young female beauty radiating faith and unconflicted loyalty, frozen for ever in silence and slow time? And there Marianne was to remain, an object of male mythology and voyeuristic fantasy, never the star of her own story or a subject in her own right.
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Liberty leading the people – Marianne in action by Eugène Delacroix.


The men are in control, and Fantasy Woman rules alone as the heroine of the Revolution: was this to be the enduring legacy of a century and more of revolutions, when every revolution left men more free and women where they were before, if not worse?


Don’t even think it.


Women’s fight for freedom had only just begun.


And the loss of de Gouges and Wollstonecraft was not the end, but the end of the beginning of one of the longest and greatest revolutions the world was yet to know.





CHAPTER 2



NEW WORLDS AND OLD WAYS




The conduct of the women during the half year has been good, with a few exceptions . . . The crimes are of an ordinary character . . . viz. drunkenness, insolence and obscene language.


REPORT ON THE CONVICT WOMEN TRANSPORTED
FROM BRITAIN TO AUSTRALIA


Nature intended women to be our slaves.


NAPOLEON BONAPARTE


The process of industrialisation is necessarily painful.


E. P. THOMPSON





Fairy tales favour the number three for its power to suggest that life offers more than a choice between only two options. Things will turn out all right in the end: third time lucky! And three factors ensured that the cause of women continued to spread and grow in the century following the age of revolution:


•  Women were changing the world.


•  The world was changing for women.


•  Women were changing too.


When Mary Wollstonecraft died, the book she had planned to follow the Vindication died with her. But the idea of women’s rights and her powerful plea for female equality were up and running, and making their way round the globe. In England, those known to have read Wollstonecraft include figures such as George Eliot, who compared her with the pioneering American writer, reformer and feminist Margaret Fuller in an essay of 1855. That great leader of women’s suffrage, Millicent Garrett Fawcett, wrote the introduction to a centenary edition of The Rights of Woman in 1892, placing Wollstonecraft solidly at the head and heart of the struggle for the vote.


In America, Wollstonecraft found a new readership already primed to take on new and revolutionary ideas. As early as 1798, the aspiring author Charles Brockden Brown was inspired by Wollstonecraft to publish Alcuin: A Dialogue on the Rights of Women, which spread the word among his admirers, including Edgar Allan Poe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and many others. Fast-forward another century and the redoubtable Emma Rauschenbusch-Clough, an American Baptist missionary working in India, was awarded a doctorate from the University of Berne for her thesis ‘A Study of Mary Wollstonecraft and the Rights of Woman’.


And the world itself was opening up to women in unimaginable ways. When Australia was ‘discovered’ by Europeans and excitedly hailed as terra nullius, a land that belonged to nobody, this strange and splendid island had been home to countless inhabitants pursuing their traditional way of life for an estimated seventy thousand years. For the incomers arriving on the First Fleet in 1788 bearing the trauma of transportation with its life sentence of dislocation, loss and suffering, their new world offered some hope of survival and recovery, even of ownership and prosperity as time went by. But the eleven ships of the fleet with their 1480 men, women and children on board brought a very different future for the indigenous people of Australia.


At first, while the men were generally suspicious of the newcomers and often hostile, some of the women were ready to help. One young woman of the Eora nation called Patyegarang, aged about fifteen, was among the first to break the language barrier dividing the residents from the colonists. Over a period of time, she taught the local language to a lieutenant of the First Fleet, the scholarly and sympathetic William Dawes.


Patyegarang seems to have stayed with the twenty-six-yearold Dawes in his hut, with the inevitable suggestion that she may have been his lover. These extracts from his notebooks recording her words and phrases, as well as her sweetly formal name for him, ‘Mr D’, suggest a relationship like that of a teacher or respected elder rather than a bedfellow:




Taríadyaou: ‘I made a mistake in speaking.’ This Patye said after she had desired me to take away the blanket when she meant the candle.


PATYEGARANG: Nyímuŋ candle Mr D. ‘Put out the candle Mr D.’


DAWES: Mínyin bial naŋadyími? ‘Why don’t you sleep?’


PATYEGARANG: Kandúlin. ‘Because of the candle.’





Sexual or not, whatever passed between Patyegarang and Dawes bore fruit. They created the first written record of what he called ‘the Aboriginal Language of Sydney’. Far more than a dictionary, it included reflections on grammar and syntax, and colourful examples of local expressions like ‘the stink of pus in a sore’, as well as many different words to describe the natural world such as bōkbōk (owl), boóroodoo (louse), co_ing (the sun), and yan_nă_dah (the moon). This ground-breaking work ended when Dawes was ordered back to England for insubordination after refusing to take part in a punitive raid on the local inhabitants in 1791. His later life and career in the Navy, including his unsuccessful attempts to get back to Australia (and to Patyegarang?) are all on record, though nothing more is known of Patyegarang’s life.


The story of Patyegarang is unique, but her spirit was not. The women of the Eora, a revelation to the European immigrants, risked their lives every day to provide their communities with fish, their main source of food. Taking to the sea in bark canoes described by the British naval officers as no more than ‘contemptible skiffs’, they crested the waves of a surf heavy enough to horrify even the grizzled old British sea-dogs watching from the shore, each woman carrying her hand-woven fishing lines, her knives and hunting spears, and any of her children too young to be left behind.
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Eora fisherwomen at sea with their on-board fire, cooking their catch to feed their families. Note the male eating (centre) and the lactating mother (right), still working her fishing line with a baby at her breast.


Singing together and keeping time as they rowed, fishing all the year round whatever the weather, by day and by night, these sea-wives crossed and re-crossed the coastal waters of Sydney’s coves and bays with the confidence born of generations of experience. Chief among them was the small but formidable Barangaroo, believed by the colonists to be around forty years old and therefore about twelve years older than her second husband, the young warrior leader Bennelong. While other men hung back or attacked the Europeans, Bennelong cooperated with them, apparently won over by their offers of exotic food like bread and beef, and the new-found transports of delight afforded by alcohol.


Proud and hot-tempered, Barangaroo strongly opposed her husband’s collaboration with the colonists, and furiously defied his often violent attempts to make her adopt their standards. At an encounter in 1790 with a party of men of the First Fleet, the marine officer Watkin Tench noted Barangaroo’s disgust when Bennelong tried to force her to drink wine. Tench also watched as she shrugged off a petticoat which one of the other Eora women had put on her, and ‘stood armed cap-a-pee [from head to foot] in nakedness’. That was her everyday appearance, according to the Australian historian Grace Karskens: ‘all she ever wore was a slim bone through her nose’.


Barangaroo clashed with her young husband again in 1791, when she became pregnant with his child. Bennelong wanted her to have the baby in the Governor’s house, while the Governor insisted that the colony’s rough-and-ready hospital was the only choice. Her own woman to the last, Barangaroo spurned both options and took refuge in the bush, where she gave birth alone. Some days later she died, and Bennelong cremated her body. Her baby, a little girl, did not survive being handed over to a wet nurse drawn from among the convict women, and was buried with her mother’s ashes.


So ended the life of one of the most remarkable women of Australia’s First Nations, who shrewdly foresaw and tenaciously opposed the colonists’ encroachment on her people’s traditional way of life. Before the Europeans arrived, the vital work of the fisherwomen in ensuring the food supply placed them at the heart of their communities. But now, when one ship could net a thousand fish in one sweep, the women’s expertise became a thing of the past almost overnight, and without it they dwindled into secondary importance. The shape of things to come was also clear when the Governor of the colony, Captain Arthur Phillip, presented Bennelong and his warriors with the extravagant gift of forty salmon, more than the men could eat.


To Barangaroo and many others, the newcomers were not settlers but destroyers, whose seizure of their territory precipitated a downward spiral of abuse. Their age-old belief that the land belonged to everyone and so could never be owned or sold, was overwhelmed by incomers who believed the exact opposite. As the colony grew, the women found that even their gender was eliminated when they were classed by the English as ‘blackfellas’ the same as their men. Some white masters treated their ‘gins’ – abori-gin-al female workers/chattels/slaves – not only as a lower form of human being, but as a lower form of animal, using them worse than their horses or dogs with savage floggings and slicing their buttocks for meat when food was scarce.


Despite these outrages and many more, including a variety of government attempts to tackle ‘the aboriginal problem’ by phasing them out of European society, women’s courage and endurance lived on through the centuries. The 1931 story of three young girls, Molly, Daisy and Gracie, who were taken from their families as children for training as domestic servants and relocated in a government settlement many miles away, shows an almost superhuman resourcefulness. Led by the oldest, Molly, then aged about fourteen and armed only with the knowledge that their home town, Jigalong, lay somewhere along the rabbit-proof fence that divides Western Australia from north to south, they escaped and followed it all the way back on foot, a journey of almost a thousand miles.


The women who survived all this were at least familiar with the harsh terrain of the world that had been theirs since the dawn of time. For some of the convicts, especially the men, predominantly poor city dwellers with no knowledge of agriculture, to be dumped on the shores of Australia or Van Diemen’s Land with a few spades and shovels and some bags of rotting grain proved to be almost as dismal a prospect as the hanging they had escaped in England. Their previous criminal experience lay far behind them and if they had a trade, as a cooper for instance or a tiler, there was little call for it in this wilderness.


In every era, women commit far fewer crimes than men, and women were outnumbered by the male convicts on the First Fleet by about eight to one. But as the British authorities well knew, a settlement of men could only ever be a garrison, never a community. The classic female skills – baking and brewing, tending and mending, sewing, sowing and growing, bearing children – were all essential if a desolate penal outpost of some 150,000 desperate and dangerous men was ever to be turned into a viable colony. And for the men who served out their sentence and chose to stay on as free Australians, a good number of women had to be available as wives.


Back in Britain, trial judges were therefore instructed to ‘feed the female famine’ by sentencing women to transportation wherever possible, especially if they were ‘of breeding age’. The judiciary responded with enthusiasm to this patriotic call. In the century that followed the launch of the First Fleet until transportation was abolished in 1868, a total of around twenty-five thousand women were transported, often for petty offences or none. In the early nineteenth century, a London servant girl borrowed her mistress’s fine kid gloves one Sunday, in the hope of catching the eye of a handsome young man at her church as she held her hands up to pray. Back at the house, her mistress caught her slipping the gloves back into their box and had her arrested for theft, a capital crime that brought down trial, conviction and transportation upon the girl’s head, to the agony of her mother, who never saw her again. Under English law, theft is an act ‘with intention permanently to deprive’, so the maid had committed no crime. This was only one of the wrongful convictions women received simply because they were female.


Women changing the world


‘No, no – surely not! My God – not more of those damned whores!’ was the anguished cry of one officer of the First Fleet, Lieutenant Ralph Clark, when he saw the first female-only convict transport ship sailing into Sydney Harbour in 1790. In fact, not one of the women was transported for prostitution, because that was never a capital (and therefore transportable) offence. But whatever their history, once they had escaped death by hanging, they were trapped in the tiny ships of the day along with male convicts, the sailors in charge of the boat, and the soldiers in charge of them all. During the four-month voyage to Australia in those cockleshell cockpits, they were completely at the mercy of men who saw them as fair game. Finding a male protector or bargaining for sex could mean the difference between survival and another threat of the death they thought they had left behind.


But survive most of them did, to build the new country that was now their home. Eighty-two-year-old Dorothy Handland, a London dealer in old clothes and the oldest woman known to be transported, was a rare returner, sailing back to England in 1794 when she had served out her seven-year sentence. Most chose to stay on in the colony, creating lives they could never have had in the old country. At eleven years of age, the London street-sweeper Mary Wade was sentenced to hang for stealing the clothes of a younger girl, then reprieved and transported in 1790. She was the youngest known female transport, and lived to raise twenty-one children. Her descendants numbered three hundred by the time she died in 1859.
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