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INTRODUCTION


In Praise of the Colour Purple – Women and Reading


Be warned, this book is full of crazy ideas and that’s because I’ve been going mad. I’ve been going mad because I’ve been reading in order that I might know what I wanted to write about. My wife, who is a therapist, says I mustn’t use the expression ‘going mad’ anymore. It is politically incorrect, so let me start again by saying I’ve been reading and it’s making me troubled. There is a marvellous book called Women Who Read Are Dangerous and it quotes many an expert from the past who actually thought this. In 1791 the German theologian, Karl Gottfried Bauer, wrote, ‘The lack of all physical movement while reading, combined with the forcible alternation of imagination and emotion,’ would lead to ‘slackness, mucous congestion, flatulence, and constipation of the inner organs, which, as is well known, particularly in the female sex, actually affects the sexual parts’.


Honestly I could hardly sit still after I read that; my sexual parts were so astir. Bauer himself had several children, including two simply listed as ‘unmarried daughters’, as if no greater disappointment could be imagined. Thank goodness those two hadn’t been allowed to read. Why, they might not only have been spinsters but wanting to vote as well. Hard to believe but it was an actual argument against women’s suffrage that the female of the species simply wasn’t built for it. If we exerted our tiny little minds too much – reading or taking part in civic society – then we were risking the very thing we had been brought into the world for: our reproductive health. So, if you’re a woman reading this – hang on to your womb, it’s going to be a bumpy ride.


In the 19th and early 20th centuries the general consensus was that the human body contained a finite amount of energy. If women used too much brainpower then their ovaries would atrophy and no one wanted that. Reading could make women infertile and, worse than that, ruin men’s lives. British women did not get the same voting rights as men until 1928. I have an original anti-suffrage postcard sent five years before, in 1923, which shows a man overwhelmed with cooking, cleaning and childcare while in the back room a disgraceful woman is reading. Whoever the sender is, their only greeting is the words ‘A LAST WARNING’ in large letters on the back.


According to William Sedgwick, one of the founders of the MIT-Harvard School of Public Health, thinking of any kind was especially dangerous for pregnant women. He declared, ‘We must not forget pregnancy and lactation, both of which are a great strain on a mother’s vitality. Any further strain, like the responsibilities of the suffrage, is bound to be harmful to both mother and child.’


What about the postmenopausal woman like myself? Surely reading might calm my addled brain? But not so. In 1913 Sir Almroth Wright, a British immunologist who we could have done with in times of pandemic had he not died back in 1947, used his no doubt excellent brain to write that vital contribution to British society – a strong letter to The Times newspaper. In this letter he declared that the menopause gave rise to ‘serious and long-continued mental disorders developing in connexion with the approaching extinction of a woman’s reproductive faculty’. He went on to write a whole book entitled The Unexpurgated Case Against Woman Suffrage in which he blathered on a bit more. It seems he was terribly clever about the human body and antibiotics but never really understood the uterus.


Fundamentally, the view was that no man should allow a woman in his life to go to the office, the ballot box or that terrible well of reading – a university. Women’s heads were imagined to be filled with little more than puppies, hats and chocolates, and that was how it ought to be. The trouble with this image is that it overlooks a few critical points on the subject of women and writing. The first writer in the world of any kind that we know about was a woman. The earliest known poet whose name was recorded was Enheduanna, who lived in the Sumerian city-state of Ur in the 23rd century BC. She was a high priestess and her collection of work, known as ‘The Sumerian Temple Hymns’, makes her the first named author of any kind in human civilisation. An elaborate carved disc found in 1927 during excavations of the Sumerian city of Ur show Enheduanna as a figure of huge importance.


Enheduanna’s very existence tells us that there were women writing, and therefore reading, more than 4,000 years ago in ancient Mesopotamia. Where else? Well, Japan. Over a thousand years ago there was a lady-in-waiting to Empress Shōshi of the Imperial Heian court called Murasaki Shikibu, also known as Lady Murasaki. She seems to have been quite a woman. Despite being Japanese, the Heian court used Chinese as their written language and women weren’t supposed to learn it. Murasaki, however, seems to have ignored that rule and had a brilliant knowledge of Chinese classics. We know this because she wrote The Tale of Genji, the world’s very first novel.


Murasaki seems to have had connections and that helped her be allowed to put pen to paper. Having a position of power was essential for early women writers. Enheduanna was a priestess and being left alone to a holy life has often been the key for early women writers. Back in the 1100s Hildegard of Bingen was the mother superior of a monastery in the Rhine Valley near Bingen in Germany. Here she was able to find the peace to write and she penned one of the first operas ever written. Then there’s Hrotsvitha of Gandersheim, another nun, who a thousand years ago wrote plays and so on. Women writing and reading is not new. If you are lucky enough to go to Fontevrault abbey near Chinon in France, you can pay your respects to Eleanor of Aquitaine, who died in 1204. There is a splendid carving which shows her reading even though she is dead, while her husband King Henry II appears to be lying beside her wondering if he locked the front door.


There have just been too many phases where the world decided to try to put the female mind into some kind of small box. In general, the last hundred years have seen the education of women become disgracefully commonplace, but some of the misogynistic attitude towards it has stuck around. In 2013 someone took it upon themselves to change the list of American novelists in Wikipedia to a list of only male novelists, while women writers were moved into a subcategory. Thus Harper Lee, Edith Wharton, Toni Morrison and Donna Tartt were all bumped down into a lesser and more belittling list. They’ve since been moved back but that anyone had to bother seems to suggest they were, well, troubled by women being in control of a narrative.


Although Lady Murasaki’s The Tale of Genji is a classic of Japanese literature, her name seems to have been a pseudonym. It’s the Japanese word for the colour purple. Too many women’s names have been lost over time so Toksvig’s Almanac reinstates a few, as we go in search of patches of purple.


A last warning


There is a new complexity in writing about history which I struggle with. There are those who say that some stories can only be told by those with direct experience of them. This makes it tricky. I am a white lesbian from Denmark and if I only wrote about white Danish lesbians then this Almanac might be rather thin. Personally, I would love to have a fuller understanding of lesbian history as it is incredibly difficult to document. Finding other women like myself helps me to understand my place in the great pantheon of human experience, and I am always grateful to anyone who points me in the direction of a woman whose story I did not know.


It’s also worth a note of caution that all the women in here are extraordinary but that doesn’t mean they are all nice. There are serial killers as well as those who tried to cure disease because I’ve set out to present as wide a range of women as possible and, well, we come in all shapes and sizes. The result is that there are women included whose lives I couldn’t possibly approve of but who are nonetheless interesting. I am painfully aware that I have not been able to even scratch the surface of the females who are worth reading about. I know someone somewhere will be outraged about the inadvertent exclusion of a vital story. The truth is we need thousands of Almanacs. I am merely trying to shine a light into a few of the many dark corners of history where women’s stories lie, and hope others will pick up where I left off and discover more. We all need to hear as many accounts as possible and then each go off in search of our own understanding. With that in mind, please know that I am merely here as a signpost not as an expert.


History records many women who dressed as men, and you will find some of them here. From this distance it is impossible to know if these women dressed as men simply to take advantage of opportunities that were only offered to men, or if they felt that they were what we would now call a trans man. That makes it tricky when it comes to pronouns, as I’d usually ask someone what they preferred to be called, and a few hundred years gets in the way of the question. I’ve done my best here with the information that the, often limited, historical record offers.


The consequence of all this is that this book may be the most incomplete book you will ever have in your hands. Rather than that being a disappointment, I think it is unbelievably energising. Toksvig’s Almanac is intended merely as a starting point for your own discoveries. Find a fabulous (or infamous) woman mentioned and, please, go looking for more of her story. The names mentioned are merely temptations. Amuse-bouches for the mind, if you like. How I would have loved to have written out in detail each tale there is to be told, but then this book would have been too heavy to lift.


In the literature of the Tamil people of India and Sri Lanka there was a poet known as Avvaiyar ([image: image]). It translates literally as ‘Respectable Woman’.


As is often the case with women in early recorded history we don’t know much about her. She may even have been three women over several generations, but certainly there is a record of Avvaiyar writing as far back as the 3rd century BC. Her words of wisdom have been passed down to us.
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I long to be able to read those marks on the paper but at least I can have the translation. Over thousands of years her voice still resonates as she reminds us:


‘What you have learned is a mere handful;


What you haven’t learned is the size of the world.’


A couple of notes about dates


If there is ever date confusion then blame two guys from the past, Gregory and Julius, which sounds like a terrible double act. I’m going to precis here because there are more interesting things to write about.


The Egyptians were the first to try to make any kind of note of dates, then the Babylonians had a go, followed by the Greeks and the Romans, but the first calendar that anyone wanted to put up on the wall arrived courtesy of Julius Caesar in about 45 BC. It’s possible old Jules was not brilliant at counting. His calendar had an inbuilt error of one day every 128 years, which turned out to be even more annoying than you might think. The error was down to someone miscalculating the solar year by 10.8 minutes, which is the sort of miscalculation my old teachers warned me about.


In 1582, Pope Gregory adjusted the calendar the way some men adjust their trousers. He seems to have been better at adding up and this updated model became known as the ‘Gregorian calendar’. It decreed that the start of the year was 1 January, and because Greg seemed important most Western nations began celebrating the start of the year then. England and the American colonies, however, didn’t want to be pushed around by Rome so they carried on in their own way for a while, celebrating the new year on the date of the spring equinox in March. Then, in 1752, they gave in, aligned with the rest of Europe, and switched to Gregory’s way of doing things.


Not everyone was thrilled. The switch from Julian to Greg meant that, in September 1752, eleven days were effectively ‘lost’. The English have a long tradition of having governments who are poor at communication. Instead of explaining the maths behind the change they simply announced that Wednesday 2 September 1752 would be followed by Thursday 14 September 1752. There are those who will tell you this caused riots with ignorant folk wanting their eleven days back, but it’s probably not true. What people mostly didn’t like was a ‘popish’ calendar whatever day it started on.


Anyway, I’ve done my best to be accurate about dates but if anything of note happened between 2 and 14 September 1752 I cannot be held responsible.






JANUARY
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‘January, month of empty pockets! … let us endure this evil month, anxious as a theatrical producer’s forehead.’


– Colette, French author, born 1873





Wolf Month


Let me draw your attention to A Restitution of Decayed Intelligence, which is the title of a book not an ambition of mine. It was written in 1605 by an Anglo-Dutchman called Richard Verstegan. Among other things, Verstegan tells us that the Anglo-Saxons called January Wolfmonath, or ‘wolf month’, apparently because it was the month you were more likely to be eaten by a wolf than any other. Good to know. (I’m not suggesting you read his book, although it is interesting partly because it contains the very first version of the story of the Pied Piper of Hamelin.)


January is named, of course, after the Roman god Janus. Let’s start by being honest. Janus is the sort of name that might make schoolboys snigger. It’s not a cuddly name, but then he was a god so perhaps cuddling was not top of his list. Janus means ‘archway’ in Latin, which, apart from being the name of an underground station in London, is not widely used for children these days. Romans seem to me to have been quite showbiz. Like so many of my fellow performers, they loved a good entrance and exit. They used to have freestanding ceremonial gateways called ‘jani’, after Janus. These didn’t really go anywhere; they were there for symbolic comings and goings. It’s a bit like the Queen opening parliament. It doesn’t mean anything; it just makes everyone feel better. In Roman times you wouldn’t have wanted to be a soldier heading off to war without passing through a lucky janus (I know it’s childish but that just doesn’t sound right). Janus seems to have got the god of doorways gig because he was the god of change and beginnings, so it seems suitable that he gets the first month of the year named after him.


NEW YEAR CELEBRATIONS


Happy New Year


Welcome to the beginning of a brand-new year. Been celebrating? Well, you’re in good company although historically January was not always the time for it. That’s because the month itself didn’t turn up until the reign of Numa Pompilius in Rome, so somewhere between 715 and 673 BC. Before Numa the Romans had a calendar with just ten months in it. The year consisted of 304 days, with the remaining 61 falling in winter when no one could be bothered to mark them off. You know how it can be between Christmas and New Year. Then someone with a tidy mind thought, ‘We really should account for those days’, and January and February got added to the reckoning. Ironically, no one seems to have noted the exact date on a calendar. Strictly speaking, the first time in history that New Year’s Day was celebrated on 1 January was in 45 BC because that’s when the Julian calendar took effect.


Before January was a thing people still marked what they thought of as the ‘new year’. Possibly the oldest of such shindigs that we know about dates to about 3,500 years ago. There may have been happy gatherings before that but, as is the way with history, if everyone was too drunk to write it down then somehow it didn’t happen. So, the best we can do is go back to the …


Babylonian Akitu


Babylon was founded in about 2300 BC so this is one of the oldest New Year celebrations. Perhaps because they had never heard of the month of January, the Babylonians of ancient Mesopotamia kicked off the new year in late March with the festival of Akitu. The date wasn’t fixed but rather depended on the timing of the first new moon after the vernal equinox. The celebration lasted several days and was quite the religious affair. Statues of gods were paraded through the street so they could cleanse the place and get everyone ready for the return of spring.


The patron god of Babylon was called Marduk. He was their equivalent of Zeus or Jupiter; in other words, the king of the gods. Marduk looked human but dressed as a king carrying a snake-dragon because, well, he could and a spade because agriculture was everything. During Akitu the earthly King of Babylon would be brought before a statue of Marduk and stripped of his royal regalia. Then things got interesting if humiliating. The king had to swear he had done a good job; a high priest would slap him and drag him around by the ears to see if he would cry. Once royal tears were shed then Marduk was happy and the king could carry on. I can’t see this making a comeback any time soon, although there are several world leaders who I think would benefit.


Chinese New Year


This is one that’s still carrying on even though it began over 3,000 years ago during the Shang dynasty. Actually, it could have happened earlier but the Shang were the first in Chinese history to begin writing things down. The date is based on an old lunar calendar and is set each year according to the second new moon after the winter solstice, which I think sounds complicated. Basically, late January/early February. It probably just started with a bit of excitement about the new spring planting season, but human beings like a bit of storytelling so it soon had myths springing up about it. Here is a quick one:


Once upon a time there was a bloodthirsty creature called Nian. Nian appears to have had a rigid eating schedule, for this hungry beast particularly liked to prey on villages every new year. In order to frighten him away the villagers did several things – they made loud noises (which we all know beasts absolutely hate); the locals also decorated their homes with red bits and bobs and they burnt bamboo. Worked every time.


I don’t think Nian turns up like he used to, it’s not something you see on the news, but the bright colours and lights have stayed. The loud noises got even louder in the 10th century when the Chinese invented gunpowder and became the first to mark New Year with fireworks.
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January by Edith Nesbit


WHILE yet the air is keen, and no bird sings,


Nor any vaguest thrills of heart declare


The presence of the springtime in the air,


Through the raw dawn the shepherd homeward brings


The wee white lambs – the little helpless things –


For shelter, warmth, and comfortable care.


Without his help how hardly lambs would fare –


How hardly live through winter’s hours to spring’s!


So let me tend and minister apart


To my new hope, which some day you shall know:


It could not live in January wind


Of your disdain; but when within your heart


The bud and bloom of tenderness shall grow,


Amid the flowers my hope may welcome find.





Edith was an English author and poet, born in 1858. She wrote about forty kids’ books and really set the benchmark for modern children’s literature. If you know her then most likely it’s because she wrote The Railway Children, which became one of the great children’s films of all time. I love that film and once embarrassed myself by saying, ‘Get off the line, Bobbie!’ to Jenny Agutter, the star of it. I also love that Edith was a political activist, which is a fine thing to be. She co-founded the socialist organisation the Fabian Society, on whose behalf she was an active lecturer and prolific writer during the 1880s, an era when frankly she should have been at home.


Sadly, Edith didn’t have the best personal life. When she was in her early twenties, she married a bank clerk called Hubert Bland. I would have thought his surname alone should have been enough to make her think twice about a proposal, but she was pregnant and society was unbelievably judgemental about that kind of thing. It can’t have been a happy marriage as Hubert carried on living with his mother. Once he finally left home he turned out to be less than bland. He would go on to impregnate Edith’s friend Alice not once but twice, and to persuade Edith both to adopt the kids and let Alice live with them.


After Bland died Edith married Thomas ‘the Skipper’ Tucker, the captain of the Woolwich Ferry, a free service that crosses the same 1,500 feet back and forth across the River Thames in five to ten minutes all day, every day. Hard to think of someone more dependable. I wonder if the poem was for him?


Anyway, new hope.
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Resolutions


While you’re making any New Year’s resolutions it’s a good day to consider how much you want to go against the crowd in your daily decisions. It was on 1 January in 391 (or even 404, it’s so hard to be specific) that a tourist called Telemachus was visiting Rome ‘from the East’, which is a big place. He popped in to see a gladiatorial fight in a Roman amphitheatre and was horrified. So horrified that he tried to stop it and was promptly stoned to death by the crowd. At least that’s what some people say. Details are tricky from this distance because according to Foxe’s Book of Martyrs (and who hasn’t got that by their bedside?) first published in 1563, he was actually stabbed to death by a gladiator which upset everyone so they all went home. Either way, think before you valiantly insert yourself between armed men.





[image: image]      — 1 January 1859 —      [image: image]


Dr Elizabeth Blackwell becomes Britain’s first woman doctor


‘It’s not easy to be a pioneer – but oh, is it fascinating!’


Without some women standing up to be counted we would never have had the amazing female doctors and scientists who, among others, the entire planet has had reason to be grateful to in the last year or so. Hard to believe women were once thought incapable of anything other than being on the receiving end of medicine.


I was reading about Dr Una Ledingham, who was a proper new start baby as she was born on 2 January in 1900. A man called Richard Trail has penned a short biography of her on the Royal College of Physicians website. It explains that Una was from London and received her medical training at the London School of Medicine for Women, a marvellous place of female education founded in 1874 by pioneering women physicians Sophia Jex-Blake, Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, Emily Blackwell and Elizabeth Blackwell. Una worked as a doctor from 1925 on and became an expert on the problems of diabetes in pregnancy.


Una seems to have been energetic in the extreme. She married a doctor and ran his practice as well as her own work while he was on active service in the Second World War. Everything I can find about her says she was forthright, which I would have loved. She stares boldly at the camera in the photo I have seen of her. Even in memoriam, however, this is not always a quality for which women are fondly recalled. Richard Trail, writing about her, says:


In some ways she was her own worst enemy; only the discerning could appreciate her fairness, broadmindedness and deeply felt sympathy for her patients, under a rather hard exterior and a tendency to mar her brilliant conversational powers with an overpungent wit.


An overpungent wit.


How awful.


Perhaps that has been the problem down the ages. These damned clever women with their sharp tongues. Maybe that was an issue for Agnodice, the first female doctor in ancient Athens. She lived in the 4th century BC, a time when the Greeks thought you needed a penis in order to steady your nerve while helping someone. Women were allowed to be midwives but then someone suggested the midwives were helping their patients obtain abortions. After that, no woman was allowed to place her healing hand on anyone else’s. In fact, it was so disapproved of that the penalty for a woman practising medicine was death, which certainly would make anyone think twice. Agnodice was clearly made of stern stuff. Her reaction was to cut her hair and disguise herself as a man in order to study medicine. The records suggest she even travelled to Egypt to learn her skills. The Egyptians seem to have liked women rather better and they had no problem with them becoming part of the medical profession.


Still dressed as a fellow, Agnodice returned to Athens and began to practise medicine. The female patients loved her. She became so popular with them (they may have known she was a woman) that she was accused by a group of men (who thought she was a man) of seducing them. She was put on trial in the Areopagus, a large bit of rock northwest of the Acropolis where court cases for serious matters were held. Here the Greeks tried murders and arson and serious cases involving olive trees. Forced to defend herself, Agnodice revealed that she was not seducing any women as she was one herself. Ignoring the fact that being a woman doesn’t necessarily stop you seducing someone of your own sex, you have to imagine the shock bounced off the rock. The men threatened to execute her for breaking the law by practising medicine while pretending to be a man, but her female patients saved her. It seems they pointed out how Agnodice had been successfully practising medicine for some time now and that the male doctors were simply jealous. The court was shamed into pronouncing an acquittal. After the trial, the laws were changed so that women could practise medicine equally with men.


Different countries had varying attitudes to women being in the curing profession. The Italians were more chilled than the British. Dorotea Bucca held a chair of medicine and philosophy at the University of Bologna for over forty years from 1390, taking over the seat from her father. Anna Morandi Manzolini was a professor of anatomy at the University of Bologna in 1756, and no one should forget the Women of Salerno.


The Women of Salerno, also referred to as the Ladies of Salerno, were a group of female physicians in medieval Italy. They not only worked with patients but also taught and published medical works in all branches of medicine, not just those that applied to women. Check out Constance Calenda, an Italian surgeon specialising in diseases of the eye, who predated American and English women doctors by hundreds of years.


Of course, the world has moved on. My youngest daughter is a doctor in the British National Health Service and that wouldn’t have been possible without those great women who went before her. This week we can celebrate Dr Elizabeth Blackwell who, on 1 January 1859, became the first woman to have her name entered on the British General Medical Council’s medical register.


Born in Bristol, Blackwell began her career as a schoolteacher, but when an unwell female friend said she would not have suffered so much if she had had a woman doctor, Elizabeth decided to change careers. The problem was finding anywhere that would let her study. Only New York’s Geneva Medical College would accept her, so she travelled across the ocean and, in 1849, graduated with her MD degree, becoming the first woman to receive a medical degree in the United States.


Her hopes of becoming a surgeon were dashed when her eye became infected through her work and eventually had to be removed. Undaunted, she went on to open her own medical practice in New York, developing the New York Infirmary for Indigent Women and Children as well as a medical college for women. She continued to visit Britain and helped found the London School of Medicine for Women, the very place from which the overpungent Una Ledingham would herself graduate.


I don’t know what Elizabeth was like as a person except that she rather controversially at the time believed women were capable of sexual passions equal to men. Go girl. Some said she was acerbic. Perhaps she too had an overpungent wit but that was probably okay. Wit served her well. When she first applied to the Geneva Medical College the faculty thought they would ask the all-male student body what they thought. As a joke, the 150 men voted to let Elizabeth in never believing she would take up the offer. The joke was on them.
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2 January 1922


Veronica Foster born


Aka ‘Ronnie, the Bren Gun Girl’, Canadian forerunner to American Second World War icon ‘Rosie the Riveter’. She worked for the John Inglis Company assembling Bren light machine guns. Her image featured on propaganda posters encouraging women to serve Canada by working in munitions factories. After the war, she was lead singer with the dance band Mart Kenney and His Western Gentlemen.


3 January 1905


Anna May Wong born


Wong was the first Chinese American Hollywood movie star, gaining international recognition in everything from silent films, movies and TV, to stage and radio. She was born in LA’s Chinatown where her parents owned a Laundromat. She struggled with being constantly cast in stereotypical roles.


4 January 1705


Madame d’Aulnoy dies


French novelist and writer, born in 1650 or 1651, who invented the term ‘fairy tales’ although she called them ‘contes de fées’. In her real life it’s hard to tell fact from fiction. Certainly there were a lot of affairs, a good deal of intrigue and it’s possible she was also a spy.


5 January 1947


Kathrine Switzer born


In 1967 Switzer became the first woman to run the Boston Marathon as a numbered entrant. It was against the rules so officials tried to grab her, but she finished the race. In 1972 women were finally permitted to run as official entrants.


6 January 1907


Maria Montessori opens her first school


Montessori was an Italian physician and educator. Today hundreds of schools bear her name and teach her educational methods. Her child-centred way of teaching was first developed for children with mental disabilities and then applied generally when she opened her first school, Casa dei Bambini (Children’s House), in Rome for children from low-income families.


7 January 1955


Marian Anderson becomes the first African American woman to perform at the Metropolitan Opera in New York


Born in 1897, Anderson was an American singer of classical music and spirituals, and a very important figure in the struggle of black artists to overcome racial prejudice. In 1939, the Daughters of the American Revolution (the DAR) barred her from singing in Constitution Hall in Washington, DC, because they only allowed white artists. The then First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt was furious. She resigned from the DAR and helped arrange for Anderson to sing on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. More than 75,000 people showed up to hear her.
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True love bonus date: 7 January 1355


Inês de Castro, Queen Consort of Portugal, dies. Crowned queen 1361


Yes, you read those dates right. This case of star-crossed lovers got weird fast. In 14th-century Portugal, the king’s son, Don Pedro, fell in love with Inês de Castro. There were only a couple of problems with this: for one, his father, King Afonso IV, did not approve, because Inês was illegitimate. Indeed, she came from a long line of illegitimate people which is a weird concept in itself. For another, Don Pedro was already married. Don’s dad had arranged for him to marry a noblewoman named Constanza and Inês was Constanza’s lady-in-waiting. When Don Pedro refused to stop seeing Inês, the king had her killed. Two years later Afonso died, Don Pedro became king and then it gets really odd. It is said that Don Pedro had Inês’s body exhumed, clothed in royal dress, and placed on a throne so he could ‘crown’ her his queen. According to legend, he made the other nobles all kiss her hand as a sign of their devotion. I mean, it’s love but …





8 January 1867


Emily Greene Balch born


American economist, sociologist, professor and pacifist. She won the 1946 Nobel Peace Prize for her work with the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) based in Switzerland. Due to the excesses of Nazism she did not criticise the Allied war effort in the Second World War but supported the rights of conscientious objectors.


9 January 1799


Maria Gaetana Agnesi dies


Italian mathematician, philosopher, theologian, born 1718. Child prodigy. Wanted to be a nun but had to look after her twenty siblings. The first woman appointed as a maths professor at a university although she never took up the post. Also the first to write a maths handbook. In the later part of her life she devoted herself to charity as the director of a poorhouse she founded. She was buried in a mass grave with fifteen others.


10 January 1903


Dame Barbara Hepworth born


Hepworth was an English artist and sculptor, part of the St Ives colony of artists during the Second World War. She was a rare female artist of her time who achieved international recognition. Her museum and sculpture garden in St Ives is a magical place.


11 January 1055


Theodora III Porphyrogenita becomes sole ruler of the Byzantine empire


Born in AD 980, Theodora was joint Byzantine empress with her sister Zoë from 1042. After Zoë’s death she became the sole ruler, and the last ruler of the Macedonian line.


12 January 1965


Lorraine Hansberry dies


Hansberry, born in 1930, became the first African American female author to have a play performed on Broadway, with A Raisin in the Sun in 1959. She was the first African American dramatist to win the New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award. She died of cancer aged thirty-four, and inspired Nina Simone’s song ‘To Be Young, Gifted and Black’.


13 January 1886


Sophie Tucker born


Tucker was a Ukrainian-born American singer, comedian, actress, radio personality, known as ‘The Last of the Red Hot Mamas’. Her hilarious act, in which her healthy sexual appetite was a recurring theme, made her one of America’s most popular entertainers during the first half of the 20th century. ‘I’ve been rich and I’ve been poor. Rich is better.’


14 January 1841


Berthe Morisot born


French painter, part of the Parisian group who became known as the Impressionists. She and her sisters had their first art lessons in order to do a drawing for their father’s birthday. She focused on daily life for her subject matter, which led to her work being underrated in its day. It enraged her: ‘I don’t think there has ever been a man who treated a woman as an equal and that’s all I would have asked for, for I know I’m worth as much as they.’


15 January 1915


Fannie Farmer dies


American cookery expert, born in 1857. Author of The Fannie Farmer Cookbook, she had a paralytic stroke as a teenager which meant she had to leave school. She was unable to walk for some years and took to cooking at her mother’s boarding house. Aged thirty, she enrolled at the Boston Cooking School. She introduced standardised level measurements in recipes. Her other thrilling book titles include Chafing Dish Possibilities, published in 1898.


16 January 2006


Ellen Johnson Sirleaf elected president of Liberia


Born in 1938, Sirleaf is known as the ‘Iron Lady’. Her election as the twenty-fourth president of Liberia made her the first elected female head of state in Africa. She served until 2018. Before that she spent twelve years in exile, working as an economist for major banks. She shared the Nobel Peace Prize in 2011 for her work on women’s rights.


17 January 1647


Elisabeth Hevelius born


Hevelius was one of the first female astronomers. As a child she went to astronomer Johannes Hevelius because she wanted to study and he had the best observatory in the world in Danzig, Poland. They married when she was sixteen and he was fifty-two. When he died, she completed and published their jointly compiled catalogue of 1,564 stars and their positions.


18 January 1213


Tamar the Great of Georgia, Queen (and King), dies


Tamar the Great, born around 1160, was Queen of Georgia from 1184 to 1213. Because she ruled in her own right, rather than as the wife of a king, she also held the title of the king, so she was actually King Tamar. She consolidated her empire and had many cultural achievements. The Georgians still love her to this day.


19 January 1953


Almost 72 per cent of all American television sets tuned in to the sitcom I Love Lucy to watch Lucille Ball’s character have a baby


Lucille Ball was a celebrated American actress, comedienne, studio executive and producer, born in 1911. She created and starred in I Love Lucy with her husband, Cuban band leader Desi Arnaz. The show was produced by their TV production company, Desilu, and she was the first woman to head such a company. The show is regarded as one of the best and most influential sitcoms in television history.


20 January 1863


Mary Meyer, homesteader, files for a homestead in Nebraska


There are no known birth or death dates for Mary but we do know it was on this date that she became the first woman to file for a homestead in the United States. The American Homestead Act offered free land to settlers if they promised to live on the land, build a home, make improvements and farm for five years. In fact, there were plenty of single women with or without kids who got their own land. It wasn’t all Little House on the Prairie.


21 January 1862


Božena Němcová dies


Czech writer, born in 1820. Her novel The Grandmother (Babička) is considered an iconic work in Czech literature and is required reading in schools. A mother of four, she lived a life of poverty and died of exhaustion the day after Babička was published. Her image features on the 500 Czech koruna banknote.


22 January 1925


Fanny Bullock Workman dies


American geographer, cartographer, explorer and one of the first female professional mountaineers, Workman was born in 1859. She wrote about her adventures, using them to champion women’s rights and women’s suffrage. She was passionate about accurate measuring of climbing feats and an expert on climbing at altitude. She was among the first women to be admitted as a member to the Royal Geographical Society in London, although the admission of women was then revoked until 1913.


23 January 1918


Gertrude B. Elion born


American biochemist and pharmacologist, who shared the 1988 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine. Her work led to the creation of the AIDS drug AZT. She also developed the first immunosuppressive drug to fight rejection in organ transplants. Elion died in 1999.


24 January 1862


Edith Wharton born


American novelist, short story writer, playwright and designer. One of my favourites. She was born at a time when women were just expected to get married and nothing else, yet she became one of America’s greatest writers, with over forty books to her credit. She was the first woman to be awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction.


25 January 1812


William Shanks born


A rare boy, but worth a mention. British amateur mathematician, Bill was addicted to calculating π to as many places as he could. He devoted his life to it. He would sit each morning calculating new digits and then spend the afternoons checking his work. He supported himself by running a boarding school and, as British boarding schools used to be places of confinement rather than education, he had plenty of time for his hobby. By 1873 he calculated π to 707 places. Unfortunately, the final 180 calculations of his workings-out were entirely wrong. Fortunately, he died not knowing this, nor that in 1958 a computer would manage his lifetime of calculation in a mere forty seconds.


[image: image]      — 26 January 1788 —      [image: image]


Arrival of the First Fleet of British ships at Port Jackson, New South Wales, Australia


Let’s head down under and celebrate, for 26 January is Australia Day. Hoorah!


Time for some Australian trivia:




	It’s the world’s largest inhabited island and the smallest continent, but the largest continent occupied by one nation.


	It’s the only English-speaking country where voting is compulsory. Nevertheless voter turnout is 95 per cent – 5 per cent still can’t be bothered.


	It is the place where, in 1856 in Tasmania, the secret ballot box, a prized symbol of democracy, was pioneered.


	It is the home of the world’s largest cattle station which, at 24,000km2, is about the same size as Israel.





Finding Australian women to talk about is easy. Narrowing it down is hard so let’s just take a bite of the apple. Literally. A Granny Smith in fact. Granny Smith was a real woman, Maria Sherwood, who was born in Peasmarsh in Sussex, England, sometime in 1799. She was the daughter of a farm labourer and went into the farm labouring business herself. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree (I don’t know how long I can do apple-related remarks) but, anyway, not surprisingly she married a farm labourer. He was called Thomas Smith. They were both illiterate and seem to have known nothing about birth control because over the next couple of decades they had eight kids.


Who knows what put it in their heads but, rather unexpectedly, in 1838 they emigrated to New South Wales under a government scheme to encourage settlers. They got a place in a fruit-growing district called Kissing Point where hardly anyone else wanted to live, partly perhaps because it was known at the time as the Dark Country. Thomas bought some land in a place called Eastwood and they set about growing fruit, while Maria made extra money selling homemade fruit pies in the local market.


Leap forward thirty years and you find Maria using a box of French crab apples to make her pies. She throws the leftover peels and seeds on to a compost heap and forgets about them. Then a few months later she notices a fledgling tree growing from the compost. She decides to look after it and it grows up to bear apples. Wonderful apples. Granny Smith apples. Maybe the discovery was an accident, but many men have been remembered for less. It would be others who would profit from this fruit after Maria’s death, but her legacy lives on in the Granny Smith Memorial Park, the southern part of the farm where she lived with Thomas.


There are other great women called Smith of whom Australia can be proud. Women like Fanny Cochrane Smith, who was an Aboriginal linguist. She was born in December 1834 on Flinders Island in Tasmania. The island used to have its own language and it is thought she may have been the last fluent speaker. She devoted her life to preserving Aboriginal heritage. In her final years she made wax cylinder recordings of Tasmanian Aboriginal songs and speech, which in 2017 were inducted into the UNESCO Australian Memory of the World Register as the only audio recordings of any of Tasmania’s indigenous languages.


There are so many other women I want to write about. The great Louise Mack (see 10 October) who, in 1914, became the first female war correspondent reporting from the front line for the English papers. Catherine Helen Spence who, in 1897, became Australia’s first female political candidate after standing (unsuccessfully) for the Federal Convention held in Adelaide. Henrietta Dugdale who, in May 1884, initiated the first female suffrage society in Australia. And on and on but, fascinated as I am by each and every one of them, I am a little shallow when it comes to Australia. I’ve been and what I loved most, apart from the wine and the people, was the beaches.


You cannot celebrate Australia without wondering if the surf is up or thinking about swimming. In that regard there are several women who leap from the waves of history. First off, a pair of female friends who, in the early 20th century, rewrote the book on women’s swimming – Mina Wylie and Fanny Durack. Mina and Fanny loved to swim but in their youth females were banned from any competition where males were taking part. That meant any major sporting event like the Olympics was out of bounds. Here is where having the good fortune to have the right father so often plays a part. Mina’s dad built the Wylie Baths in Coogee and the public began to see how brilliant the pair of them were. Then the Olympic Committee decided to allow women to swim in the 1912 Olympics in Stockholm. The New South Wales Ladies’ Swimming Association didn’t think it was a good idea, but the public objected and at last they were allowed to compete.


Durack won a gold medal and Wylie a silver. Wylie would go on to win 115 swimming titles, while from 1910 to 1918 Durack was acknowledged as the world’s greatest female swimmer across all distances. They both did so wearing something shocking – a one-piece bathing suit made famous by another Australian water wonder, Annette Kellermann.


[image: image]


Annette, too, hailed from New South Wales, where she was born in 1887. Annette’s story is one of triumph. She was born with legs so weak that she needed steel braces to walk. Her parents enrolled her in swimming classes at a tidal pool in North Sydney, which did the trick. By the time she was thirteen she could walk normally, and by fifteen she had won her first race. She began giving diving exhibitions, for a while did two shows a day swimming with fish in a glass tank at the Exhibition Aquarium and, my favourite thing of all, performed a mermaid act at Princes Court entertainment centre, which frankly there is not enough of in life.


At the turn of the 20th century women in the water were expected to wear a rather awkward dress and pantaloon combination which cramped anyone’s style. Annette became famous and controversially began advocating for the right of women to wear a one-piece bathing suit. She went to America and became a movie star in a series of aquatic-themed adventures in which she did her own stunts, including diving sixty feet into a pool of crocodiles. She was the first movie star to appear nude in a Hollywood picture and, in 1907, she gave the first performance of a water ballet in a glass tank at the New York Hippodrome, which would go on to popularise synchronised swimming.


Despite her fame she was arrested on Revere Beach, Massachusetts, charged with indecency for wearing a one-piece swimsuit. Later in life she owned a health food store in Long Beach, California, advocating vegetarianism and exercise. She died in 1975 knowing that in her youth a Harvard University study of 3,000 women had named her the ‘Perfect Woman’ because she looked most like the Venus de Milo.


So here is the way to celebrate Australia Day: plan a trip. I’m going to go to Eastwood in New South Wales in October and attend the annual Granny Smith Festival. Then, when I have had enough apple fun, I’m heading for the beach. There are loads of fabulous places. I’m just a tourist but I’ll sit there and think about an Aboriginal saying I once heard: ‘We are all visitors to this time, this place. We are just passing through. Our purpose here is to observe, to learn, to grow, to love … and then we return home.’


[image: image]


27 January 1836


Begum Samru dies


Born around 1753, Samru began life as a nautch, an Indian dancing girl. She became ruler of Sardhana in Uttar Pradesh. She was just four foot eight but she led a professionally trained mercenary army of 3,000 including at least 100 European mercenaries. Said to be a brilliant leader, she wore a turban, smoked a hookah and called herself Joanna, after Joan of Arc. When she died she left a fortune equivalent to an almost unimaginable 40 billion dollars in today’s currency.


28 January 1881


Hetty Reckless dies


Reckless, born in 1776, was a runaway slave who campaigned against slavery and was part of the Underground Railroad, operating a safe house in Philadelphia. She ran a women’s shelter aiming to free women from sexual exploitation, and taught prostitutes skills that might gain them employment. She lived to be 105 and deserves an entire book to herself.


29 January 1902


Lyubov Orlova born


First recognised star of Soviet cinema, theatre actress and singer. She starred in Volga-Volga, which was Joseph Stalin’s favourite film. She was a superstar and, in 1950, she was proclaimed a People’s Artist of the USSR. Her somewhat bizarre 1936 film Circus is available on YouTube with subtitles.


30 January 1961


Maud Wagner dies


Born in 1877, Wagner was the first known female tattoo artist in the US. Before that she was a circus aerialist and contortionist. In 1904 she met Gus Wagner, a tattoo artist, at the World’s Fair in St Louis and exchanged her first tattoo lessons from him for a date. Eventually they married. They were among the last tattooists to work by hand using the ‘stick-and-poke’ method and not machine.
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