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Introduction



We are the pointing end of the spear. I understand the marching orders, and we will be prepared to deploy … with an aggressive attitude that we will win. I hope I am a role model to both men and women, because we are a fighting force and should not be concerned with the differences between us.


LIEUTENANT-COLONEL MARTHA MCSALLY TAKING COMMAND OF USAF 354TH FIGHTER SQUADRON, BASED AT DAVIS-MONTHAN AIR FORCE BASE, ARIZONA, 2004


In March 2007, for her bravery in action in Iraq, Private Michelle Norris became the first female soldier to be awarded the Military Cross, one of the British Army’s highest honours. The next year, in June 2008, Corporal Sarah Bryant was the first British woman soldier to die on active service in Afghanistan, when her jeep was blown up by a roadside bomb.


Both these events threw into sharp focus a question heavily debated in recent years; in modern warfare, should women fight on the front line? A number of countries, led by the United States, have made significant efforts to integrate women more fully into their armed forces, albeit with certain restrictions. But only guerrilla forces like those of Eritrea or the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka have thrust women into front-line infantry positions, risking their lives side by side with men.


Yet today’s terms of modern asymmetrical warfare—conflicts between unevenly matched belligerents, notably between conventionally armed First World powers and Third World counter-insurgents—have exploded the conventional notion of front lines in which men fight, and rear areas where women can safely serve in their traditional clerical and medical roles. Michelle Norris was in Iraq as a medical orderly when her commander was severely wounded in an ambush and she saved his life under enemy fire. Sarah Bryant was a Pashtu-speaking officer in the Intelligence Corps, whose main duties were translation and liaison, especially with the women of the region, who under no circumstances would have been accessible to her male colleagues.


Behind this, however, lies a far deeper reality. Throughout history, women have always been active in times of war and conflict. At the battle of the Paris Commune in 1871, women manned the barricades alongside men under relentless cannon fire from government troops; in the words of an independent observer, Georges Clemenceau, ‘they fought like devils, far better than the men’.


What makes women like these ready to take up arms and fight? All the same reasons that mobilize men. Although separated by centuries, both the Celtic queen Boudicca and Joan of Arc, ‘the Maid of Orléans’, fiercely resisted hated invaders of their country, although they paid with their lives. In the Second World War, the women of the secret services of Britain and the United States risked torture and death in Nazi-occupied territory to play their part in the struggle against this ruthless tyranny.


Not all warrior women are so high-minded or driven by patriotic zeal. For many, war and revolution offered a unique avenue of escape from the cramped and stultifying female roles enforced on them, whatever their era or class. Some, like the fiery ‘La Saragossa’, 18th-century heroine of the Peninsular War, or ‘La Pasionaria’, the communist icon of the Spanish Civil War, kept their female identity and passed into history as heroines still honoured today.


But many more women, in flight from their female destiny, found their freedom by masquerading as men. No comprehensive list exists of the numbers of women who served in war as men: those who succeeded simply slid into history undetected. But from the early Middle Ages to the 19th century, there are countless known instances of women disguising themselves as men to fight as soldiers and sailors in the Hundred Years War, the War of the Spanish Succession, the Napoleonic War, the American Revolutionary and Civil Wars, and many others. For generations of female mavericks, misfits, malcontents or simply high-spirited girls, taking the chance of adventure alongside men meant living as men, too.


How did they get away with it? On average, women are shorter than men, have half the upper body strength (a key factor in handling weapons and war machinery) and far less overall muscle mass. These factors are also advanced by opponents of women in the military to argue that women simply are not able to do the work of men. But the differences between the sexes were far less marked in historical periods when most of the population were undernourished, thereby reducing visible secondary sexual characteristics like fat on curvaceous breasts and hips.


But the key factor governing the performance of any soldier in combat, as any commander will attest, is mental attitude. Tiny women ran the Ho Chi Min line in the Vietnam War, often carrying almost their own body weight in weaponry, ammunition and supplies, and helped to defeat the most powerful nation on Earth. In the United States, Colonel Martha McSally, the first woman in the United States Air Force to command a combat squadron that fought in Afghanistan, is 1.6 metres (5 ft 3 in) tall, and the rules had had to be changed before this, to enable her to fly on active service in Iraq.


Seventy years ago, any debate about women soldiers would have seemed academic in the Soviet Union, fighting for its life against Nazi Germany. In the Second World War, Russian women fought in the front line. In the First World War, the grimly named all-female ‘Battalions of Death’ displayed conspicuous bravery fighting for the Russian Imperial Army on the Eastern Front. The nay-sayers would also have received short shrift from women agents of the British Special Operations Executive (SOE), like the brilliant Pearl Witherington, who in the 1940s commanded over 2,000 men of the French Resistance in the field.


All these women and more will be found in this book. The problem was not who to include, but who to leave out: for every woman warrior we chose, there are countless more. Throughout history, women have played vital roles in times of war, a contribution that has yet to be fully recognized. We hope we have begun to do long-overdue justice to the cool and lonely courage so many have displayed so often under fire.


Robin Cross
Rosalind Miles


This book is for Carys Miles, Leila Hanna Miles and Imogen Whitfield, warrior women of the future—may their lives be as full of courage and adventure.





Amazons



Prehistory to the Early Christian Era


‘Golden-shielded, silver-sworded, man-loving, male-child-killing Amazons’, wrote the Greek historian Hellanicus in the fifth century BC. Fearless female warriors like these crop up so often in the annals of the ancient world that bands of women fighting together cannot be dismissed as a myth. Modern industrialized warfare, especially in the 20th and 21st centuries, has given women a chance to fight alongside men. But this was a natural right women assumed long before ‘civilization’ defined them as the weaker sex.


Stories of women who organized themselves to fight in bands are found in history, literature and legend from the dawn of time. They are most persistent in the countries around the Mediterranean and the Near East, where written and oral accounts record the existence of a warlike tribe of women warriors who lived and fought together, taking men to sire children, but destroying any boy babies, rearing only the girls.


The original Amazons appear to have lived in Libya, where rock drawings have been discovered dating from around 2000 BC, showing women armed with bows. During the Heroic Age of Greek civilization around 1600 BC, they emerged in mainland Greece, where they appear frequently in stone carvings and other memorials of war. Their heyday came in around 1250 BC in the time of the great Greek heroes, the warrior Heracles and Theseus, the founding father of Athens, just before the Trojan War of around 1200 BC.


Amazons were also famous for their skill in horse-taming, and were among the first people in human history to be recorded fighting on horseback. Their association with horses is evident from the recurrence of the Greek hippos (horse) in their names: three Amazons known by name were Hippolyta (‘stampeding horse’), Melanippe (‘black mare’) and Alcippe (‘powerful mare’).


Most famous of the Amazons was Queen Hippolyta, who became the target of the hero Heracles around 1250 BC, when he demanded her girdle, the symbol of her sacred and sexual power. The whole tribe of Amazons rose against him in anger and Hippolyta met him in pitched battle, where she was thrown from her horse and lay helpless at Heracles’ feet.
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Scene painted on an Attic black-figure amphora of around 530–520 BC, showing Heracles (left) joining battle with the Amazon queen Hippolyta.


The hero offered to spare Hippolyta’s life if she would submit to him. Knowing that this would mean immediate rape and a lifetime of sexual slavery, the warrior queen chose to die rather than yield. Heracles killed her, stripped her of her girdle, seized her battleaxe, and slaughtered all the other Amazon champions, one by one.


Only when the best of the whole tribe had been killed did the Amazon commander, Melanippe, seek a truce. Heracles granted it on condition that she too gave up her girdle, symbolically handing over her power as queen and woman to him. Heracles then raped her and let her go, knowing the humiliation would be worse than death.


The Amazons suffered many such assaults at the hands of the Greeks as they imposed their patriarchal rule on tribes who followed the older earth religion of the Great Mother Goddess, a belief system honouring womankind and led by queens. Driven to revenge, the Amazon queen Penthesilea travelled to Troy in around 1250 BC to fight on behalf of the Trojans, who were also at war with the invading Greeks. She fought with great distinction on the Trojan side, and more than once drove the greatest champion of the Greeks, Achilles, from the field.


But in their final encounter, Achilles ran her through. Stripping the dying body of its armour, Achilles realized that his adversary was a woman and falling in love or lust with her as she died, had sex with her body while she was still warm. He then grieved for her death in a way that he never had before, as a warrior hero who had killed many men. Another Greek, the troublemaker Thersites, taunted Achilles for his sexual perversion and his unmanly tears, and boasted that he had gouged out Penthesilea’s eyes with his spear while she was still alive.


Achilles promptly killed Thersites for this slight. In revenge, another Greek hero Diomedes, one of Thersites’ kinsmen, tied Penthesilea’s body to his horse and dragged it round the battlefield by the heels. The battered corpse was finally rescued on Achilles’ orders and buried with great honour. Penthesilea was the last true Amazon, and the tribe died with her.


Astonishing stories indeed, but are they truth or myth? Later historians, writing in more restricted times, puzzled over the anomaly of any women who chose to fight. The word ‘Amazon’ was interpreted as deriving from the Greek a (‘without’) and mazos (‘breast’). This paved the way for the explanation that these fighting women cut off their right breasts to improve their skill at arms. Faced with this nonsense, traditional historians have dismissed the Amazons as pure myth.


But the written accounts, ranging from travellers’ gossip to the work of reputable historians, are too numerous and coherent to ignore. Amazons are described by classical writers as diverse as Homer, Pliny, Strabo, Aeschylus and Plutarch, all of whom treat their existence as fact. In the fifth century BC, the Greek historian Herodotus reported a mutiny on the Black Sea, when a group of Amazon prisoners of war overpowered their Greek captors and escaped to establish a new realm in Scythia and Sarmatia (modern Ukraine and southern Russia). Roman commanders, who never admitted women to their own armies, record encountering women in the ranks of their enemies, especially the Scythians, who regularly included female fighters alongside men.


Like the Romans, the Greece of the classical era from about 500 BC onwards was not interested in women’s freedom or equality. When Athenians evolved the world’s first ‘democracy’, women were specifically excluded from voting or any civic involvement, along with slaves, criminals and the insane. The gradual subjugation of women throughout Greece, and indeed the rest of the civilized world, is mirrored in the story of the Amazons, whose fortunes fell as those of the heroes rose. Powerful, capable, glamorous, gifted and free, they represented the type of woman who had no place in the brave new world of father gods and men of might, and who still had to fight for her right to exist.



WARRIOR WOMEN OF THE ANCIENT WORLD



In the early days of ancient Greece, all young girls led a free, open-air life and were given athletic and gymnastic training to promote both fitness and beauty. Both the Spartans and Athenians trained their girls in the art of war and encouraged their participation in competitive war games.


In Crete, chosen young women trained as toreras to take part in the Minoan ritual of bull-leaping, while Ionian women joined in boar-hunts, their weighted nets and spears at the ready. The freedom of the young unmarried women in the military city-state of Sparta was so marked that it scandalized others, as the Athenian playwright Euripides records:




    The daughters of Sparta are never at home!


They mingle with the young men in wrestling matches,


Their clothes cast off, their hips all naked,


It’s shameful!





The hardening of these young women’s bodies by sport and the regular practice of nudity had a deliberate aim: it fostered their strength, physical ability and endurance for military service. Plato stated in The Republic that women should become soldiers if they wished. Roman theorists followed the Greeks in this. The writer and philosopher Musonius Rufus (AD 30–c.101) argued that women and men should receive the same education and training, and any differences should be based on ability and strength, not gender.


Courage and daring were not confined to men. The Roman heroine Cloelia, taken hostage by the Etruscan king, Lars Porsenna, during an attack on Rome in the sixth century BC, escaped, stole a horse and swam the River Tiber to get back to Rome to fight. The Romans promptly handed her back to the Etruscans as an oath-breaker, intent on demonstrating Romana fides, the unwavering truth of a Roman pledge. But Lars Porsenna was more impressed by Cloelia’s valour than he was by her compatriots’ rigid view of honour, and freed her and all her fellow hostages as a mark of respect.
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This detail from a fresco found at the palace of Minos at Knossos on Crete depicts a female athlete taking part in the ritual of bull-leaping. It dates from the Middle Minoan period (17th–15th centuries BC).





Deborah



1209–1169 BC


Deborah is one of the world’s earliest recorded women army commanders, resolute in war and triumphant in peace. A poet, prophet, counsellor and civic ruler whose story is told in the biblical Book of Judges, chapters 4–5, she held both spiritual and temporal power. Seated in her tent under a palm tree on the high ground of Mount Ephraim, she settled disputes of religion, property and law, which over the years gave her the authority to bring about the deliverance of her nation.


The fourth and only female judge in Israel before the establishment of the monarchy, she earned the title of ‘Mother of Israel’ for taking action against her people’s long-standing enemy. Under the command of their king Jabin, as the chronicler recorded, the Canaanites had grievously oppressed and enslaved the Children of Israel for 20 years.


The captain of Jabin’s army, Sisera, was his most zealous enforcer, and the king had equipped him with the very height of the battle armoury of the time, 900 chariots of iron, which, like modern-day tanks, could repel all the feeble weaponry of those on foot. As judge of all Israel, Deborah held supreme power, and it was to her the Israelites turned and cried out when their oppression became too much to bear.


Deborah is described in English translations as ‘the wife of Lapidoth’, a man’s name not recognized elsewhere in the chronicles. In ancient Hebrew, eshet Lapidot could mean the ‘wife or woman of Lapidot’. But as lapidot means ‘torches’ or ‘fire’, it could also translate as ‘Torch Lady’ or ‘Fire Woman’, an apt name for the woman who was to set her nation aflame.


Petitioned by the people, Deborah sent for Barak, the captain of the armies of Israel. This name, which meant ‘lightning’, also suggests that Deborah was harnessing the forces of natural energy to send renewal crackling through the land. She ordered Barak to gather all the tribes, a force of 10,000 men, to draw Sisera and his mighty host down to the river in the valley. If he raised the army of the Israelites, she promised Barak, she would deliver Sisera into his hands.


Barak was not convinced. Sisera had his phalanx of iron chariots and an army of ‘multitudes’, while he had a random assembly of different tribes, men more accustomed to abuse than aggression. Like any hardened officer, he tested his commander’s appetite for the battle to come and her strength of will. ‘If you’ll go with me’, he declared, ‘I will go. If you will not go with me, I will not go’.


Deborah did not flinch. Instantly she agreed to go with him, but added a wry warning that the battle would bring him no honour: the glory of the day and the downfall of Sisera would lie in the hands of a woman, not in his. She directed him to place all his troops on the high ground of Mount Tabor, forcing Sisera to occupy the river valley below: soft ground, ill-suited to his heavy iron chariots.


As soon as all her army was assembled, Deborah gave the order to attack. ‘Up!’ she commanded Barak, ‘For this day, the Lord hath delivered Sisera into thy hand!’ As Barak’s motley host flew down the mountain, the Canaanites panicked. War machines and men were bogged down, and those who could took flight rapidly.


Foremost among them was their once-feared captain, the cruel Sisera. As Barak set about destroying the vast Canaanite host and hunting down the survivors, Sisera leapt from his lordly chariot and ‘fled away on his feet’.


Against all the odds, the Israelites had triumphed over the Canaanites at the battle later called Taanach. Deborah had prophesied a victory and victory was theirs. Defeated, Sisera took flight, running for his life. Exhausted and alone on the vast plain beyond the river, he made for the only place of safety he knew, the solitary tent of Heber, a Canaanite ally and friend of Jabin, his king.


But when the shattered Sisera arrived, Heber was not at home. In her husband’s absence, his wife Jael saw the fugitive approaching, went out to meet him, and welcomed him in. ‘Turn in, my lord, turn in to me’, she coaxed him: ‘Fear not.’ Half-dying of thirst, Sisera begged her for water, but Jael gave him milk – food and drink in one. Then she covered him with her mantle and promised to watch at the opening of the tent and give warning if Barak or any of the defeated leader’s enemies approached.


Nursed with warmth, comfort and milk, Sisera was soon asleep. Trusting to Heber as his king’s friend and supporter, he overlooked the fact that Jael was a staunch Israelite, and loyal to Deborah as her supreme judge. She obeyed her tribal allegiance, not her husband’s manoeuvring, when she wooed his ally and drew him to his doom. As Sisera slept, Jael picked up a tent peg and a mallet and drove it through his temples so hard that she nailed his head to the ground. ‘And so he died’, recorded the ancient chronicler.


By the time Barak arrived, Jael was once again at the door of her tent. As Deborah had prophesied, Sisera was indeed delivered into his hand, but not by his hand. That triumph belonged to a woman, a doughty warrior in Deborah’s motley force.


Deborah’s last act on that day was to raise a mighty song of victory, which survives as the biblical Book of Judges, chapter 5. Like the Greek poet and warrior Telesilla, she celebrated the triumph of the Israelites in an extempore poem, which she sang and performed with Barak, her faithful second in command. In it she reflects on her long career of making war and bringing peace to the land and the wretched sufferings of the people ‘until that I, Deborah, arose, till I arose a mother in Israel’.
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‘Blessed above women shall Jael be . . . so let all thine enemies perish, O Lord!’: Deborah sings the praises of her fellow Israelite for killing the Canaanite commander Sisera. From an 1865 illustration by the French engraver, Gustave Doré.


After the celebrations, the Israelites pressed on to subdue the king of the Canaanites and lift the threat of oppression for the children of Israel. Deborah’s bold action ushered in 40 years of peace. Her story is proof that a woman could hold high command over all the male leaders and war commanders of the tribes of the time, leading her army to victory and even more surprisingly, ensuring a lasting peace.


DELILAH
c.1049 BC


The world’s first recorded ‘honey trap’ operative, Delilah won undying notoriety when she ensnared Samson for the Philistines, as described in the Book of Judges, chapters 13–16. Samson was the greatest of the Israelites, a prodigious fighter who had been a judge of Israel, like Deborah, for 20 years between 1069 and 1049 BC. The secret of his strength lay in his long hair, which his mother had never cut, following a revelation that her son, if unshorn, would deliver his people from the Philistines, the tribe that had oppressed the Israelites for 40 years.


Yet for a man chosen by God to be Israel’s deliverer, the great Israelite seemed only too eager to put himself into Philistine hands, taking Philistine lovers and harlots and even a Philistine wife before falling in love with Delilah. For the leaders of the Philistines, it was a chance too good to miss. Each of them promised her 1100 pieces of silver to betray her lover, the enemy of her race.


Delilah set to work to wheedle out of Samson the secret of his great strength. He fobbed her off three times, but yielded to her pressure in the end. Delilah then lulled him to sleep and called for a barber to shave his head. Waking him with the taunting cry ‘The Philistines be upon thee, Samson!’, she handed him over to his enemies.


Delilah was only one of several women spies and undercover agents in the Bible. The modern-day Israeli, Cheryl Bentov, followed in Delilah’s footsteps when she used the same trick nearly 2,000 years later. An Israeli army soldier recruited as a spy, Bentov sprang a ‘honey trap’ in 1986, when she targeted the Israeli whistle-blower Mordecai Vanunu, and delivered him into the hands of a Mossad snatch squad.


For betraying Israel’s top-secret nuclear activity, Vanunu was jailed for 18 years. Bentov retired, and subsequently divided her time between a suburb in Israel and Florida, where she became a pillar of Orlando’s Jewish community.
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Delilah cutting the hair of her lover Samson before betraying him to his enemies: detail from a painting by the Italian Renaissance artist Caravaggio.







Sammu-Ramat



Ninth Century BC


Like Boudicca, the Assyrian queen Sammu-Ramat has gone down in history by the name Ancient Greek chroniclers gave her: ‘Semiramis’. And like the Celtic queen again, from her birth Sammu-Ramat was revered as divine, the daughter of the Great Goddess on Earth, and many legends arose and clung to her.


Sammu-Ramat’s achievement was to carve out a role for herself as a woman ruler in a strong line of kings. She established her right to rule by linking herself with the powerful goddess Astarte (Ishtar), the Queen of Heaven, and like any leader from Genghis Khan to Hitler, she consolidated her power by making war.


Assyria itself was the most northerly of the ancient countries occupying the great Mesopotamian plain, the region watered by the rivers Tigris and Euphrates and the cradle of European civilization. Its political importance lay in its location as a buffer between the Semitic tribes of the Mediterranean and Persia (Iran), and like most of the region throughout history until the present day, it was subject to constant war.


Sammu-Ramat originally claimed descent from Derceto, the Great Goddess in her incarnation as a fish, but from her earliest appearance she proved herself a mistress of manoeuvres on land. She married Onnes, an Assyrian general, and travelled with him to besiege the city of Bactra, capital of Bactria, where her swift grasp of the situation and shrewd advice shortened the siege and delivered the city into her husband’s hands.


What became of Onnes is unknown. One story has Sammu-Ramat catching the eye of King Ninus of Assyria at the siege of Bactra. Struck by her bravery and military ability, he decided to marry her, at which the general obligingly killed himself. Widowed or not, Sammu-Ramat certainly married Shamsi-Adad V, who ruled Assyria from 824 to 810 BC and who is commonly identified by historians with Ninus. During his reign, Queen Sammu-Ramat rose to national prominence and with him founded the legendary city of Nineveh (‘abode of Ninus’). She held supreme power during Shamsi-Adad’s lifetime, and reigned alone after his death, which some accounts claim she arranged in order to consolidate her power.


With such a compliant husband, it is unlikely that Sammu-Ramat would have needed to kill the king. Steeped in the worship of goddesses, most of the tribes of the ancient world had little problem with power in the hands of a woman: other ninth-century BC female rulers include Queen Athaliah of Judah and Queen Dido, the founder of Carthage. Five years later, in 805, there was no opposition when Sammu-Ramat assumed the regency on behalf of her son, King Adad-nirari III, who died in 772 BC.


From the outset, Sammu-Ramat proved herself an early mistress of ‘spin’, fostering the many legends that grew up around her in her lifetime stressing her divinity and supernatural powers. Abandoned by her mother and exposed at birth, as she claimed, she was fed by a flock of doves, the messengers of the Great Goddess, who saved her life until human help arrived. By nature, though, she was more hawk than dove, as her aggressive programme of military expansion proved.


In her own time, Sammu-Ramat was renowned as an outstanding war leader, fighting many campaigns with her husband. Together they made conquests in neighbouring regions of Asia, subduing the warlike Bactrians of central Asia. When the king was fatally wounded by an arrow in this battle, Sammu-Ramat assumed command to push the expedition to a successful conclusion.


As sole ruler, Sammu-Ramat then led her forces in many military campaigns to increase her territories. She is said to have commanded 300,000 foot soldiers and 5,000 horses, along with war chariots, pack animals, camels and cameleers. In her time she successfully expanded landlocked Assyria’s borders to touch not one sea, but four. She penetrated as far as India, then conquered Ethiopia, which she added to the Assyrian empire. Along the way she successfully repulsed attacks by the world’s greatest military commander of the time, Alexander the Great.
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In this painting by the Neapolitan baroque artist Luca Giordano (1634–1705), Sammu-Ramat (Semiramis) appears as a majestic figure riding a charger and driving her enemies away from the gates of Babylon.


After conquering Babylon, the queen is said to have erected the legendary Hanging Gardens there as a memorial to her success, a visionary construction still famed as one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. Covering about 1.6 hectares (4 acres), this was a tower or pyramid-like structure consisting of a series of terraces, each supported by arches resting on hollow pillars up to 90 metres (almost 300 ft) high. Each terrace was planted with trees, shrubs, flowers and trailing plants so that the whole edifice resembled a series of gardens hanging in the air. On each level were fountains, reception areas and banqueting halls. Water from the Euphrates was pumped up to a reservoir on the top, from which it irrigated all the gardens below. Later historians question Sammu-Ramat’s connection with this unique monument, attributing it instead to Nebuchadnezzar, one of the greatest of the region’s ancient kings, who ruled Babylon from 604 to 561 BC. Many of her other achievements have also been dismissed as ‘semimythical’, reflecting the age-old dilemma of traditional historians in accepting daring and successful women leaders either in peace or war.


But miraculous as the gardens may have seemed, Sammu-Ramat proved herself elsewhere to be a bold and prolific builder. She is credited with the restoration and rebuilding of Babylon, which she then completely encircled with a high defensive brick wall. She founded and fostered many cities as well as Nineveh, and some of the great architectural works of the East are still ascribed to her. It is not known how, where or when Sammu-Ramat died, although one account states that she was killed by her son. Another legend links her with the supreme Babylonian female deity, Astarte, who turned her into a dove at her death. The dove was thereafter held sacred and Sammu-Ramat herself was worshipped as a goddess.


TAHM-RAYIS
sixth century BC


Tahm-Rayis, queen of the Massagetae, was a warrior leader of one of the hard-riding tribes who for centuries roamed the vast steppes of Scythia, north of Ancient Greece. During her reign, the freedom of her horseloving nomadic people in what is now southern Russia and modern Ukraine was under constant threat from the most powerful of the neighbourhood kings, the founder of the Persian empire, Cyrus the Great.


Cyrus planned to annex the territory ruled by Tahm-Rayis and to marry her by force. Tahm-Rayis refused his rough proposal, warning him that she: ‘would quench his thirst for blood.’ She then sent her army under the command of her son, Spargapises, to oppose the invading troops. Spargapises defeated Cyrus, but fell into a trap when the Persians feigned a retreat and left behind a vast store of wine. When the Massagetae had drunk themselves into a stupor, the Persians counter-attacked, massacred their opponents and took Spargapises prisoner.


Spargapises then tricked Cyrus into removing his shackles and committed suicide rather than allow himself to be used as a bargaining tool against his mother. Denouncing Cyrus as a treacherous coward, Tahm-Rayis led the remainder of her army against the Persian emperor and won a massive victory. According to the Greek historian Herodotus, when Tahm-Rayis defeated Cyrus, she had him killed to avenge her son. She then ordered the corpse to be decapitated and the head dropped into a wineskin of human blood, in fulfilment of her threat. Thereafter she kept the skull with her at all times, and drank wine from it until her own death.


The story of Tahm-Rayis was well known in the ancient world, and her fame lives on. Modern Kazakhs revere her as a great queen and independence fighter, and her name, in its modern spelling, Tomiris, remains popular in Kazakhstan.
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In a bloodthirsty scene reminiscent of the biblical account of Salomé, Herod’s stepdaughter, demanding the head of John the Baptist as a gift, Tahm-Rayis supposedly revelled in the decapitation of her enemy, Cyrus of Persia. Detail from a work by the Italian 17th-century painter Mattia Preti.





Artemisia



Fifth Century BC


The world’s first known female captain of a naval fleet, Artemisia was a queen of the royal house of Caria in Asia Minor. Named after the Greek deity, Artemis, the goddess of hunting – one of the incarnations of the Great Goddess and known as Diana to the Romans – she ruled the small kingdom of Halicarnassus (modern Bodrum, on the coast of Turkey). In her younger days she had been married and had at least one child, a son, but by the time of the great Battle of Salamis, which made her famous, she reigned alone. Her territory also included the Greek islands of Nissiros, Kos and Kalimnos, which she held as a vassal of the Persian emperor Xerxes I, Kheshayar Shah, ‘the Great King, King of Kings’, who ruled from 486 to 465 BC.


Artemisia was bound by her oath of allegiance to Xerxes when ‘the Great King’ undertook a military expedition against the city states of Greece in 480 BC. The Persian invasion was halted by the heroic and immortal courage of the Spartan soldiers under the command of their king, Leonidas, at the battle of Thermopylae, when a force of 300 held countless thousands of Xerxes’ men at bay. When they were at last betrayed and slaughtered to a man, Athens was captured and the Greek allies driven back to their last line of defence on the Isthmus of Corinth.


Xerxes now resolved to attack the Greeks by sea. Artemisia, who had provided five ships under her command to support her overlord, advised against it. Far better to pursue the Greeks on land, she argued: another victory like Thermopylae would scatter the random assortment of allies to defend their own city-states, and make them easier to pick off one by one. Also, the Greeks were known to be good sailors, while the Persian fleet contained allies whose seamanship was notoriously weak.


Artemisia was the only female among Xerxes’ naval commanders, which did not offer her a position of strength. In the age-old conventions of the sea, a ship is always female. Phrases like ‘maiden voyage’ to describe a ship first being sailed, and the ancient naval superstition that any female on board is a ‘jinx’, all combine to reinforce the myth that the command of boats and sailing itself must be an all-male affair.


In fact, Artemisia is only one of the countless women who have been sailing and commanding from earliest times. In the classical world, their best chance lay in command, since the motive power of sailing ships when the wind failed, whether merchant vessels or warships, was provided by oarsmen.
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A 19th-century painting by Spanish artist Raphael Monleon Y Torres depicting Greek triremes typical of those used during the Battle of Salamis.


Three banks of oars, each one so heavy that it took a bench of men to move it, powered the trireme, the standard Mediterranean warship of Artemisia’s day. Eight was finally deemed the maximum number of men who could efficiently handle a single oar. Given the demands this made on the muscular strength of the shoulders and upper arms, few if any women would ever have been able to row as strongly as men.


But they could still command, as Artemisia did. Utterly fearless in battle and always in the forefront of the action, as the Greek historian Herodotus recorded with great admiration, she was already renowned for her bravery and skill. Despite being old enough to have a grown-up son, she never held back. In addition to her outstanding physical courage, she showed judgement, wisdom and caution when she boldly counselled ‘the King of Kings’ to play to his military strength on land, not his weakness at sea.


Xerxes ignored her advice. Lured on by a cunning message from the wily Greek commander, the great Thucydides, on 29 September 480 BC, he attacked the Greek fleet with disastrous results. Forced to fight against her will, Artemisia threw herself and her ships into the forefront of the action, and fought with such ferocious skill and daring that the Athenians put a bounty of 10,000 drachmas on her head.


When Xerxes’ brother, an admiral of the fleet, died in combat, Artemisia succeeded in retrieving his body from the enemy. Her own ship was then targeted for hostile attention, and as she took evasive action, she found herself blocked by one of her allies. Trapped, she rammed and sank the other Persian ship, and made her escape. Watching this bold and brilliant manoeuvre, Xerxes commented: ‘Truly, my men are becoming women and my women, men.’


But Artemisia’s daring was not enough to save the fleet. The Persians suffered a catastrophic defeat at the Battle of Salamis, and were never again able to threaten the Greeks. The battle lost, Artemisia counselled Xerxes to immediate flight, sound advice that ‘the Great King’ finally decided to take. Loyal to the last, she transported members of his family to safety, lodging them in the sanctuary of her namesake, the goddess Artemis (Diana), at Ephesus.


The record of Artemisia’s military service ends here. But the end of the war was to bring her no peace. Falling madly in love with a younger man who showed no interest in her, she consulted an oracle for advice. Whatever that was, it offered her no hope. Having survived so many fierce battles at sea, she chose to die at last in the embrace of the waves. She ended her life tragically at the scene of so many of her triumphs, throwing herself off a cliff into the Aegean Sea.



LASKARINA BOUBOULINA
1771–1828



A formidable sea captain with her own fleet, Bouboulina proved that the tradition of fearless female Greek sailors did not die with Artemisia, but survived for 20 centuries after her death. An intrepid freedom fighter in the Greek War of Independence against the hated Ottoman Turks, she lived through civil war and internal exile, only to die in a vicious family feud.


Bouboulina was the daughter of a Greek sea captain who fought against the Turks in the failed revolt of 1769–70 and died soon after her mother gave birth to her in the jail where he was held. Mother and daughter then moved round the Greek islands until her mother married again.


Bouboulina herself married twice, and had six children. When her second husband died in 1811, she expanded his mercantile business, building four more ships. But the Turks were still the enemy. Bouboulina became the only female member of the Philiki Eteria (‘The Friendly Society’), an underground organization dedicated to overthrowing Ottoman rule.


When the Greek War of Independence broke out in March 1821, Bouboulina, by then aged 50, raised a flag of defiance on her own ship, the mighty 18-gun Agamemnon, built at her own expense the year before. At the outbreak of hostilities, she sailed with her ships to mount a naval blockade of the key port of Nauplia (modern Nafplion).


In September 1821 Greek forces broke the siege of Tripolis, a key Turkish stronghold, and Bouboulina led her own sailors into the town. Mass slaughter followed the Greek victory, but Bouboulina single-handedly prevented the rape and massacre of the women in the Ottoman commander’s harem.


In the factional fighting that scarred the struggle for Greek independence, Bouboulina was exiled to her mother’s island of Spetses, where she was killed by a stray shot during a family feud, four years before the Turks finally granted independence to Greece.





Telesilla



Fifth Century BC


Telesilla won fame for arming the women of the Ancient Greek city-state of Argos and inspiring them to defend their city when many of their men had been killed in battle, or were fighting elsewhere. Like Artemisia, she was praised by Herodotus, the leading historian of the Ancient Greeks, and also won the admiration of his Roman counterpart, Plutarch. One of a number of real-life Amazons in the classical world, she contributed to the myth of the fearsome tribe of female warriors. However, like the seventh-century Islamic woman poet and warrior El-Khaansa, a contemporary of Muhammad, Telesilla was also renowned for her creative skills.


Telesilla was first known as a poet, and nine fragments of her Hymns survive, three addressed to the sun-god Apollo and six to the hunter goddess Artemis (Roman Diana), the deity worshipped as ‘the Lady of Wild Things’. In her early life, as the Roman historian Plutarch recounts, she ‘was the daughter of a famous house, but sickly in body’. Keen to regain her health, she consulted an oracle for advice, and received a divine instruction to devote her life to the service of the Muses.


To the Ancient Greeks, the Nine Muses were minor deities, each one embodying the sacred spirit of one of the intellectual pursuits with which men and women could enrich their often sad and short human lives. They were: Calliope (epic poetry), Clio (history), Erato (lyric poetry), Euterpe (music), Melpomene (tragedy), Polyhymnia (choral poetry), Terpsichore (dance), Thalia (comedy) and Urania (astronomy). All nine were female, and the most important were poetry, literature, music and dance. By devoting herself to poetry and music, Plutarch noted, Telesilla ‘was quickly relieved of her trouble’ – possibly depression, an illness that was widely recognized in the ancient world under its Greek name, melancholia, or ‘black bile’.


Telesilla’s talent was soon recognized, first by her female admirers: ‘she was greatly admired by the women for her poetic art’, Plutarch said. Her fame later spread across the classical world: Antipater of Thessalonica, a Greek writer and wit who flourished from about 11 BC to AD 15, listed her among the nine greatest women lyric poets of Greece, and hailed her as ‘renowned’ even among ‘the divinely-inspired tongues of these women reared on Helicon, the home and inspiration of the Muses themselves’.
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In Greek mythology, the Nine Muses were thought to be the offspring of the supreme deity Zeus and the titaness Mnemosyne (‘memory’). This Roman bas-relief carving, dating from AD 150–160, shows the muse of comedy Thalia, who holds a comic mask.


Telesilla’s fame took on a new dimension in 494 BC, when her home state of Argos was attacked by the Spartan leader, King Cleomenes. Intent on subjugating the free-thinking, music-loving Argives to his martial rule, he crushed the troops of Argos in the field with a massive loss of life. When the survivors took sanctuary in a sacred grove, Cleomenes lured some out to their deaths with the false promise of a truce, and set fire to the grove in order to burn the rest alive. He then marched on the city itself.


Impulsive, daring, and by common belief divinely inspired, Telesilla used her heroic poetry to rouse all the able-bodied women of Argos to resist. Raiding the temples and private houses to gather all the weapons she could find, she armed herself and her troops with anything that came to hand. Then together they took a stand on the battlements in such numbers that they occupied the fortifications all the way round. This impressive show of force astonished the Spartans, who had thought that the city was ripe for the taking after the slaughter of so many of its men.


According to the majority of accounts, Cleomenes and his soldiers succeeded in penetrating the city, possibly even the citadel itself. Facing defeat, Telesilla drove her female army to a frenzy by reciting, chanting and singing warlike verses, until they fell upon the enemy in such a fury that they drove them out of the city of Argos.


Another version of the story has Telesilla manning the battlements with all the men, boys and slaves who had been too young, old or infirm to fight. Giving the illusion of a garrison, she then led the women out of the city to ambush the Spartans at a place she knew would put them at a disadvantage. Meeting the enemy head-on, the women fearlessly stood their ground, undeterred by the blood-curdling Spartan war cry and the ferocity of their attack. In the resulting battle, many of the women were killed. But Cleomenes and the Spartans were repulsed with great losses, Telesilla and her troops won the day, and the city was saved.


The women who fell in the battle were buried close to the Argive Road, and the survivors were granted the privilege of erecting a statue of Ares, the god of war, as a lasting memorial to their outstanding courage. They then celebrated their victory with a tremendous party, during which Telesilla composed a battle hymn in honour of the event. In gratitude, her fellow citizens raised a memorial to her in the temple of Aphrodite, which was placed at the feet of the statue of the goddess herself. The stone carving represented Telesilla with her volumes of poetry scattered round her as she prepares to don a helmet, ready to give battle, a fitting tribute to both aspects of her undying achievement.


FIGHTING WOMEN OF ANCIENT ROME


Telesilla and her companions were real-life Amazons, the tribe of warrior women whose exploits were known throughout Ancient Greece. But fighting women were found everywhere in the ancient world. Written records of Rome from its earliest days offer scattered but abundant evidence of women under arms. One such was the Roman fighter Camilla, whom the poet Virgil portrayed in his account of the founding of the city of Rome, the Aeneid, which was written in around 20 BC.


A daughter of the royal house of the Volscians, Camilla was dedicated by her father at an early age to Diana, the Roman goddess of hunting, and trained in the use of weapons and the mastery of horses and dogs. She spent several years as a hunter before joining the forces of Turnus, king of the Rutulians in central Italy. At the time, Turnus was at war with the neighbouring kingdom of the Etruscans, and Camilla died in the fighting, killed by the Etruscan warrior Arruns.


In creating Camilla, Virgil drew on the life of another famous woman fighter, Harpalyce, daughter of Harpalycus, king of the Amymonei in Thrace, northern Greece. Her father brought her up as a warrior after her mother died. She fought at his side in battle, and once saved his life. After his death and the loss of his kingdom, she became a brigand, and was finally captured and killed. Despite her lawlessness, Harpalyce was given civic honours after death. Her tomb became a place of pilgrimage, and the rituals celebrated at her graveside included a mock fight.


During the Roman empire, individual women warriors fought in the public arenas, both as free women and as slaves. They competed in the games that marked the opening of the Colosseum in AD 80. According to the Roman satirist Juvenal, it became fashionable for women of the nobility to train and fight in the arenas until AD 200, when the Emperor Alexander Severus issued an edict banning all women from gladiatorial combat.





Cleopatra VII



69–30 BC


Cleopatra, wrote the French poet Théophile Gautier in 1845 ‘is a person to be wondered at . . . whom dreamers find always at the end of their dreams’. In reality this famous sexual icon was an astute but ultimately unsuccessful power-monger, a hook-nosed and heavy-jawed ruler who remained celibate for over half her adult life and led her country to war by land and sea.


Born in Alexandria, Cleopatra was the third daughter of King Ptolemy XII, a descendant of Alexander the Great. Though she probably spoke Egyptian, if only to her officials and servants, Cleopatra was a Greek. Her family had ruled Egypt since 323 BC, but the failure of earlier leaders had made Egypt a puppet of Rome. When her ineffectual father died in 51 BC, the 18–year-old Cleopatra succeeded, along with the brother forced under Egyptian custom to be her husband too, the 12-year-old Ptolemy XIII.


Cleopatra at first attempted to govern alone. She was then ousted by a cabal of courtiers, tried and failed to raise a rebellion, and was forced to flee. When civil war broke out between the siblings, Ptolemy sought the aid of Julius Caesar, currently holding supreme power in Rome. Caesar’s response was to seize Alexandria and claim the right to decide between the rival claims of the young king and his sister-queen.


Encountering Cleopatra when she had herself delivered as a present for him inside a rolled-up carpet, Caesar abandoned his plans to annex Egypt and backed Cleopatra’s claim to the throne. Ptolemy XIII was drowned in the Nile, and Cleopatra was restored to the throne with a younger brother, Ptolemy XIV, as co-regent. Cleopatra bore Caesar a son, dubbed ‘Caesarion’, who accompanied his mother to Rome in 47 BC, where she lived in one of Caesar’s villas. Although many Romans disapproved of her as Caesar’s mistress, he installed a golden statue of her in the Temple of Venus Genetrix, the ancestress of his own family. After Caesar’s assassination in 44 BC, she returned to Egypt, where Ptolemy XIV unexpectedly died. With another brother successfully despatched, Cleopatra resumed her position as queen, reigning as co-sovereign with her son, Ptolemy XV.


Two years after Caesar’s death, now the undisputed monarch of Egypt, she was summoned to meet one of Rome’s ruling triumvirate, Marcus Antonius (Mark Antony). As one of the three men who governed the mightiest empire the world had ever seen, Mark Antony’s task was to judge Cleopatra’s loyalty to Rome. Cleopatra so expertly turned the tables that her inquisitor was persuaded to abandon his former life, including his Roman wife, and to live with her in Alexandria. Over the course of the affair, she bore him three children, and married him by Egyptian rites.
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Cleopatra VII, lover of two Roman war leaders, has often been portrayed down the ages as a sultry, exotic femme fatale. The portrayal (right) of Cleopatra by Vivien Leigh in the 1945 film Caesar and Cleopatra has been described as ‘alluring and fiery’.


In Rome, Anthony was now reviled as a man who had betrayed his Roman integrity and sunk into Eastern depravity and excess. To restore his dignity, Cleopatra financed a series of disastrous military campaigns in which he lost the greater part of his army. This did not prevent them from celebrating with a triumph in Alexandria, where Cleopatra and her children were declared rightful rulers of both the Roman and Egyptian empires. Mark Antony now planned to found a new imperial dynasty whose power base was to be Alexandria rather than Rome. Cleopatra would be Isis to Antony’s Osiris, a notion that did not endear him to his enemies in Rome.


In 32 BC the Senate was persuaded to declare war on Cleopatra – in effect a move against Antony, who would not desert her. The Roman poet Horace gloated that Cleopatra would be dispatched ‘as swiftly as the hawk follows the feeble dove’. The conflict was decided by the Battle of Actium, fought at sea off the west coast of Greece while substantial land-based hosts looked on. Of the 400 warships under Antony’s command, Cleopatra had provided 200.


Caesar’s great-nephew and adopted son and heir Octavian, another of the three triumvirs, prudently delegated operational command of the Roman fleet to his competent lieutenant Vipsanius Agrippa. Mark Antony was able to break through Agrippa’s battle line, but lost the day and fled to Egypt with Cleopatra, who had been present at the battle to inspire her own fighting men.


As Octavian’s armies closed on Alexandria, both Antony and Cleopatra committed suicide. The ancient sources assert that Cleopatra killed herself with the bite of two poisonous asps, which she pressed to her arm, although it is possible that she ended her life with a poisoned hairpin. Her son Caesarion was captured shortly afterwards and put to death. Thus ended the line of the Greek rulers of Egypt, and with it the line of the pharaohs too. Cleopatra’s children by Mark Antony were spared, and reared in Rome by his wife Octavia.


As Caesar Augustus, Octavian remodelled the constitution and carried Rome into a new age. Cleopatra was demonized by Horace as ‘the wild queen’ who had plotted the ruin of the Roman empire. In spite of the collapse of all her own plans, Cleopatra nevertheless became a legend, reworked in countless paintings, poems and plays and, since 1908, movies. She lives again as the baleful silent diva Theda Bara’s kohl-stained temptress of 1917; as Claudette Colbert’s Art Deco sex kitten in 1934; and in the well-upholstered Elizabeth Taylor, dripping with diamonds and diaphanous nightwear, as she conspicuously consumes Richard Burton’s Mark Antony in the 1962 blockbuster Cleopatra.



HATSHEPSUT
1503–1482 BC



Like Cleopatra, Hatshepsut came to power as co-ruler with her husband and half-brother, Thutmose II, then took command as soon as Thutmose died. Nominally the regent for Thutmose’s six-year-old heir, Hatshepsut assumed the title of pharaoh, and became the first supreme woman ruler of Egypt for 2,000 years.


To consolidate her rule, she led her armies in a number of military campaigns, fighting at the head of her troops in Nubia and elsewhere.


She also recognized the importance of sea power, building a great navy, which she later used for both commerce and war.


Hatshepsut had other battles to fight at home, as she tussled for power with bitter rivals within the royal hierarchy. To strengthen her position, she claimed divine birth, a manoeuvre also employed by Sammu-Ramat. Another tactic was to have herself depicted as a man, wearing men’s clothing, headgear and even a false beard cut in the wedge-shaped style of a male pharaoh.


Making war did not distract Hatshepsut from the business of peace. She fostered commercial ventures and foreign trade, sending an expedition over the Red Sea to bring back spices, ivory and ebony, and exotic animals and plants. Nor did she neglect her subjects’ spiritual needs. Hatshepsut herself rated bringing several huge obelisks to the temple at Karnak as one of her most important achievements.


In her lifetime, Hatshepsut successfully combined the roles of man and woman, war leader and enabler of peace. But when she died, her former ward Thutmose III, now a man, had the statues of her ruling as pharaoh defaced and smashed. Her tomb in the Valley of the Kings was left unfinished, and every effort was made to consign all traces of her to the shifting, whispering sands of the desert from which she sprang.
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Head from a statue of Hatshepsut in the guise of the deity Osiris, from her funerary temple at Deir el-Bahri near Luxor. She is shown wearing the dual crowns of Upper and Lower Egypt and the false beard that traditionally signified kingship.





Boudicca



d. AD 61


Dubbed by the Romans ‘The Killer Queen’, Boudicca became the ultimate symbol of the fighting Amazon with only the briefest of military careers to her name. She leaps into history for one short campaign, blazing like a comet across the sky with her enduring cry of ‘Death before slavery!’ before falling into oblivion. But in the space of a few months, she gave the Romans one of the greatest shocks their vast empire had ever suffered, driven to make war by a series of insults and cruelties so savage that all the tribes of East Anglia rose in rebellion and flocked to her side.


Boudicca’s tragedy was to face the invading Romans as a Celtic woman ruler in a society where women had high status, and queens ruled in their own right. In Rome, women belonged to their male relations, who had the legal right to inflict any punishment on them, including death. Barred from public life, they spent most of their lives confined to the women’s quarters at home.


Faced with Celtic queens, the Romans always tried to deal with their men. Boudicca ruled the Iceni tribe with her husband, Prasutagus, who weakly signed a treaty accepting the rule of Rome as a client king. By Roman law, when a client king died, his kingdom with all its wealth passed into the rule of Rome. Prasutagus attempted to circumvent this by willing half the kingdom to the Roman emperor Nero, and leaving half to his two daughters.


But Roman law did not permit inheritance to be passed down the female line. When Prasutagus died in 61, the Romans claimed the kingdom and pillaged the royal households, richly stocked with cattle, grain, jewellery, gold and salt. Boudicca tried to defend her family and home, but was hauled out to be publicly flogged. She was then forced to watch as her daughters were first flogged, then raped.


As co-heirs of their mother, the girls shared the divinity that was attached to her. Rape robbed them of their supernatural attributes, and debarred them from claiming priestess status or inheriting her semi-divine role, breaking the ‘mother right’ of matrilinear descent, as the Romans intended. But Boudicca and her daughters did not go unavenged. The neighbouring tribe of the Trinovantes hastened to her side, and she summoned all other Celts to come to her aid.


They came in their tens of thousands, as the entire region exploded into revolt. ‘The whole island [of Britain] now rose up under the leadership of Boudicca, a queen, for Britons make no distinction of sex in their appointment of commanders’, wrote the Roman historian Tacitus. Boudicca’s divinity may explain the passion of her followers and their readiness to follow her wherever she led. She also cut a striking figure ‘tall, terrifying to look at, with a fierce gaze and a harsh, powerful voice’, commented the Roman historian Dio Cassius. ‘A flood of bright red hair fell down to her knees; she wore a golden necklet made up of ornate pieces, a multi-coloured robe and over it a thick cloak held together by a brooch. She grasped a long spear to strike dread in all those who set eyes on her.’ He also recorded, with typical Roman condescension, that she was ‘possessed of greater intelligence than is usually found in the female sex’.


Boudicca rapidly moved her army south, sacking the city of Camulodunum (modern Colchester) where she destroyed a huge and hated Roman temple, and routed the Roman relief force. Londinium (London) and Verulanium (St Albans) were next. According to Tacitus, 70,000 died at the sack of Londinium, with the Roman women meeting a particularly cruel fate. They were rounded up, taken to a grove dedicated to the Celtic war goddess Andraste, and tortured to death in revenge for the rape of Boudicca’s daughters.


To the patriarchal Romans, the worst of this disaster was that it was inflicted by a woman ‘which caused them the greatest shame’. The Roman governor Gaius Suetonius Paulinus, now moved against Boudicca with a force of about 10,000 legionaries and Britons friendly to Rome. He brought Boudicca’s much larger army of about 230,000 to battle somewhere in the English Midlands, possibly Warwickshire. The Roman commander heartened his soldiers to fight against such overwhelming odds by telling them that they had nothing to fear from Boudicca’s army, as it consisted of more women than men.


In Book XIV of his Annals, Tacitus describes Boudicca driving in her chariot with her daughters, making the rounds of all the tribes to deliver a fiery speech: ‘We British are used to women commanders in war . . . but I am not fighting for my kingdom or my wealth [but for] my lost freedom, my battered body and my violated daughters . . . Consider what you are fighting for, and why. Then you will win this battle, or perish. That is what I, as a woman, plan to do. Let the men live in shame and slavery if they will!’ She then released a live hare between the two armies, an animal sacred to the Great Goddess, and dedicated it to the war goddess, Andraste, in a fervent but ultimately futile hope of victory.


But though a charismatic commander, Boudicca had no battle plan, meeting Suetonius on an open plain where Celtic fervour proved no match for Roman discipline. Suetonius, a veteran of mountain warfare, fought with a forest at his back, forcing the Celts to charge headlong up a slope to meet Roman javelins. When they had exhausted themselves, the Romans counterattacked, driving them back onto their wagons where their families waited, and where all were killed. In the bloody mêlée of defeated warriors, women, children, pack animals and baggage, Tacitus estimated the British dead at 80,000, compared with 400 Romans. In his account, Boudicca took poison, although others assert that she was taken prisoner after the battle and died in captivity. What became of her daughters is unknown.


IRISH ‘WAR COLLEGES’
pre-Christian era to AD 697


Boudicca was only one of many Celtic fighting women of pre-Christian Europe. The Roman historian Ammianus Marcelinus (330–395), who fought against the Celts in Gaul, reported that: ‘a whole troop would not be able to withstand one Celt in battle, if he calls his wife to his aid. [She is] stronger than he by far . . . especially when she swells her neck and gnashes her teeth and swinging her huge white arms, begins to rain down blows mixed with kicks, like the shot from a catapult.’


These women fighters sprang from an even older tradition in which, according to ancient chronicles, the best of them ran their own training schools, or ‘war colleges’, where women instructors taught men how to fight.


The epic Irish hero Cu Chulainn is told to seek training from the mighty woman warrior Scathach if he wants to be great, and drives his spear through her door to display his strength.


Taken on by Scathach, Cu Chulainn has to fight her enemy, Princess Aife: ‘the hardest woman warrior in the world.’ Before the contest, Cu Chulainn discovers that Aife’s greatest love in the world are her two horses, her chariot and charioteer. Losing the fight, he shouts out that they have all crashed into a valley and been lost. Aife thus distracted, he knocks the breath out of her and spares her life at the point of a sword, promising to rape her again and again until she gives him a son.


Aife’s subjection foreshadowed a greater defeat. Christianity’s onward march in the British Isles involved wholesale suppression of rights and freedoms enjoyed by Celtic women from the earliest days. In 697 a church law known as Cain Adamnan prohibited women from fighting, bearing arms or taking any part in war. This law, which stripped women of the right to fight for their families or defend themselves, was presented as an act of kindness to women, relieving them of the obligation to train for war, a clear indication that this had previously been the norm.
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