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Introduction:
The Tomb of the Unknown Warrior


THE SWEDISH ISLAND of Björkö nestles alongside many others in the long, crooked-shored Lake Mälaren. When the Vikings sailed the lake and roamed the land, they settled in a significant trading post called Birka. Birka’s exact location was lost to history for generations, but in the 1870s it was rediscovered and excavations began. The settlement was studded with burial chambers stuffed with clues about their occupants – amber, textiles, gold, silver and many other treasures. 


One prominent burial chamber at Birka stands high between the town and a hill fort, marked by a large boulder. When the nineteenth-century archaeologists found it, they labelled the grave Bj.581. The chamber contained hints of its occupant’s identity: weapons, including a sword, an axe, a spear, a battle knife, two shields and twenty-five arrows strong enough to pierce armour. There were the remains of two horses.1 Clearly, this was the grave of a warrior – and a significant one. A 2002 study examined the warrior’s clothing, particularly a tasselled cap, and concluded that the skeleton was ‘a cavalry commander under the immediate authority of a royal war leader’.2 It was obvious that this great Viking warrior had been laid to rest alongside his belongings, his horses and the tools of his trade. 


No one really looked closely at the skeleton to confirm it was male. After all, the grave and its treasures indicated that this was a high-status warrior, buried in a marked and prominent position, in a grave full of weapons. There are 1,100 graves on the island. Only Bj.581 and one other have a full complement of weapons.3 For a hundred years the record held that the warrior in Bj.581 was male. 


In the early 1970s bone analysis suggested the skeleton was a woman, but archaeologists appear not to have done much further investigation. In 2013 further bone analysis established the skeleton was female, and DNA analysis published in 2018 confirmed that the bones were a woman’s, with two X chromosomes. The team conducting the DNA analysis also examined the relationship between the skeleton and the contents of the grave, and drew the same conclusion as all other previous investigations had, starting in the nineteenth century: ‘the person in Bj.581 was buried in a grave full of functional weapons and war-gear (and little else) in close proximity to other burials with weapons, next to a building saturated with weapons, outside the gate of a fortress’.4 If it looks like a warrior, and is armed like a warrior, it must be a warrior.


Except many critics were unconvinced. Had the authors of the study got the wrong skeleton? Had another skeleton been mixed up in the grave? (No, the evidence is firm on both points.) Maybe the warrior was a woman who was, for whatever reason, buried with lots of weapons but wasn’t herself a warrior (but she was buried with none of the usual accoutrements of women, including jewellery; as the authors of the study note with more than a hint of exasperation, ‘perhaps she was a farmer, a housewife, a fisherwoman … buried with expensive and dangerous things that did not belong to her, and with none of her own possessions’).5 Some people accepted that the skeleton was female, but wondered if she were transgender or non-binary; the authors point out that these categories do not map neatly onto understandings of the past, and that all we can know for sure is that the skeleton is biologically female.6


For well over a hundred years, Bj.581 was a clear example of the grave of a prominent warrior. The only feature that caused critics to obsess over whether or not the skeleton was indeed a Viking fighter was its gender. No one had questioned it before, because it was obvious – except if you believed that women weren’t warriors. The story of the skeleton in Bj.581 took off around the world because it challenged so many assumptions about women, combat and the history of war. 


The woman warrior of Birka is not the only case of mistaken identity masking a woman’s military contributions. General Casimir Pulaski, born in Poland in 1745, was a patriot and fighter exiled for his role in an uprising against the Russians. Like many other idealistic believers of the time, he went to America in order to join the Revolution. Pulaski, among his many accomplishments, saved George Washington’s life and reformed American cavalry warfare. He died from the wounds he suffered at the Battle of Savannah, and is one of only eight people ever to be granted honorary citizenship of the United States. 


There is a monument to Pulaski in Savannah, containing a metal box of his remains. Controversy raged for years over whether the box really contained Pulaski’s bones or if they were actually the bones of someone else. So in 1996 a forensic team decided to settle the argument. When they opened the box, one of the scientists said ‘you’ll just have to shoot me. It’s not Pulaski’7 – because the skeleton was clearly a woman’s. For some, this settled the debate. After all, how could the father of American cavalry warfare be a woman?


The argument over whose bones they were continued until 2019, when more sophisticated DNA analysis on the exhumed skeleton of a Pulaski descendant provided a definitive answer. The skeleton was indeed Pulaski’s, but his body had many female characteristics. The Revolutionary War hero was either a woman or intersex, a fact hidden throughout his entire life. Women who masqueraded as men to fight often did so with such success that no one ever knew. 


The stories of Pulaski and the Viking woman warrior, are, in many ways, the story of women in combat in many other contexts and eras. Women have fought in wars, but their contribution is often forgotten, glossed over or erased by assumptions that women have had little to do with warfare. The military historian John Keegan famously wrote in 1993 that 


warfare is … the one human activity from which women, with the most insignificant exceptions, have always and everywhere stood apart … Women … do not fight. They rarely fight among themselves and they never, in any military sense, fight men. If warfare is as old as history and as universal as mankind, we must now enter the supremely important limitation that it is an entirely masculine activity.8


Martin van Creveld agreed, arguing in 2008 that ‘for thousands of years, armed forces [have] been able to fight and kill each other very effectively even though they had hardly any women in their ranks (and without experiencing any particular urge to correct that shortcoming).’9 Van Creveld and Keegan were writing at a time when the militaries of most major Western powers relied on the combat exclusion, a legal and social mechanism that prevented women from fighting.


Of course, if you take this view of military history, historical evidence of women in combat – like Pulaski or the warrior woman of Birka – must be written off as a mistaken interpretation, or slightly more generously, an exception, a quirky irrelevance that makes for an exciting story but doesn’t have any real impact on military history. The useful thing about dismissing these examples is that doing so enables people to argue that the military (at least the important, fighting side of the military) was and has always been all male, so adding women would be an unwelcome and unhelpful innovation. Dismissing women warriors in this way helped maintain the combat exclusion that prevented women from fighting. 


The history of the creation and maintenance of the combat exclusion is a history of how patriarchy works. Militaries deliberately excluded women from combat roles when the burgeoning feminist movement was breaking down every other imaginable type of barrier. The creation and maintenance of the combat exclusion required the sort of clear strategic thinking for which militaries are justifiably known. Militaries and their supporters in government worked carefully to construct the most compelling arguments to keep women away from the front lines; they worked hard to make sure that the combat exclusion remained lawful; and they manipulated the definition of combat in order to make sure that even if women entered the military in greater numbers, they could not enter combat. And all this relied on claiming that there were few historical examples of women’s capacity for fighting. 


From the 1500s through to the end of the nineteenth century the battlefields of Europe were in fact full of women. Military history tends to record these women as camp followers; sometimes, less politely, if you look in the index of a military history book covering this period, under ‘women’ you are likely to find an entry nearby labelled ‘whores’. But in fact these women were often crucial to the machinery of warfare, providing essential supplies (often through pillage), food and drink, and even working as soldiers (often disguised as men). These women were far more militarily important than ‘camp followers’: they picked up and used weapons, they kept the army they joined fed and watered and they were a part of the military system. But it is easy to glance back at history and assume that the men did all the fighting and the women were simply going along for the ride. If soldiers fight for all that is great and glorious, then the conventional history tells us that these women were there to serve them. Their lives and contributions might be interesting, but not for a history of combat, because what do whores and wives reveal about military history? 


As time went on, militaries took great pains to argue that even if it might look like women were fighting, they weren’t. During the Second World War, British women were tasked with every aspect of operating an anti-aircraft battery. They spotted enemy aircraft, worked out the trajectory – and then men, with the battery for this purpose only, fired the gun. This enabled the British authorities to claim that women were not in combat. As late as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, when women were legally barred from combat, militaries maintained the fiction that a woman who received enemy fire and fired back was not a combatant – even when some women received decorations for valour in combat.


Sometimes military history simply diminished the nature of the battles during which women were fighting, as they were not ‘proper’ wars, the kinds with recognisable battlefields and lots of (male) soldiers. Sieges were by far the most common form of warfare in Europe for three hundred years, between the late fifteenth and early eighteenth centuries; far more common than battles fought on battlefields. The wars on the battlefields may have relied on men to fight, but sieges often involved women. But because the siege is not a ‘battlefield’ – women were only defending their towns and homes, not striding out to battle – military history does not count them as soldiers.


During the Second World War women worked covertly with resistance movements. The Australian Nancy Wake, working in France under the auspices of the British Special Operations Executive (SOE), trained a resistance force of 7,000 men, and led them into battle. Pearl Witherington, also an SOE agent, led a 3,000-man resistance force that eventually forced the surrender of 18,000 Germans. But Nancy Wake and Pearl Witherington were not called soldiers, they were British agents, fighting an irregular war with resistance fighters. And if we cannot call them soldiers, we also cannot call them commanders, which they clearly were.


In 1992, after the Persian Gulf War exposed some of the inconsistencies of whether or not women were in combat, or on battlefields, the United States called for a presidential commission to address the topic. The resulting report makes for eye-opening reading. One of the commissioners, Ronald D. Ray, who was a former Marine colonel and Assistant Secretary of Defense under President Ronald Reagan, wrote that 


battles and wars for thousands of years have involved armies of men engaged against each other often fighting for national survival. No military in history has willingly chosen to send women as combatants to fight another nation’s male soldiers simply because men are inherently better designed for such savage activity.10


Nancy Wake and Pearl Witherington would have found this surprising, and they would not have been alone.


Women have fought in many different time periods and many different places. This is not to say that they have fought in the same numbers and in the same ways as men. Joshua Goldstein, author of one of the definitive books examining gender and war, points out that all women fighters over time probably add up to a number less than 1 per cent of all the warriors in history.11 If there were so few women fighters, why should we look at them? Are they anything other than exceptions, interesting adjuncts to the main event of military history? 


The picture I want to paint for you is not one of a historical battlefield containing a secret legion of previously unknown women soldiers. I am not going to claim that women were the star players and strategists who influenced the big turning points of military history. But I do want to demonstrate that women were part of the warp and weft of war, that they were common on the battlefield, and that they survived and even thrived as part of a machine of war. It is to tell you that there were plenty of examples, if anyone had bothered to look, that showed that women could fight. I want to show you that the history of war is not only a history where women are victims; it’s also a history where women have agency, where they make their own choices about combat (even if men sometimes stood in the way). It’s a story where rules about female combat suppressed gender equality in society, and a story of the women who fought to change those rules. 


But if this history exists, how was it possible for so many militaries to keep the combat exclusion in place as late as the first decade of the twenty-first century, and even in Western societies, where gender equality had opened the door of virtually every other imaginable job to women? Many of the examples of women fighting in the past were dismissed, denied, forgotten and even actively suppressed. When Western governments were forced by the feminist movement in the 1970s to consider the question of whether women should be allowed to fight, they were looking at an idealised version of the world where men fought and women were safe at home. They refused to see a history where so-called women camp ‘followers’ were following so closely they were actually on the battlefield, providing food and drink and supporting artillery fire. They didn’t see women in the thick of battle, fighting alongside men – most often disguised as men, occasionally in their own right, and sometimes (but rarely) even leading those men. Whatever women had done on the battlefields of history was ignored, written off as a notably unusual exception, and sometimes simply forgotten. 


Worse still, ignoring or suppressing this history helped perpetuate the exclusion of women from combat. If anyone ever wanted or needed evidence that patriarchy exists and requires active and deliberate maintenance, examining the actions of the militaries in states that were reluctant to open combat to women provides an object lesson. Preventing women from fighting prevented them from taking on military leadership roles, which required combat experience. Military leadership has long been a route to political and societal leadership. But perhaps more importantly, excluding women from combat served as a potent reminder that despite what the feminist movement told women, and told the world, they were not equal. Women were simply too fragile to fight. Men would be too distracted by the presence of a woman (who, after all, couldn’t bring much else of use to the battlefield) in order to fight properly; women would disrupt the essential bond between men, between brothers, that allowed for battlefield excellence. Women would be uniquely and horrifyingly susceptible to violence on the battlefield. Even though women could fight all kinds of battles, and win them, the military ensured that they couldn’t fight real battles – men would still have to do that for them. 


Understanding how keeping women out of combat was part of the playbook of patriarchy isn’t just important in historical terms. There is a strong link between authoritarianism and the suppression of gender equality, and consequently a strong link between democratic backsliding and the removal of hard-won women’s rights.12 The right to engage in combat is no different from any other of these rights. In fact, before his 2016 election, it was widely reported that Donald Trump was opposed to women in combat and likely to dial back the extension of combat roles to women. The American decision to open combat roles was a policy choice rather than a law passed through Congress, and so it was entirely possible for him to do so.13 And underlining Trump’s dislike of the policy was the fact that Trump’s voters also disliked the idea of women in combat: one study showed that the two strongest factors associated with opposing the deployment of a co-ed unit in combat were support for Trump and support for the Republican Party.14 


Understanding the history of women warriors is also crucial to defending the principles of gender equality. Picking apart the ways in which the combat exclusion was created and maintained provides unique insights into how male-dominated institutions deliberately and strategically ensure their survival: understanding the playbook of patriarchy in relation to women in combat helps prevent similar strategies from being used again. Moreover, women’s demonstrated capacity in combat serves as a profound reminder of women’s overall social equality; it is harder to take away women’s rights if women are equal on every level with men, and easier if women are not. And as time goes on, women will get more and more chances to demonstrate their leadership in the crucible of combat – and bring that leadership back into society. 


This book traces the history of women in combat, pulling these forgotten warriors back into military history. The first part examines the periods of history when women were a commonplace feature on battlefields, mainly focusing on the sixteenth century to the end of the nineteenth. At this time the battlefield was often a place of surprising freedom for women, where usual social rules did not apply, allowing women to live a different kind of life. The second part turns to considering why and how women disappeared from war, and how an all-male battlefield became understood as normal, focusing on the period from the late nineteenth century to the Second World War – a time when social rules, particularly expectations about gender, infiltrated the battlefield, closing off opportunities for women. By the end of this period there was an official ‘combat exclusion’ explicitly banning women from combat around the world, and the combat exclusion came to be a significant barrier for women in the fight for equality. It was so normal it was rarely questioned, even when there was direct evidence contradicting its historical accuracy. The third part examines how, when and where women returned to combat. 


These three parts explain how the so-called combat exclusion is not universal but rather grew, became established with constant nurturing, and has declined. I argue that the combat exclusion is composed of three core beliefs: that the militaries of the past were exclusively male; that such an all-male force is essential for military success; and therefore that combat must be carefully fenced off to prevent women from fighting. These beliefs rest on two convenient fictions: a view that women are incapable of fighting and require protection, and that war can be organised in such a way that there are distinct lines between the front and the rear, so that women can be carefully kept in a safe place. All this, of course, is for women’s own good. 


If we look at the history of war through the lens of female fighters, it is revealing to note that the idea of combat is more complex than it at first appears. What is combat in war? It may seem obvious: the physical fight with an enemy. But it’s not so easy to define. It may be easy to agree that a soldier carrying a weapon on the front line of battle is a combatant. But what about a cook on the front line who picks up a weapon? What about a person piloting a drone? What about personnel on a ship firing torpedoes at sea? An electrician in the army at the front line was a combatant in the early 1980s;15 a woman military police officer under attack and firing back in the war in Iraq in 2003 was not. British women in the anti-aircraft batteries in the Second World War were explicitly not combatants, while the women who fought behind enemy lines as agents of SOE were officially non-combatants too, even though they were trained in fighting. After the war, they were eligible only for civilian medals of valour, not military citations. 


If we could ask a general in the eighteenth century if he had any non-combat soldiers in his army, he might wonder about the premise of the question. There might be some members of the army who didn’t fight much, but there were none who assumed they would never fight. The people who provided services to the military were usually not soldiers at all. Modern war changed that equation – militaries became vast organisations that required accountants and secretaries and carpenters and electricians and a range of jobs that could remain non-combat – but one of the primary reasons militaries have had to distinguish between combat and non-combat jobs is to make sure women do not end up fighting. 


Understanding how and why definitions of combat have evolved, and altered, often deliberately to exclude women, also clarifies the changing nature of war. Arguing that some jobs in the military are ‘combat’ while others are not, and sticking to this neat division, requires that there are wars with a distinct front line and a safe rearguard, where non-combatants can be kept from the fighting. The history of women in combat is an effective reminder that very few battlefields have actually met this description. Only twentieth-century, industrial war, fought between states and usually far away from home, has really had a division between the front and the rear stark enough that women can be safely kept from the fighting. Once states began again to fight wars that did not have a clear front line – such as the first Gulf War in 1991 and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan – the carefully drawn distinctions between combat and non-combat jobs fell apart. 


If the category of combat is not as clear as it might seem then neither is the notion of the battlefield. Defining a battlefield as a place where major powers fight directly against each other helped maintain the historical fiction that women did not fight, because it obscured the roles women played on different battlefields – in sieges, as rebels and as resistance fighters. For many women, the battlefield was their home, in the case of sieges, or where women lived with an army. The role of women on battlefields historically also reminds us that wars which had a distinct front line are far more rare than the public imagination might suspect, and that keeping people safely on ‘the home front’ is a luxury for states who can fight wars far from home. Civilian women have long been caught, horribly, ‘at the front’ even though they are at home – a fact that is all too easy to ignore from the perspective of major powers who have done most of their recent fighting overseas. 


The history of women in combat also sheds light on the relationship between strongly held beliefs, such as those about gender, and war. Looking at the history of women warriors also reveals puzzling aspects that a traditional military history may not explain. Strategic studies tells us that when a nation fights a war of national survival, it should mobilise all available resources in order to stave off defeat. But the belief that women were incapable of fighting (or couldn’t be seen to be fighting) was so profound that even under the extreme pressure of the Second World War only the Soviet Union was able to mobilise women for combat roles. Nearly a million Soviet women fought under arms, and did so successfully. Other countries either blocked women from combat entirely or manipulated the definitions of ‘combat’ and ‘battlefield’ in order to make sure that women weren’t technically fighting. In Germany, the Reich preferred to allow boys as young as fourteen to defend Berlin before the mobilisation of adult women was a serious consideration, and in Britain, women were carefully prevented from doing anything that came too close to combat. When women used force it was completely secret, as with the SOE operatives, and was never presented as combat after the war. Gendered beliefs about war, particularly about women’s abilities, are so profound that they have been almost impossible to abandon, even when it is strategically better to allow women to fight. 


It should come as no surprise that masculinity is tied up with the enterprise of war. But so too is femininity. Prevailing ideas about femininity, particularly what they assume about female capability, go a long way to explaining where, when and how women have been able to fight as soldiers. In fact, war and femininity may have even shaped each other by directing who gets to fight. When the feminine ideal focused on a woman’s delicacy, it is perhaps unsurprising that the idea of a female fighting seemed impossible – and abhorrent, because after all a delicate female would not be able to cope on the battlefield. And when this delicate feminine ideal became the ideal for working-class women as well as for their better-heeled sisters in the nineteenth century, then the number of women fighters declined alongside social tolerance for their presence. In fact, many Victorian practices sought to ‘civilise’ the lower classes by imparting the importance of feminine delicacy.16 In contexts where the ideal woman was not a delicate flower – usually within particular classes of women in a given era, such as pre-nineteenth-century England or nineteenth-century Russia – plenty of women appeared to be likely fighters. And as we have moved to a feminine ideal that tolerates strength and capacity, it has been far less of a stretch to imagine physically capable females. 


The belief that women not only should not but could not fight became monolithic in the twentieth century, and the impact of this has been profound and lasting. This is why it is important to examine the intertwined histories of gender and war. How did the historical record become so neglected? When historians of war have recognised the existence of women on the battlefield at all, they have too often assumed that women are merely wives, girlfriends and daughters of the military – in the words of the feminist scholar Jean Bethke Elshtain, they are the ‘beautiful souls’ that motivate men to fight.17 If women are not wives, girlfriends and daughters, and they are on or near the battlefield, then they are whores. Worse still, women are presented as only victims. Of course, women have been victimised by war to a horrifying degree, in numbers that exceed those of female fighters by a large margin. But what about the stories of women who were on the battlefield, who were architects of their own lives and who pushed to fight, even sneaking around official rules? Their stories are a history of capability, not powerlessness, and of women capable of working on an equal basis with the men around them. Embracing this history can help us build on the legacy of these women warriors, reinforcing gender equality in our world today. 


I want to tell the stories of these ordinary women as an important history in its own right: the history of women in combat. In turn, this history will illuminate the history of war, and make it clear that while these women may have been exceptions to the general rule that women did not fight, they were not necessarily ‘exceptional’. The women on the battlefields of the past were ordinary, just like the men around them. Sometimes they were exceptionally brave, and sometimes they were cowardly; sometimes they exaggerated their military exploits, and sometimes they underplayed them. If we see women combatants as people who were exceptional, then we assume that the women who fought must also have had some unusual qualities that allowed them to fight but that prevented other women from fighting. The women who fought were able to do so because they were given, or they were able to take, the opportunity to become soldiers. The thing about exceptions is that they can be dismissed as unlikely, or undesirable, to be replicated. And this is precisely what happened to women fighters. In tracing the history of women warriors, we are examining a history that was often (by contemporaries and later observers) dismissed, denied and even actively suppressed, with an impact not only on the military but on wider society.












PART I


Women in War










1


Women Generals


THE BATTLEFIELDS OF history were not always exclusively male. It would seem uncontroversial, though, to say that the generals who commanded those battlefields were nearly always men. The people who started the wars, manoeuvred the troops, made strategic decisions, were men; the generals who caused military history – and world history – to pivot were almost always men. 


But only almost always. One of the first noteworthy female generals, Boudicca, was a British Celtic queen of the first century CE. For the Romans, Boudicca represented the wild, untamed barbarian. Our only accounts of her come at a remove, from the Roman historians Tacitus (who was not in Britain, though his father-in-law was) and Cassius Dio (who was writing even later than Tacitus). Boudicca was ‘very tall, in appearance most terrifying, in the glance of her eye most fierce, and her voice was harsh; a great mass of the tawniest hair fell to her hips, around her neck was a large golden necklace’.1 


Boudicca’s husband was the leader of the Iceni. When he died, he tried to ensure the safety of his family and the Iceni by making his daughters his heirs alongside the emperor. The plan was not a success. The Romans whipped Boudicca, raped her daughters and stole Iceni lands.2 Infuriated, Boudicca and the Iceni joined forces with a neighbouring tribe and marched on the Roman city of Camulodunum (now Colchester). Boudicca led the troops, and Camulodunum was crushed. The attack was so brutal that it left archaeological traces still visible today. Archaeologists call the layer of Camulodunum’s carbonised remains, including buildings, mattresses and food, the ‘Boudiccan destruction horizon’.3


Boudicca and her army turned to an undefended London, at this stage neither a capital nor fortified.4 The Roman governor Suetonius Paulinus had abandoned it, fearing he lacked the numbers to defeat the advancing Celts. Boudicca’s army gave no quarter. They could ‘not wait to cut throats, hang, burn and crucify’.5 As they had done in Camulodunum, Boudicca’s troops burned the city so comprehensively that if you dig deeply enough, you will find a red layer of scorched debris in the London soil dating from the attack.6 According to Cassius Dio, the Britons 


hung up naked the noblest and most distinguished women and then cut off their breasts and sewed them to their mouths, in order to make the victims appear to be eating them; afterwards, they impaled the women on sharp skewers run lengthwise through the entire body. All this they did to the accompaniment of sacrifices, banquets and wanton behaviour.7


Once the Britons had razed London, they moved on to Verulamium (modern-day St Albans). Tacitus claims that here Boudicca’s Britons killed 70,000 people.8 While Boudicca and her army were destroying Verulamium, Suetonius led the Roman army to a strategically superior position, ‘a spot encircled with woods, narrow at the entrance, and sheltered in the rear by a thick forest. In that situation, he had no fear of an ambuscade. The enemy, he knew, had no approach but in front’.9 The Britons had ‘brought into the field an incredible multitude’, including their wives in wagons, ‘where they might survey the scene of action and behold the wonders of British valour’.10 


Bringing women to the front was not uncommon for the British, but to the Romans it was an alien practice signifying poor discipline. Suetonius had previously faced a different British army on the island of Anglesey: ‘On the beach stood … a serried mass of arms and men, with women flitting between the ranks. In the style of Furies, in robes of deathly black and with dishevelled hair, they brandished their torches’.11 The Romans stood firm, ‘inciting each other never to flinch before a band of females and fanatics’, and were victorious.12 Any enemy that would bring women to the front, rather than leave them safely at home, was uncivilised indeed. 


Our Roman sources say that on the day of the great battle, both Suetonius and Boudicca made speeches. Whether or not this happened we can never know (Suetonius’ strategic advantage could only have been diminished by a long period of speechifying during which the Britons may have noticed that they were encircled without hope of escape) and likewise, we can never know what Boudicca said. But it is still fascinating to consider what the Romans claimed this female general said. After all, for them, a woman in military command was astonishing, as astonishing as seeing a horse lead men into battle. Dio opens his remarks by pointing out that the loss of two cities and tens of thousands of people in Roman Britain ‘was brought upon the Romans by a woman, a fact which caused them the greatest shame’.13


According to Tacitus, Boudicca addressed her army, claiming: ‘This is not the first time that the Britons have been led to battle by a woman’.14 He reports that Boudicca told her troops that she ‘took the field, like the meanest among them, to assert the cause of public liberty, and to seek revenge for her body seamed with ignominious stripes, and her two daughters infamously ravished’.15 Boudicca finished her speech with a call to arms: ‘On this spot we must either conquer, or die with glory. There is no alternative. Though a woman, my resolution is fixed: the men, if they please, may survive with infamy and live in bondage.’16 


The disciplined Roman troops in their strategically strong position were too much for the British army, no matter their number. Boudicca’s army was slaughtered. The Romans lost 400 men; the British, 80,000.17 Tacitus claims that Boudicca took poison to kill herself, while a later Roman source claims she took ill and died after the battle. 


Usually, the Romans would sell captured women and livestock for a profit, but not in their battle against Boudicca.18 The ‘cattle, falling in one promiscuous carnage, added to the heaps of the slain’ where ‘neither sex nor age was spared’.19 Defeat, even temporary defeat, by a woman leader or a dux femina was the ultimate humiliation. Even being subject to a queen was so humiliating that the only solution was to conquer her;20 actually being defeated by one required not her conquest but her utter destruction. 


Boudicca’s rebellion failed. For the Romans, she exemplified the less organised, less civilised and ultimately inferior barbarians they conquered around the world. In Tacitus’ account, the Britons are undone by the wagons containing their wives blocking the exit and trapping them among the more disciplined Romans. In other words, Boudicca was defeated because her army violated the distinction between home front and battleground by bringing women to watch the war.21 


Tacitus’ and Dio’s accounts of Boudicca’s life do not tell us whether or not she was proficient in fighting, or how she was able to command her large army. For the two writers, she was a rebel leader of a rabble successful through good fortune (the targets of the Iceni attacks were unfortified) but ultimately undone by cool, rational strategy and Roman discipline. She was not a proper general in Roman eyes, and the stories of her military command have not come down to us – even though Suetonius’ military prowess is often discussed. Suetonius is a man of ‘military skill’ and ‘remarkable firmness’.22 It is his far-sighted strategy of abandoning London in favour of a strategically useful battleground that wins the day against the Iceni. In our records of Boudicca, she is not so much a general as a curiosity, a symbol of how and why the Britons were unable to resist the superior organisation of the Roman troops. She is simply an exception that proves the rule that women do not fight.


Female generals were unquestionably exceptional. They were sufficiently rare that it is easy, and fast, to rattle off a list. Military command requires extensive military experience, which very few women had, and the ability to persuade men to fight for you, a difficult task for a man with years of military experience, let alone a woman. Female generals were remarkable: they were able to persuade people that a woman could lead men in battle, and they often fought (at least at first) without significant military experience. 


Demonstrated military leadership in a woman created a problem for military observers of the day and for later military historians: in what way does one explain how a woman, a weak and feeble woman, rose to lead armies successfully? The apparent answer was that women generals were not only exceptions, but when they did appear, there had to be another reason which explained how such a striking anomaly could be possible. Boudicca was a ‘barbarian’, and her leadership was a sign of the outlandish and unfortunate practices of an alien race so different from the civilised world that they would even allow women into battle. Other female generals, as we will see, also had their military prowess explained away.


And because female generals were the exception rather than the rule, the way history tells their stories also gives us clues as to how and why it has been so hard to overturn our more contemporary view that women have never played significant roles on the battlefield. If we write women generals off as exceptions, as only able to fight because of some special characteristic, then we diminish them as military leaders and keep them safely to one side of an accepted history. Focusing on the exceptional status of female generals meant that no one ever considered whether these skills might exist in other women, should they be given the chance to lead. 


While female generals may have been rare, queens and other female rulers have often presided over significant military activity. Queenly leadership was reasonably common. In Europe alone, between 1300 and 1800 thirty women ruled as queens,23 a number that excludes other female rulers such as Amalie Elizabeth of Hesse-Kassel, a landgravine rather than a queen. Queens did not march onto the battlefield, but military leadership was a normal part of queenship, including organising, procuring and planning at the strategic level. The queens of Europe presided over some remarkable military victories, from the famous, such as Elizabeth I of England’s defeat of the Spanish Armada to Isabella of Castile’s ten-year war to take Granada, to the less well known in the English-speaking world, for example the many victories of Queen Margaret of Denmark, including her capture of the King of Sweden in 1389. Amalie Elizabeth of Hesse-Kassel had a profound influence on the shape of the Thirty Years War and the famous treaty that ended it.24 Queen Christina of Sweden had multiple victories during the Thirty Years War and Maria Theresa of Austria defeated Frederick II of Prussia. 


Part of rulership was command of the military, for kings and queens. And while kings may have been more likely to set foot on the battlefield, this was not always the case. As militaries became more professional so military leadership became more professional too, and it was no longer necessary or desirable to have a monarch on the battlefield.25 The last British monarch to accompany his troops in battle was George II in 1743. By 1745 European kings no longer fought alongside their men26 – but there is little doubt that subsequent European monarchs were in overall command of the military, even when they were not on the battlefield itself. 


Queens were often no different from kings in their oversight of the military. Queen Christina managed military matters related to conscription, regimental composition, transportation and provisions, as well as sending orders to commanders in the field.27 Amalie Elizabeth had an army of at least 20,000 men that one observer described as ‘always nimble, always ready, and always victorious’.28 Queen Isabella of Spain was known for her organisational skills, including the management of logistics, military equipment29 and the call-up of troops.30 While some of her activities were traditionally feminine – she established the first military camp hospitals31 – she was also known to ride among her men in armour.32 


Empress Maria Theresa was intimately involved with the military from the moment she ascended the throne, with an interest in every aspect from dress to discipline and tactics to weapons.33 As she later explained, the military was the only part of state administration ‘for which I harboured a real personal interest’.34 Maria Theresa’s military enthusiasm persisted during her sixteen pregnancies and the rearing of her thirteen surviving children (one of whom was Marie Antoinette). Apparently, she complained that her frequent pregnancies held her back from going to war herself.35


The empress noted that the Austrian military, prior to her reign, was haphazardly organised. She wrote:


Who would believe that there was not the slightest attempt to achieve uniformity among my troops! Every regiment had its own separate drill on the march, on manoeuvres, on deployment. One fired in quick time, another in slow time; the same terms and words of command meant different things to different regiments. No wonder the Emperor was beaten all the time during the ten years before my ascension, no wonder the state in which I found the army was indescribable.36


She duly transformed the army. In an era characterised by problems of soldier discipline, including desertion, an English soldier noted that Austrian troops rarely ran away, because they were ‘well paid, well dressed, and well fed … the troops are aware that the Empress is concerned for their welfare, and this consideration binds them to her service for her own sake’.37 She also established professional military education, including a military academy that remained at the centre of Austrian military thinking until the end of the First World War.38 


Queens and female rulers had to carefully navigate a world that equated leadership, intelligence and fortitude with masculinity. Nowhere was this balancing act more pronounced than in military matters, and it explains a tendency on the part of many of these queens to describe themselves as male – a view sometimes shared by observers. Queen Christina of Sweden apparently crossed out Regina in the royal genealogy, replacing it with Rex.39 She explained that her father, the great king Gustavus Adolphus, 


wished that in the remainder I should be like a young prince and that I should be taught in all things a prince’s virtues and skills. In this my inclinations in a marvellous way supported his purposes because I felt an unconquerable dislike for everything that women talked about or did.40 


England’s Queen Elizabeth I justified her rule by explaining that she was simultaneously a female queen and a male king.41 Her famous speech at Tilbury, where she is said to have stated, ‘I know I have the body but of a weak and feeble woman; but I have the heart and stomach of a King, and a King of England too’, neatly demonstrates the bifurcated leadership of her monarchy: a queen who ruled, but also a king who fought.42 Amalie Elizabeth of Hesse-Kassel was described as a warrior woman, a ‘new Penthesilia’ and a ‘hermaphroditic genius’.43 Empress Maria Theresa loathed her chief adversary, Frederick the Great (Frederick II) of Prussia, and her loathing took on a masculine form: she once wanted to challenge him to a duel with pistols.44 Frederick in turn noted that Maria Theresa wore the trousers in her marriage: ‘The Emperor gives the impression of a good bluff innkeeper who leaves all his affairs to his wife’.45


Queens and other women rulers were most often in leadership roles by accident: they were stepping into the shoes of an absent husband or a son too young to rule, or occasionally because a quirk of inheritance left a woman on the throne. So while queens were military rulers, it was rarely by design. The very few women who actually commanded troops on the battlefield had to seize the opportunity, it was not given to them. And when they seized it, it caused their adversaries to sit up and take notice.


Because female generals were so rare, they often took on enormous symbolic value – sometimes to the point that the symbolism obscured the military accomplishment. Joan of Arc demonstrated military and command skills that far exceeded those of most women – and most men. Her military experience was so unusual that it was, especially to the people of the time, inexplicable without reference to the intervention of God. And so Joan’s military accomplishments are often dismissed, taking a back seat to her divine stature.


Joan’s story is remarkable because in one so young her military talent and successes were so striking as to be manifestly miraculous. Joan was born during the Hundred Years War between England and France. There were two notable features of her teenage years: the war was going very badly for France, and Joan spoke to saints and angels in her garden. Saint Michael, Saint Catherine and Saint Margaret told her to drive the English from France, and to bring the Dauphin to Reims to be crowned king. The Dauphin, Charles, had inherited the throne but could not be consecrated as king in Reims, the traditional venue for French coronations, because it was in English hands. Joan petitioned and manoeuvred until she finally gained an audience with the local garrison commander, where she proved her credentials by predicting the outcome of a battle near the besieged city of Orléans. This little miracle was enough to prove Joan’s bona fides.


The disastrous military position of the French in the Hundred Years War made it possible for the king and his advisers to accept the otherwise ludicrous proposition that a teenage girl could save France. The Hundred Years War was even more interminable than its name suggests – in fact, it lasted longer than a hundred years. The French had no crowned king, and armies had swarmed over the countryside for decades, living off the land and preventing economic activity.46 When Joan made her offer to the local garrison commander in 1429, the French court had a stark choice: carry on fighting (and mostly losing) a war already nearly a century old, or take a chance on a girl whose divine inspiration seemed to be confirmed by her little miracles. Desperation has, over the centuries, caused many people to change their minds about the military capacities of women.


It is possible that Joan’s miraculous intervention in the war was abetted by canny members of the court, who realised that the appearance of a little divine intervention might be enough to give the French armies the confidence they needed to turn the tide of the war.47 The military situation was sufficiently dire that throwing a teenage girl who heard voices into the mix could hardly make it worse, and doing so might actually give weary soldiers and a weary country the inspiration they needed to fight back. As one commentator noted, 


here is she who seems not to come from anywhere on earth, who seems to be sent from heaven to sustain with her neck and shoulders a fallen France. She raised the King out of the vast abyss … she lifted up the spirits of the French to a greater hope.48 


Unsurprisingly, there were still doubters among the French royal court about an illiterate teenage girl’s ability to achieve the Dauphin’s coronation and drive the English from France. It was decided that Joan’s divine credentials would be established one way or the other if she could, as she claimed, lift the siege of Orléans. Having been provided with armour and provisions, she set off on the first phase of her mission to crown a king and win a war. 


The siege of Orléans had started the previous year, on 12 October 1428. Orléans’ inhabitants – including the women, who had even pushed advancing Englishmen off the city walls49 – had ardently defended themselves against the English, but the situation had devolved into a worrying stalemate. It was clear that the intertwined fates of siege and city were pivotal to the outcome of the war between England and France. Had the English successfully taken the city, there was every likelihood they would have been able to take all of France.50 Demonstrating her extraordinary confidence, Joan warned the English in Orléans of her impending arrival, telling them to 


go back to your countries, for God’s sake … If you do not do so, I am commander of the armies … I shall have them all killed. I am sent from God, King of Heaven, to chase you out of all France, body for body.51


Joan and her soldiers left for Orléans in late April. Driving the English from the city would require taking three strategic fortifications, which Joan and her troops did during the first week of May 1429. The assault on the last of these fortifications, the Tourelles, saw fierce fighting. According to a chronicle of the battle, 


there was a spectacular assault during which there were performed many great feats of arms, both in the attack and in the defence, because the English had a large number of strong soldiers and placed them skilfully in all of the defensible places … the French scaled the different places adeptly and attacked the angles at the highest of the strong and sturdy fortifications … But the English repulsed them from many places and attacked with artillery both high and low, both with cannon and other weapons, such as axes, lances, pole-arms, lead hammers and even with their bare hands.52


Joan was the first to plant her ladder on the walls of the besieged town. She ‘immediately took her standard and placed it on the bank of the ditch. At that instant when she appeared, the English trembled and took fright and the soldiers of the king felt their courage rekindled and began to go forward, delivering an assault on the boulevard without encountering any resistance’.53 Joan was wounded in the fighting, an event she had previously prophesied, but only paused briefly to pray before fighting on.54 By 8 May Orléans was in French hands. 


The French poet and writer Alain Chartier wrote shortly after the victory at Orléans that no mortal man would not wonder at the 


strength and the greatness of these countless, marvellous deeds … but why wonder? For what is necessary for leaders in battle that the Pucelle does not have? Perhaps military skill? She has an admirable one. Or a strong spirit? She has the highest one and surpasses all … and in fact she herself leads the army into battle against the enemy, she arranges the camps, she urges to war and to battle, bravely demonstrates military skills.55


Joan’s success at Orléans caused Charles VII to allow her to make military advances along the Loire, en route to Reims (where her visiting saints had told her to bring the Dauphin to his consecration). Reims was a challenging, if not impossible, target, deep within English-held territory. But with Joan in tow, the French proceeded with pace and success up the Loire throughout the month of June, until a decisive battle at Patay saw the English comprehensively defeated. The French army was on the doorstep of Reims by late June, and on 16 July they took the city. Just as Joan’s saints had foretold, the Dauphin had his coronation in Reims. 


In September 1429 the French army turned towards Paris, where Joan was wounded in the leg by a crossbow bolt, before the army, facing a heavily fortified and well-defended city, was ordered to withdraw. A Parisian official described her as ‘the woman who led the army with the other captains’.56 The defeat at Paris, while not Joan’s fault, tarnished her reputation: if she was driven by the divine, had God forsaken her?57 Nonetheless, she continued to travel with the army and in December 1429 she was ennobled with her family by Charles VII. 


The change of the year saw a further change in Joan’s fortunes. A truce kept the first part of the year quiet, but after it collapsed, Joan travelled with the army to Compiègne, to defend against English attack. Staying at the rear of her troops in order to protect them,58 Joan was captured by the English and taken hostage on 23 March 1430. Her enemies were delighted, even more ‘than if they had taken 500 soldiers, because they feared no captain or war leader up until that day as they had dreaded the Maid’.59


The French explained away Joan’s military success by accepting that it was divinely granted. The English, defeated by a teenage girl who terrified them, explained Joan away by calling her a witch and a lawbreaker. The nature of the laws Joan broke help us to see the contours of beliefs about women, and their ordinary capabilities. Why did a girl like Joan pose such a threat?


Undoubtedly part of the threat was political. If Joan’s voices were right, and Charles was the rightful, divinely ordained king of France, then it damaged the English claim to rule. But Joan also scared the English. She was a girl at the head of a successful army, and that success could only be supernatural. In fact, Joan was threatening on so many levels that after her capture her demise was a foregone conclusion. The English announced Joan’s trial, declaring that 


a woman calling herself Joan the Maid, putting off the dress and habit of the female sex (which is contrary to divine law, abominable to God, condemned and prohibited by every law) has dressed and armed herself in the state and habit of man, has wrought and occasioned cruel murders.60


The trial lasted about four and half months throughout which Joan stuck to her story: she was inspired by God, and directed by her voices. Joan’s inquisitors repeatedly tried to get her to recant, but she held up with intelligence and strength. 


On 24 May 1431 Joan’s captors decided to use different tactics to get her to recant. She was brought to a scaffold and forced to listen to a priest harangue her for her sins. Exactly what happened next is a matter of debate. We know for sure that Joan recanted many of her previous statements, including her divine inspiration; what we do not know is whether she was fooled into doing so, or did so mockingly, or in such a way that it signalled to her followers that the recantation was false. Whatever happened, the fact of the recantation caused difficulties for the English. A repentant heretic, like Joan, could not be executed. The only grounds for her execution would be if she relapsed. 


Joan’s commitment to one of her chief heresies, her male dress, was to be her undoing. Joan had been dressed as a woman during her trial, but in late May she returned to her male clothes, for reasons that remain uncertain. Her captors may have plotted to steal her women’s attire to force her to don her men’s clothes and commit heresy.61 Or Joan may have abandoned her previous recantation, insisting she still heard her voices, and returning to her accustomed dress.62 Or it may have been because, as Joan herself insisted, dressing as a man kept her safe from sexual assault. But once she reoffended, she demonstrated her commitment to her heresy – and opened the door to her execution. Once word of Joan’s renewed cross-dressing got out, the cleric leading the investigation demanded to see her. During their conversation she insisted again that the voices she heard were real. Now she was a committed heretic twice over. Joan was guilty. On 30 May 1431, a little more than two years after her first military victories, she was burned to death. Her charred body was burned twice more to prevent the crowd from collecting relics. She was nineteen.63


Whether or not Joan was indeed prompted by God to save France can never be known. But there is ample evidence of her military skills and impact on the war. Joan was clearly more than a figurehead. She had an array of armour, including helmets for different types of fighting, suggesting that she was expected to do far more than march at the front of the army.64 Her close companion, Jean, duke of Alençon, wrote that ‘in the conduct and disposition of her troops, in deeds of war and the organization of combat and the encouragement of troops, she comported herself as if she were the most adept captain in the world, trained for years in warfare’.65 Joan developed other military skills, practising fighting on horseback.66 According to Alençon, everyone marvelled at the fact Joan ‘acted so wisely and clearly in waging war, as if she were a captain who had the experience of twenty or thirty years; and especially in the setting up of artillery, for in that she held herself magnificently’.67 


Joan seems to have been surprisingly skilled in the newly significant use of gunpowder in war. The battle for Orléans involved the greatest use of gunpowder on both sides that had yet been seen, and the presence of so many gunpowder weapons in the English fortifications around the city may have been one of the deterrents preventing a French counter-attack.68 How could a teenager become so good at gunpowder warfare, the cutting-edge military technology of the day? Military historians speculate that Joan’s age and class actually assisted her in understanding this new technology. The fact that she was young and a commoner made her more like the cannoneers around her than a wealthy lord, and perhaps she was simply good at listening to them, as she had listened to her voices.69 


The question of Joan’s divinity has undoubtedly overshadowed her military skill. She performed many miracles off the battlefield: she was able to identify the disguised Dauphin, despite never having seen him before; she correctly predicted the outcome of a battle before it was known; she predicted when and where she would be wounded. There were more miraculous occurrences during her military campaigns, ranging from rapidly healing wounds to a river that magically filled to a high enough level to allow troops to use it. 


Although no one knows for sure exactly what Joan looked like, her beauty was at the heart of another of her miracles – one which looks astonishing to modern eyes. The duke of Alençon recalled that ‘sometimes he saw Joan get ready for the night, and sometimes he saw her breasts, which were beautiful’. But one of the signs of Joan’s divinity was that no man who saw her was tempted by carnal desire, even though she was attractive – clearly a miracle for a lone woman among many soldiers, and a comment on how other such women would likely have been treated on the battlefield.70


And indeed, how on earth it was possible for an illiterate teenager to have such military impact was only explicable in two ways to contemporaries. For the French, Joan was a heroine directed by the hand of God. For the English, she was a witch – they agreed that only magic could explain her military skills, but could not countenance that a girl leading the enemy was divinely directed. Those powers had to have come from the devil – or indeed, Joan might not even be human at all. She may have been a ‘creature … who was in the form of a woman that was named the Pucelle’,71 who used ‘used false enchantments and sorcery’.72 After her execution and before her second burning, Joan’s body was displayed to the crowds to prove she was a human woman, so convinced were many that she was some kind of demon.73 


It is interesting how much Joan’s transvestism, her taking on a male role, was her undoing. Five of the seventy charges against her relied on her cross-dressing. One charge stated: 


the said Jeanne put off and entirely abandoned woman’s clothes, with her hair cropped short and round in the fashion of young men, she wore shirt, breeches, doublet, with hose joined together … tight-fitting boots or buskins, long spurs, sword, dagger, breastplate, lance and other arms in the style of a man at arms.74


A theologian wrote at the time that ‘if a woman could put on male clothing as she liked with impunity, women would have unrestrained opportunities to fornicate and to practice manly acts which are legally forbidden to them’.75 Dressing as a man gave a woman the possibility of behaving like a man, and Joan’s successful adoption of male skills as well as clothes made her especially threatening. If Joan’s military skills were not magical then they were especially dangerous because the Maid demonstrated that a woman was capable of leading troops to victory. If Joan was just a girl with a flair for war, what else might other women be able to accomplish? It was far safer to assume that she was a divine exception to normal femininity, and easy to deny that a teenage girl could have innate military skill. But female generals were not always so easy to dismiss. 


While Joan of Arc could be a general because she was divine (or a witch), and Boudicca’s generalship was based on luck and only successful until she met a disciplined Roman army, other women were able to take military command because they managed to completely step into the male role of kingship, including its military aspects.


Queen Njinga of Ndongo was a genuine warrior queen and commander.76 She was born around 1582 in what is now Angola, and came of age during the era of Portuguese colonisation of central west Africa. Njinga first protected, and then expanded, her kingdom, through multiple wars, becoming Portugal’s main adversary.77 She would be celebrated as an extraordinarily powerful queen and general in any other context. But to her Portuguese enemies and other Western observers, Njinga was the uncivilised world personified: sexually aggressive, totally subversive of gender expectations and the sort of terrifying enemy who allegedly ate the hearts of victims.78 Even though Njinga ruled a kingdom that was perpetually at war for forty years (only slightly less than Queen Elizabeth I),79 and had the military capacity to be a thorn in the side of a well-equipped and ruthless coloniser for nearly as long, she was written off by Europeans as a curiosity rather than understood as a genuine military leader.


The history of central west Africa during Njinga’s life is a history of almost constant warfare – of local people against the Portuguese; of tribes against each other; and even European wars that imposed themselves on Africa through colonial competition. In fact, Angola became a distant battlefield of the Thirty Years War in the 1640s, when the Dutch seized the Portuguese colonial capital of Luanda.80 Any leader in this period who wanted to survive more than a month would have to have notable political and military skills. 


Njinga was born just shy of a hundred years after the first Portuguese incursions into central west Africa, and less than a decade after the founding of the colonial city of Luanda. She came into the world feet first, with the umbilical cord wrapped around her neck (the name ‘Njinga’ derives from a word for ‘to twist, turn or wrap’), a form of entering the world that signalled a person would have an unusual life.81 Njinga grew up as the favoured daughter of the king in a context of perpetual violence. She was notably skilled with the battle-axe, better than her brother and the other children in the royal household.82 By the time she was an adult, her European contemporaries noted that she was ‘a cunning and prudent Virago, so much addicted to Arms, that she hardly uses any other exercise’.83


The necessity of developing weapons expertise during childhood reflected the remarkably violent (and perilous) state of affairs in seventeenth-century central west Africa. The realities of the slave trade and Portuguese colonisation ruled out a peaceful existence, which may have been unlikely anyway, given the history of violent transitions of power between leaders in Ndongo.


Njinga’s father became king of Ndongo in 1593, and in 1617, after his death, her brother seized power and solidified it by killing the other claimants to the throne. His campaign to eradicate rivals that threatened his rule may have extended to killing Njinga’s son and forcibly sterilising her and her two sisters, Funji and Kambu.84 But the conflict between local leaders created by power struggles was compounded by the presence of colonial interests, attracted by a hugely valuable resource: the slave trade, which had been an important part of local culture and life prior to the Portuguese arrival.85 And like any hugely valuable resource, slavery at once fuelled conflict and paid for it. In fact, battle was a chief mechanism whereby new slaves could be acquired for the market.86 In roughly the same decades as Njinga’s rule (1621–60) over half a million enslaved people were exported from central west Africa.87 Leaders like Njinga could gain strategic advantage by seizing and blocking trade routes, not to mention financial benefit. It was hardly a situation that lent itself to peace. 


The reign of Njinga’s brother Ngola Mbande coincided with several years of particularly brutal war with the Portuguese. Portugal’s strategy was to build alliances with local leaders to develop its holdings in the area, creating an almost bewildering array of shifting alliances in a context of military gains and setbacks. The only constants appear to have been the level of violence itself and the perpetually moving and growing slave trade, fuelled by the taking of more and more captives. By early 1621 the Portuguese had taken enough territory, forced enough local leaders into vassalage and pulled so many people into slavery that Ngola Mbande saw the futility of military action and shifted towards diplomacy. He selected his estranged sister Njinga as his envoy, bringing her to centre stage in central west Africa. She was to remain there until her death. 


Njinga set off for Luanda at the head of what was perhaps the largest ever delegation to travel through Ndongo to the colonial capital, where they were greeted by a Portuguese military escort complete with gun salutes.88 Njinga’s diplomatic skills were considerable. She persuaded the Portuguese to recognise her brother’s rule, successfully arguing that as an unconquered leader, he should not have to pay tribute.89 Her success relied on a mixture of the usual diplomatic avenues of speech, persuasion and theatre. In her first meeting with the Portuguese governor, he was seated. Njinga knew that the Portuguese forced other leaders to sit on the floor, an overt reminder of the status of the coloniser over the colonised. So instead she arranged her own chair: a member of her entourage knelt before her on all fours, and Njinga sat down.90 Her seat afforded her equality with the Portuguese and was a potent reminder of her own power among her people. She also made the first of a series of attempts to manipulate her Christian adversaries with promises of conversion to Catholicism. 


Njinga’s successful agreement with the Portuguese, as with many of the pacts between indigenous peoples and Europeans, was swiftly altered. Soon, Portugal had new demands for Ngola Mbande, including his baptism. Ngola Mbande became profoundly depressed. His mental state may have had much to do with his sister’s perpetual taunts: Njinga hurled ‘injurious words’ at Ngola Mbande until he ‘became very emotional and thought of ways of protecting his diminished sovereignty and fearing the audacity of a woman who was still his sister’.91 In 1624 Ngola Mbande died from poisoning – either self-administered or given by Njinga herself.92 Njinga had taken the throne she would hold until her death in 1663. 


In the style of her predecessors, Njinga consolidated her power by comprehensively eliminating her rivals, including her own nephew, for whom she was regent. He may have died of natural causes,93 or, more dramatically, Njinga may have engineered his death through an elaborate plot involving her marriage to her nephew’s foster father, Imbangala Kasa. At some stage during the wedding ceremony, Njinga allegedly murdered her seven-year-old nephew and dumped his body in a river, in vengeance for her own losses; she then murdered other relatives in attendance.94 


Njinga’s consolidation of power did not lead to peace. The Portuguese had been attempting to make local leaders their vassals, including in Ndongo; Njinga’s attempts to negotiate on this front failed and the Portuguese attacked in 1626. They drove Njinga into the eastern reaches of Ndongo and put a puppet king, Ngola Hari, in her place. By 1631, after nearly four years of guerrilla warfare and a marriage alliance with a local warlord, Njinga had seized the neighbouring territory of Matamba (also ruled by a queen), where she ruled for the rest of her life. 


Njinga was not just a queen. She was a queen who led from the front during nearly four decades of perpetual war. Njinga’s primary military goal was to recapture the territory of Ndongo lost to the Portuguese-installed Ngola Hari, but her disputes with Portugal were manifold – over slavery and its profits; over the boundaries of her lands and the return of what she and her predecessors had lost – and all were fuelled by the humiliation meted out to local rulers by the Portuguese. It is likely that her army routinely consisted of around 8,000 men, perhaps reaching as high as 15,000 or 20,000,95 and as many as 80,000 while she fought with the Dutch. 


For any general, to command troops continually for forty years is a noteworthy accomplishment. To have done so in the cut-throat world of seventeenth-century Angola, where leaders were brutally eliminated by rivals and constantly contended with external colonial forces, is remarkable. Njinga displayed all the qualities associated with excellent generalship. She had physical prowess, tactical skills, a command of strategy with a particular skill in manipulating and maintaining alliances, and the ability to inspire decades-long devotion among her troops. 


Njinga spent the first years of her reign largely on the run from the Portuguese after they replaced her with Ngola Hari. In classic guerrilla mode, she fought where she could and ran when she could not fight, and in general exasperated the Portuguese, who were wholly unable to catch her. One of the many occasions when she was on the run from the Portuguese came in her early fifties, but age was no obstacle to eluding her pursuers. At one stage she escaped by climbing down a precipice so steep and vast that apparently a voice at the top could not be heard from the bottom.96 Even at the end of her long life, when she no longer took to the battlefield in person, if a soldier received a bow from Njinga’s hand, he would believe his aim to be faultless and himself to be invincible.97 She commented to one European missionary, who was impressed by her agility at the age of nearly eighty: ‘Excuse me, Father, for I am old, but when I was young I yielded nothing in agility or ability to wound any Jaga [Imbangala], and I was not afraid to face twenty-five armed men’.98 


Njinga’s ability to command troops in her late teens and early twenties suggests to historians that she must have been an effective fighter even at this early age.99 She very quickly gained battlefield experience, which was probably inevitable given the constant warfare that formed the background of her life and reign. She appears to have commanded troops while her brother was still king, and the Portuguese reported she was blocking key communication routes in the 1620s.100 Njinga’s early rebellions after taking the throne were so successful that the Portuguese governor, Fernão de Sousa, wrote back to Lisbon that he had been unable to collect the tributes he had hoped for, and that many of the local allies he had been counting on had chosen to fight with her instead.101 Njinga also supervised a complex military system with a command structure, regular units and sophisticated communication systems between commanders and units.102


Even when she lost, Njinga appears to have had mastery of strategy, tactics and communications. During her many battles she deployed multiple tactics, from surprise attacks to blocking escape routes.103 In 1626 the Portuguese managed to push Njinga back to an island in the Kwanza River. She prepared the island with trenches, supplies and outward defences, as well as with a communication system that alerted her when the Portuguese attack began.104 The Portuguese prevailed, but not because Njinga was an incapable general. 


The ability to manage a bewildering array of shifting alliances and perpetual conflict was an essential strategic component of Njinga’s rule and military success. She had to work out how to manage relationships with European powers, and how to manoeuvre among local rulers and rivals in order to maintain an overall goal of holding her new territory of Matamba and restoring as much of her lost territory of Ndongo as possible. 


Njinga knew how to use her military skills to gain alliance advantages. In 1630, even at a low point of her military power, she used guerrilla tactics to disrupt the slave trade so much that it affected the profitability of the Portuguese colony, forcing the authorities to begin new negotiations with her.105 Despite the official negotiations, Njinga carried on her guerrilla campaigns and by 1633 her impact on the slave trade was so significant (reducing the export of slaves from 13,000 in 1630 to almost none three years later) that it was impossible for the Portuguese to carry on fighting her.106


In the early part of her reign, the Portuguese were the only European power with whom Njinga had to contend. But in 1641 the Dutch West India Company seized Luanda and Njinga seized the chance of a European ally that might help her drive out the Portuguese. At this point she was causing the Portuguese so much difficulty that they identified her as ‘the most powerful adversary that has ever existed in this Ethiopia [Africa]’.107 The Dutch West India Company was aware of the impact an alliance with a character as formidable as Njinga would have on the Portuguese.108 They were no doubt further enticed by the fact that Njinga’s dominance of Matamba meant she could easily export slaves, selling to the Dutch as many as 13,000 slaves in some years.109


Njinga’s alliance with the Dutch allowed her to amass an army of 80,000 people, well armed with Dutch munitions.110 She became the pre-eminent power in the region by the mid 1640s, seizing back much of her lost territory and raising concerns among local leaders. In October 1646 she led an attack against the Portuguese with 4,000 men in a mixed contingent of Dutch and African forces with a combined strength of about 14,300. The battle was a success, with 3,000 enemy killed.111 


The Portuguese were determined to remove the Dutch from West Africa – but to do so they needed to disrupt the alliance between Njinga and their European enemy. In March 1646, Portugal attacked Njinga with a huge army, including 400 Portuguese officers, 30,000 African soldiers and various weapons including field artillery and archers.112 Njinga had prepared for the arrival of the Portuguese-led force by building bridges across a river, in order to make them sitting ducks for her soldiers. However, the Portuguese circumvented these and other defences, and, despite an epic battle, won the day.113 By 1648 they had pushed the Dutch out. Njinga once again escaped, although her sisters Kambu and Funji were captured and Funji was later executed. 


From this point on, Njinga’s main strategic goal was retaining her possessions rather than driving out the Portuguese. She was by this stage in her sixties and, perhaps, finally reaching a lower ebb of energy. The Portuguese still took Njinga’s power seriously. In the early 1650s there was a clear awareness among Portuguese officials both in Luanda and Lisbon that Njinga’s military power and personal character made signing a treaty with her far preferable to fighting her.114 


But Njinga’s strategic goal of securing her own territory through the manipulation of external alliances did not disappear when the Dutch left Angola. She decided to find allies in Europe itself – specifically, in the Vatican.115 Njinga took two Capuchin monks hostage in the late 1640s, in an effort to get messages to Rome, indicating her willingness to have further religious missions in her territories in exchange (presumably) for further support. The Capuchins were Spanish, and Njinga’s religious manoeuvrings gave her a chance to influence politics in the Vatican, to pursue a claim that the Portuguese had unjustly taken her territories.116


In fact, the manipulation of her religious beliefs was one of Njinga’s most effective tactics in her alliances both with European powers and her own people. When she was acting as the diplomatic envoy for her brother, Njinga was baptised in the cathedral in Luanda under the name Ana de Sousa.117 Her religious beliefs appear to have been pragmatic, flipping between Christianity and local practices according to political demands at the time, and often combining them for maximum impact.118 Her devotion to Catholicism undoubtedly increased when it would buy the greatest benefits from Portugal or help gain support from the Vatican. After concluding a final treaty with Portugal in 1656 (another triumph – including her recognition as queen and the release of her sister Kambu, all while avoiding paying further tribute),119 Njinga organised a public ceremony in front of a church she had built after her conversion to Christianity. In front of a crowd including 2,000 members of her army, she brandished her bow and shouted, ‘Who can ever defeat this bow?’ Her soldiers replied, ‘No one, No one!’ Njinga continued, ‘Only Maniputo, King of Portugal can defeat it, and now I say to all of you that I have just made peace with him … now it is the time that I leave this bow.’120 She discarded her bow. Njinga was seventy-four, and she had held her kingdom through decades of violence, betrayal and outright war. 


In 1663 Njinga succumbed to a final illness. Twenty thousand soldiers and commoners congregated after her death to stage a play that re-enacted her many military victories.121 She was buried with a fortune worth the same amount as a nobleman’s estate in Rome.122 And while Njinga may have taken power in a context where female rule was unusual, in eighty of the next hundred years women ruled her former kingdom.123


Njinga’s military leadership, while recognised at the time, caused difficulties for European adversaries shocked by the idea of a woman in military command. As a result, European commentators made much of Njinga’s exceptional status: it was true that she was both a military commander and a woman, but she was not a recognisable type of European woman – and therefore certainly not one worthy of emulation. European chroniclers emphasised the deficiencies of her brand of womanhood, in particular dwelling on her sexual excesses and the more grim aspects of her cultural practices, in an effort to explain why it was that a woman could be such a successful leader and general.


Njinga thoroughly subverted European expectations of appropriate womanhood. While Queen Elizabeth I explained to her forces at Tilbury that she had the heart and stomach of a king inside the body of a feeble woman, Njinga announced to her people in the 1640s that she was, in fact, a man; she ordered her husbands to dress as women.124 A Captain Fuller, who was appointed by the Dutch to assist Njinga in her fight against the Portuguese, took particular note of the queen’s gender-bending practices. Not only did she dress as a man, she kept male concubines with women’s names and made them dress as women.125 Antonio Cavazzi, one of the European missionaries who knew Njinga, wrote that she was 


the most barbarous & cruel woman that there had ever been in the world … for the space of forty years, each one worse than the last, as will be seen from the story of her life. I will only add that she was a sea of lust, & had more Concubines than the three most famous prostitutes in the world had lovers; she surpassed the Tyrants in barbarity, the lions & tigers in cruelty, the harpies in wrath, & the poisonous snakes in the ferocity she showed in her lair, shedding more blood in peace than others in war.126


Njinga’s sexual appetites were noteworthy, even to her own people. One member of the court was sufficiently perturbed by her sexuality that he tried to curb her behaviour. Njinga responded by requiring him to watch his son’s murder, and then killing him too.127


Diminishing female leaders by dwelling on their unusual sexual appetites or practices is a fairly common tactic. Frederick the Great of Prussia once said of Catherine the Great, ‘A woman is always a woman, and in feminine government, the cunt has more influence than a firm policy guided by straight reason.’128 If the sexual excesses of male rulers were deemed to disqualify them from the ranks of political or martial heroes then there would be very few left in the annals of history.


If Njinga’s sexuality was not enough to shock outside observers, her reported religious practices were sure to do so – especially because many of her contemporary Western observers were religious missionaries and had a particular stake in portraying her heathen practices in as compelling a light as possible, so as to burnish their own reputations if they succeeded in her conversion. There is evidence that Njinga engaged in ritual sacrifice, which in turn may have included eating the hearts or arterial blood of victims. To conduct the sacrifice, the queen dressed as a man, 


hanging about her the Skins of Beasts, before and behind, with a Sword about her Neck, an Ax at her Girdl, and a Bowe and Arrows in her Hand, leaping according to their Custom … when she thinks she has made a show long enough, in a Masculine manner … she takes a broad Feather and sticks it through the holes of her boar’d Nose, for a sign of War. She … begins with the first of those appointed to be sacrific’d, and cutting off his head, drinks a great draught of his blood.129


Ogilby’s Africa, a compendium guide, noted that Njinga 


and her people lead an unsettled life, roving up and down from place to place … before any enterprize undertaken, though of meanest concern, they ask counsel of the Devil; to which end they have an Idol, to whom they sacrifice a living Person, of the wisest and comeliest they can pick out.130


The reality of Njinga’s religious practices cannot be determined from these accounts alone, but they do indicate how she was perceived outside Angola.


Whether or not Njinga engaged in extensive or occasional cannibalism, and if she did so, whether or not she enjoyed it or simply did it to demonstrate her religious bona fides, is a matter of debate.131 There is certainly evidence of practices that would have appeared particularly eye-popping to outside observers. The Imbangala religion that Njinga used to prop up her support had an unusual practice of infanticide, where babies were pounded in a mortar in order to make an ointment that would provide invincibility to warriors.132 Njinga seems to have enthusiastically thrown herself into this practice.133 Njinga and such practices were entirely alien to Europeans. Yes, central west Africa had a woman general, but it was also the sort of place where people drank the arterial blood of enemies and made babies into magic paste – in other words, it was not remotely normal and certainly not worthy of emulation. 


It is hardly surprising that the more lurid aspects of Njinga’s reign dominated the way she was remembered in Europe. After all, she had her race and gender working against her. Rather than focusing on her military exploits and the quite extraordinary facts of her reign, Njinga became a byword for salacious brutality. Her memory in Europe became so associated with the sensational aspects of her story that the Marquis de Sade used Njinga to illustrate a story of how sexually driven women are not only lustful but bloodthirsty, black widows who kill their lovers after sex, destroyers rather than creators.134 Hegel also used Njinga, unnamed, in his lectures on history, relaying the story of an African ruler from the past who ‘is said to have pounded her own son in a mortar, to have besmeared herself with the blood, and to have the blood of pounded children at hand. She is said to have driven away or put to death all the males’.135 These stories ensured Njinga was remembered not as a general, not for her long reign, not for her skilful manipulation of the Europeans around her, but as a sexually promiscuous barbarian eventually subdued by Christianity.


Njinga’s reign was nothing short of extraordinary. Her military skill and ability to command kept her in power for an astonishing period of time, under conditions that were violent and changeable, and which led to constant shifts in power. During Njinga’s rule Portugal sent thirteen governors to their colony. After her death the kingdom she had controlled passed to her sister and then to four others, in eighteen years, with each transition ending in bloodshed. To rule for forty years in this context was a transcendent achievement. 


A casual glance at the history of war might suggest that women have played virtually no role as military leaders. After all, queens had generals who did the battling for them, and female generals themselves have been very rare. Yet scratch the surface and this silence might actually speak of something else. Female rulers were interested and competent in military matters. Women generals had skill and power. Contemporaries were so overcome at the shock of seeing a woman at the head of an army, however, that they did not record tactics or strategies, or tell many tales of their inspirational leadership, as they would have done while following a great male general. And when such leadership was recorded, it was easily dismissed. Joan of Arc was a witch, Boudicca was a barbarian and Njinga was part of a culture so ‘other’ as to be almost completely alien to Western observers. Erasing women’s military leadership capacity from the historical record made it that much more difficult for women to be taken seriously as military or political leaders. 


And while women generals were rare, they were not alone on the battlefield in a sea of men, a sole woman in a band of brothers. In fact, battlefields of the past relied on the labour of women, and this labour has been dismissed as commonly as the exploits of female generals. 
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