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INTRODUCTION


[image: image]veryone knows a forgotten woman. I’m talking about the women that we hold dear in our hearts; the ones we raise in conversation over a drink or two. You know, the ones whose names are usually met with a look of surprise, a furrowed brow and the cry, “Oh, I’ve never heard of her before – how weird!”


The truth is, it is far more likely that women have been forgotten than men. All you need to do is look at the last two thousand years for proof: the history books are awash with dudes in togas or academic dress, pontificating on subjects like science, literature and politics. When women do make a brief appearance, they’re contextualized by their gender: here’s the female Socrates! Put it this way: you never hear about the male Joan of Arc...


Women only occupy around a half a per cent of recorded history. They did pretty well in the 35,000 years preceding the birth of Christ: nine out of ten of all discovered archeological figures from that time have been female. Then, like a wisp of smoke, women began to wither away in the public record. They appear less and less, or are memorable only for their feminine wiles and their sexuality.


Given that the fairer sex makes up about half of the world’s population at any given moment, it begs the question: what on earth were they doing? As it turns out, women were toiling, researching, exploring and fighting for their place in the world. They were in combat on the battle lines, making earth-shattering discoveries and actively participating in the great revolutions – intellectual, scientific and sociopolitical – of their respective centuries. In fact, women were doing all of the above on top of battling the sexism and prejudice that they encountered.
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Growing up, I read about men like Christopher Columbus and Henry VIII, even though I was in Singapore, a country some ten thousand kilometres (six thousand miles) from Italy and England respectively. This had the unfortunate effect of making a precocious 12-year-old like me believe that fame and power were things that naturally came to white men in the West, and that the greatest achievement a woman could attain was to be an Anne of Cleves type – a wife clever enough to evade her husband’s executioner. (I said I was precocious; I never said that I was smart.)


As I grew older, of course, I learned that political bravery and leadership are not the sole preserve of men. But still, contemporary politics has not been known for its gender equality. In the UK, where I now live, only 30 per cent of Members of Parliament are women, and the country ranks a measly 48th in terms of parliamentary equality. It’s enough to make some slimeballs argue that women may simply be unsuited to the halls of power – in which case I suggest a quick glance at the life of Töregene Khatun, who usurped Genghis Khan’s son to become the Mongol Empire’s mightiest empress; or that of Eleanor of Aquitaine, whose vice-like grip on power saw her change the course of European history. I also learned that power doesn’t just consist of Tudor crowns, thrones and political might; it can also come from the so-called “unwashed” masses, who demand a better and more equal society, in which the people, of all ethnicities and gender identities, have a voice. Around the world, women have been at the front lines of these movements, leading by example – from Lillian Ngoyi in the fight to end South African apartheid to Sylvia Rivera in the continuing struggle for transgender rights in the US.


Understandably, I was extremely nervous when I began writing the Forgotten Women series. Even with the help of The New Historia, selecting women to go into The Leaders presented an exquisite, if deeply pleasurable, nightmare – I wanted the book to be as diverse and representative as possible, and I had all of history from which to choose. Who to pick and who to leave out? Even the gesture of omission suggested a kind of snub or implicit criticism. In the end, I had to selfishly go with the women whose stories I myself, as that precocious 12-year-old girl, would have liked to read about – women whose stories made me nod in respect or gasp with shock. Women whose stories thrilled me, even if I disagreed with their methods. (Töregene’s preferred method of execution – stuffing someone’s mouth with pebbles until they suffocated – comes to mind.)


Then came another worry: who was I to decide that these were the people who merited the world’s attention? Who was I to decide that they had been forgotten at all? In some cases, these women had circulated in and out of public consciousness for years. Zenobia, the queen of Palmyra, in present-day Syria, for instance, had been the subject of Chaucer’s epic verse and was once the go-to inspiration for the dressing-up costumes of 19th-century British socialites. Similarly, Shirley Chisholm, the first black woman to run for the US presidency, had largely faded out of public memory before interest in her legacy was revived by Barack Obama’s White House run and Hillary Clinton’s subsequent candidacy.


Others here are already well known within their own countries of origin. Schoolchildren in the Dominican Republic now read about Patria, Minerva and María Teresa Mirabal, the sisters who defied the Dominican Republic’s dictator Rafael Trujillo; Trujillo’s obelisk on the seaside promenade of Santo Domingo is covered with a mural of the three activists. Halfway around the world, Vietnamese people continue to burn incense on the sixth day of the lunar month to remember the Trung sisters, two first-century AD military leaders who rebelled against the ruling Chinese dynasty – and I’m fairly sure that the people of the Dominican Republic and Vietnam alike would laugh at any suggestion that their national heroes have been consigned to oblivion.


Then there are those who have passed into pop culture myth, like one of my personal favourites: Ching Shih, a Chinese prostitute turned pirate queen, who left the floating brothels of Canton to command a thousands-strong seafaring army, and who inspired a brief cameo in the Pirates of the Caribbean franchise. So she wasn’t exactly forgotten, but she wasn’t quite remembered as she was – I doubt that many of us would like to be commemorated for life in a critically panned Disney film starring Johnny Depp, a white man from Kentucky in dreadlocks.


Still, I kept coming back to the idea of memory, and what a tricky beast it can be. I forget things as quickly as a goldfish forgets the sides of its fishbowl; I would forget my own shoes if they weren’t usually on my feet. Forgetting is as natural to me as falling, while remembering requires active effort.


I may be an extreme case, but I suspect that history works the same way. If a woman can be forgotten once, it’s fair to assume she could be forgotten again. (This is, presumably, why so many men in history have been determined to build as many outsized monuments to themselves as possible – it is significantly harder to tear down a marble statue welded to a plinth than it is to lose track of a history book.) It isn’t enough to shine a light on women once – we have to do so again and again, hoping against hope that something sticks this time around and knowing that it may very well not. It is the act that matters, because it is the act of remembering that gives a name power.


This book is not the first to profile women in this way, and it won’t be the last. It stands on the shoulders of historians and writers – many of them female – who have done the heavy lifting of excavating these women from the past. When you read Forgotten Women: The Leaders, I hope that you take it not as the concluding note on its subjects, but as a beginning – an invitation for you to begin looking deeper into their stories, and those of other women.


There are hundreds of women out there, and thousands whose names are even yet to be uncovered. Their achievements span the breadth and depth of the arts and sciences, but you can detect certain unifying threads in their lives: tenacity, bravery, ingenuity and a certain enthusiasm for saying “f*** you” to the system – or rather, a refusal to accept the hand that they have been dealt.


Sometimes, these heroes exist even closer to home. I’ll bet there are even a few in your family tree who succeeded in thwarting the rules. There are millions of forgotten women. Who is yours?
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CARLOTA LUCUMÍ


[image: image]n the 19th century, Cuba was every bit the booming, prosperous Spanish colony. But its wealth had a dark side – it flourished off the backs of thousands of slaves who worked on its plantations and in its sugar mills. By 1841, for the first time in Cuba’s history, a population census revealed that there were more slaves than white residents. Out of one million people, there were 436,000 slaves, 153,000 free people of colour and just 418,000 whites1. The implications of the census were keenly felt among the Spanish authorities, who began to sense that the days of their grip on power – demographically, at least – were numbered.


In 1843 this division was brought into stark relief. Black slaves, as well as free people of colour and even some white Cubans, began to sorely resent Spanish rule over the island – which was especially galling when Cuba did not even have political representation in Madrid. In November, what became known as Cuba’s largest countryside uprising took place, thanks to an African slave called Carlota Lucumí (unknown–1844)


Not much is known about Carlota; as with many slaves, her true identity was stripped from her as she made the transatlantic crossing to the New World. But her last name may give some indication of her past: Lucumí was the name given to Cuban slaves who spoke the Yoruba language of West Africa. Yoruba women, from what is now Nigeria, are known to have led troops into battle; some historians believe that Carlota may have been of noble birth and therefore familiar with matters of military planning. This helps explain her fearlessness and skill at moulding her ragtag group of rebel slaves into a fearsome army.
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Rebellion had been brewing on the island since March that year. Near the port city of Cárdenas, some 116km (72 miles) east of Havana, slaves at a sugar mill killed three workers and razed buildings to the ground. Travelling along the railway tracks to neighbouring plantations, they recruited other slaves and workers to their cause. In response, the Spanish government sent soldiers and bloodhounds after them. Many were shot or hanged – but the sudden outburst of violence and the subsequent repression lit a fuse across the surrounding countryside of Matanzas province. That summer, the air was filled with the pounding sound of slaves playing the traditional talking drums, urging others to join them in revolt.


Carlota was one slave who answered the call. Fermina, an enslaved woman from the nearby Acana sugar estate, had been imprisoned two months earlier for plotting rebellion. Carlota joined a group of other slaves to free Fermina, and she led an uprising at both the Acana mill and another plantation, the Triunvirato sugar estate. The slaves killed their overseers, took their weapons and set buildings ablaze. Ruthless and vengeful, Carlota took no prisoners. Later, one of her targets – the Triunvirato overseer’s daughter – spoke of her terror during the attack, saying that Carlota wounded her with a pruning machete and only fell back when her male companions told her that her victim was probably already dead. In March 1944, at some point during the uprising, Carlota was struck down; her body was found the following morning.


The Spanish colonial authorities were vicious in their crackdown. In the wake of the uprising, thousands of black people around Matanzas – slaves and free people of colour alike – were taken into custody. Many were lashed and tortured to death without trial; one American visitor, Dr John Wurdemann, described “slaughterhouses”, in which “a thousand lashes” would be inflicted on a single victim to “extort confessions”.2


But Carlota had the last laugh. Less than half a century later, slavery was finally abolished in Cuba, and she emerged as a Cuban symbol of freedom and resistance against colonial oppression. Today, in the grounds of the ruined Triunvirato mill, there stands a statue of Carlota, holding a machete in her hand.





GRACE O’MALLEY


[image: image]race O’Malley (1530–1603) called it “maintenance by land and sea”, but others disagreed with this 16th-century Irishwoman’s euphemistic framing of her profession. After all, piracy – and fearsome, bloodthirsty piracy at that – was piracy.


Known variously as Granuaile, Gráinne Ní Mháille or Gráinne Mhaol, the pirate queen was labelled by her English adversaries “a director of thieves and murderers at sea”3 and a “woman who hath imprudently passed the part of womanhood”4. As Tudor England attempted to conquer and control Ireland, and native clans feuded among themselves, Grace’s ultimate triumph was to rise above internecine conflict and secure the survival of herself and her family.


Born to a seafaring chieftain who ruled what is now part of County Mayo in the Irish province of Connaught, Grace was married off at 16 but was never going to be satisfied with domesticity and tending to her chieftain husband’s home. Once married, she began her first foray into piracy on the Irish Sea, convincing some of her husband’s men to join her in attacking merchant ships headed for nearby Galway. But when her husband died in battle, she returned to her father’s land to launch her career as a pirate in earnest. The legend of the Pirate Queen of Ireland was born.


Sifting myth from folklore, tradition and historical fact is not easy. Though not so well known outside her native land, Grace is lionized as an icon of Irish womanhood and commemorated on the sides of Irish ships, in folk songs and in James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. Even today, Howth Castle in County Dublin lays an extra place at dinner for an unexpected visitor – thanks to Grace.
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After finding the family had locked its gates against her, she abducted their young heir as revenge, only returning him after she had extracted an eternal promise of hospitality.


For decades, her galleys would terrify traders and frustrate competing Irish clans as well as the English authorities. If any ship dared to reject her levies for safe passage in Clew Bay, where Grace’s crew sailed from her well-established strongholds, they would be ruthlessly plundered.


Grace led by example. Oral tradition holds that she gave birth on one of her ships. In Catholic custom, women had to be blessed after childbirth before they were allowed to re-enter church; Grace, far from land, was a long way from the nearest priest. But when her ship came under attack by Algerian pirates, neither religious faith nor post-childbirth fatigue could stop her from joining in. Leaving her newborn son below deck, she rallied her troops, firing a musket at her enemy with the declaration, “Take this from unconsecrated hands!”5


But even as Grace terrorized the seas, England’s grip on Ireland was tightening. The disparate and disunited Irish clans would never effectively band together to fight off their English conquerors. When Sir Richard Bingham was appointed by the crown as the new governor of Connaught, he launched a campaign of aggression against Grace and every other chieftain in the land, declaring, “The Irish were never tamed with words but with swords.”6 By the time Grace hit her sixties, the Dorset-born military man had subdued and decimated the Irish clans; seized her ships, cattle and horses, and had her eldest son murdered. With Bingham’s warships docked in her beloved Clew Bay, she was effectively landlocked.


[image: image]


But Grace had a cunning ability to outmanoeuvre her enemies, even as they had her against the wall. She petitioned Queen Elizabeth I, pleading unjust impoverishment and offering to surrender some of her family’s territory if the queen granted her the freedom to take to the seas again. It was a ruse, of course, to go above Bingham’s head and seek favour with a higher power.


Writing letters to the queen was risky enough, but when Bingham captured one of Grace’s remaining sons and sentenced him to hang for treason, Grace shocked everyone by heading straight to London to negotiate with Elizabeth I directly.


Good Queen Bess met the Pirate Queen in person, and while no records exist of their conversation, Grace must have left triumphant – for the queen herself ordered the release of Grace’s son and granted permission for her to ply her trade on the seas again. And even as other Irish chiefs continued to fight a losing battle against their English oppressors, Grace’s political nous resulted in her family thriving long into the next century. One of the last recorded mentions of the Pirate Queen was written by an English captain, who fought off one of her ships – even as an old woman, it seems, Grace never lost her taste for the sea.





CHRISTINA OF SWEDEN


[image: image]n an age when most European queens could rule only as the wife of a monarch, Christina of Sweden (1626–1689) sat on the Swedish throne as a king. And she confounded the expectations of almost everyone she encountered: at a time when women were expected to be prim and retiring, Christina wore men’s clothing and rode horses side-saddle with guns at her hip. Most scandalously of all, she wound up abdicating her throne in order to gallivant across Europe, and she cultivated passionate friendships – and apparent love affairs – with men and women. Her behaviour was considered so unfeminine that an anthropologist exhumed her remains in 1965 to check if she was intersex (the results were inconclusive).


“I was born covered with hair; my voice was strong and harsh,” she wrote in her memoirs.7 Even Christina’s birth confounded those around her; she was born with a caul wrapped around her, and her loud screams convinced nurses that she was a hoped-for royal male. King Gustav II Adolf, Christina’s father, took the apparent disappointment in his stride. “She will undoubtedly be a clever woman,” he declared, “for even at her birth she has succeeded in deceiving us all.”8


His words would prove prophetic; Christina could speak three languages at the age of 12 and was reading Thucydides in Greek by the time she was a teenager. But her demeanour worried her mother: as a child, Christina would stride manfully around the palace, deploying swearwords that she had picked up from the stableboys.


When her father was killed in battle in 1632, Christina ascended the throne at the age of six but was not crowned king till she turned 18. Her childhood hero – other than her beloved father – was Alexander the Great, and she took to politics with the seriousness it required. Her tomboyish habits matured into a casual disregard for courtly fashion. Her ladies-in-waiting were astonished by her tendency to wash and get dressed in 15 minutes flat, often grabbing whatever garment was nearest.
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As king, Christina was frustrated with her uncultured court, which was more preoccupied with drinking than with books and learning. Described as the “Sibyl of the North”, Christina was a voracious reader at a time when Sweden was considered an undeveloped backwater, and she invited scholars from across Europe to visit her kingdom. But her love of knowledge didn’t always work out well for the thinkers she enticed to the cold shores of Sweden – the philosopher René Descartes famously perished of pneumonia in her kingdom.


Despite her intellect, Christina did not take well to the pressures of ruling. She rose early and went to bed late to keep up with all the duties her job demanded, but felt assailed by the never-ending stream of ministers and political secretaries. “State affairs take up all my time and weary me to death,”9 she wrote in a letter to a French diplomat. She began to hatch a plan: What would happen if she abdicated the throne?


Abdication was by no means a simple matter; Christina knew it could plunge Sweden into civil war. But she felt hemmed in on all sides, not least because she was also coming under pressure to marry and produce an heir. According to Christina, however, she “felt such a repulsion towards the marital state that she would rather choose death than a man”.10 Her close friendship with the noblewoman Ebba Sparre could have contributed to her aversion to marriage. Christina once introduced Ebba as her “bedfellow” and wrote passionate letters to the lady-in-waiting: “I belong to you so utterly, that it will never be possible for you to lose me; and only when I die, shall I cease loving you.”11


In February 1654, Christina finally announced her decision to abdicate in favour of her cousin, Charles Gustav, and within three days of her abdication in June, she was galloping out of Stockholm disguised as a man and headed for Rome. She quickly became a cause célèbre in Europe; nobody could understand why she had given up a royal title to become a commoner. Christina caused scandal everywhere she went, not least because of her unconventional dress and her great intelligence. “She is determined to appear like an Amazon,” one French duke recounted. “She is as wild and as proud as her father, the Great Gustav…She knows more than our Academy and the Sorbonne put together.”12 She managed to scandalize her Lutheran homeland even further by converting to Catholicism, becoming Rome’s most famous convert. And if anyone tried to rebuke her, she simply reminded them that she had given up all the riches in the world to do what she wished – and nobody could disagree with that.


But a commoner’s life did not suit Christina. She struggled with her finances, and she launched half-baked schemes to re-enter politics, including a vague plan to become king of Naples (it never happened). She was always the subject of gossip – Europe was awash with rumours of her liaisons with both sexes – and this chattering sometimes exploded into full-on enmity, not least when Christina unknowingly violated some genteel social norm or other.


In her later years, Christina corresponded with politicians and diplomats all over Europe and became a sharp observer of current affairs. She died of a fever at the age of 62 – a monarch who had given up everything to pursue adventures of her own and never showed a trace of regret over it. As she confided to Ebba in a letter, “I am beginning to think that Majesty lends neither virtues nor enlightenment and that one can be a very powerful king and, at the same time, a very insignificant human being both in good fortune and in adversity.”13





DORIA SHAFIK


[image: illustration]hen Doria Shafik (1908–1975) was sentenced to house arrest at the age of 48, poetry and literature became her escape. She spent the next 18 years sequestered in her sixth-floor apartment in Cairo. Egypt’s pioneering activist faded from public memory until her 1975 suicide reignited her status as the country’s most ambitious – and tragically thwarted – women’s rights campaigner.


Doria was born into a middle-class Egyptian family in 1908, at a time of unique transition. Women were still expected to marry after receiving minimal schooling, but Doria had the luck – and the will – to fight for her education. At 19, she sailed from Alexandria to France, where she dived into her studies at the Sorbonne. Europe was both a revelation and a shock. At the International House in Paris, a sort of dormitory for women students, she met women from many other countries – from Martinique to Morocco and Greece – and began to refine her understanding of the torment and prejudice experienced by her gender.


“I realized that my country was not the only place where women suffered,” she wrote of her time there. “We each had the experience of being misunderstood in our own countries, being intellectually more ambitious than our countrymen.”14


Completing the Licence libre and the Licence d’état was not easy – the two were separate degrees, and one required Doria to quickly learn Latin, a language of which she previously had no knowledge. Still, Doria pulled it off. A few years later, she would successfully defend her doctorate with a thesis that argued the link between women’s rights and Islam.


But Doria was no bookish recluse; while back home for the holidays, she competed in the Miss Universe heats in Alexandria (“I wanted to amuse myself a little,” she told a French reporter with a smile). She was the first Egyptian Muslim woman to enter the competition and came second to a contestant who would later go on to become Miss Universe.


The Egyptian press, which had previously celebrated her as a national figure of educational achievement, turned nasty and accused her of acting in an un-Islamic fashion. But Doria saw no contradiction between participating in a beauty contest and her religious or political beliefs. “In Paris,” she said, “I had asserted myself in the intellectual sphere. Now I wanted to assert myself in the feminine sphere.”15


When Doria, armed with her doctorate, finally returned to Egypt for good, her application for a teaching job at the University of Cairo was rejected (the damning assessment: “too modern”16). But Egypt had changed while Doria was in Paris – now political upheaval was in the air. Though Britain had granted independence to its former protectorate in 1922, there was simmering discontent with the lingering presence of British imperialism. Doria firmly believed that women had a key part to play in Egypt’s struggle for liberation and that feminism would help both genders get there. “Feminism,” she wrote in an essay in 1944, “in the true sense of the word is the total comprehension between man and woman, not a perpetual fight between the two sexes.”17


When she was offered a job as the editor-in-chief of La Femme Nouvelle, a French-language magazine associated with Princess Chevikar, the powerful wife of King Fuad, she leaped at the chance to explore these ideas on a larger literary platform. But it would also place her in direct opposition to mainstream political sentiment, which saw the monarchy as an out-of-touch relic on the side of the British. Undeterred, Doria’s solution to satisfying her critics was to start a more political magazine, this time in Arabic: Bint al-Nil (“Daughter of the Nile”).


As Egyptian society splintered between the Muslim Brotherhood, the Communists and the military, Doria became convinced that the country needed to pass legislation that would allow women to vote and run for office. “Women must not only be present when laws concerning them are legislated; they must be involved in writing them,” she argued. “By demanding the totality of her rights, particularly her political rights, which are the very basis of all rights, the woman could bring about fundamental changes in society.”18


She founded the Bint al-Nil Union, announcing it as a new movement that would bring about emancipation for all Egyptian women. In February 1951, she led a group of almost 1,500 women to the gates of the Egyptian parliament to issue a series of demands, including universal suffrage. Over the next few months, Egyptians took to the streets to rage against the monarchy and the government, leading to riots and the 1952 military coup that overthrew the regime. Doria was ecstatic at the hope of change and turned Bint al-Nil into a political party. Women, she thought, would finally carve out their place in the newly declared Egyptian republic.


The next few years were a bitter disappointment. As the military junta cracked down on dissent, the all-male ruling party began to draw up a new constitution without promising any political rights to women. With a group of eight women, Doria went on hunger strike in protest. The reaction was explosive; Doria and her group were hailed as 20th-century suffragettes in the international media. Eight days into the hunger strike, and under the glare of the world’s press, the new government relented: women would be allowed full constitutional rights in the new Egypt.
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