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To strong women everywhere





“You’ve always had the power.”

—GLINDA THE GOOD WITCH
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STEPHANIE PHAM

MARTIAL ARTIST


“When everyone is against you, what do you do? Do you succumb to that or fight through?”








INTRODUCTION

A few years ago, I decided to compete in a bodybuilding show. My goal was not to become a professional but to challenge myself in something new. I trained for the physical aspects, yes—seeing how I could transform my body with consistent effort fascinated me. But I took it up for the mental challenge, too. I’m happiest when I’m learning new things and seeing how far I can push the boundaries of my mind—which in bodybuilding also happens to be inextricably linked to the body, given that you have to stay incredibly focused to get through all the workouts, strict meal timings, and unending gallons of water. Even mindfulness comes into play when you’re lifting, to make sure you’re engaging the muscles you’re intending to target.

I learned a lot through the experience, about discipline, consistency, and what one ounce of almonds looks like. I also learned that even today, people have certain ideas about how women should look, and when you step outside those bounds—particularly on purpose—it invites commentary.

It surprised me, although maybe it shouldn’t have. I’d started lifting heavy weights about two years before, and I distinctly remember walking into my gym the first day and seeing a woman with broad shoulders. She was very strong and very nice, and I was very sure I never wanted to look like her. It wasn’t until I realized how powerful I felt slinging around a barbell that I began to let go of my preconceived ideas about my body’s appearance.



IT CAN TAKE TIME TO deprogram a lifetime’s worth of messaging. I was born when Jane Fonda’s workout videos were booming in popularity. Spandex and step aerobics reigned, and in the era following Title IX, a civil rights law that banned discrimination in educational programs, girls were encouraged to play sports—or at least not overtly discouraged from it. I tried my hand (and feet) at lots of different things—ballet, gymnastics, soccer, track, swimming—before settling into basketball as my main sport. I spent hours at practice, and in that time, I worked to be more agile, smarter, more flexible, faster, more coordinated, and even smaller. Aside from some fleeting frustration in elementary school when I couldn’t do a pull-up, I didn’t spend much time thinking about strength. It never really occurred to me to be stronger.

To be fair, strength was not a common goal for girls when I was young. A 1985 quote from film critic Roger Ebert articulates the bias that I had probably internalized. “At first sight, there is something disturbing about a woman with massive muscles,” he wrote in reference to Pumping Iron II, a movie about women’s bodybuilding. “She is not merely androgynous, a combination of the sexes like an Audrey Hepburn or a Mick Jagger, but more like a man with a woman’s face. We are so trained to equate muscles with men, softness and a slight build with women, that it seems nature has made a mistake.”

Since then, the world has changed, and I have changed along with it. My weight today would horrify my eighteen-year-old self, and my arms are no longer the toothpicks I once prized. And yet I’ve learned the numbers on the scale are just one aspect of my life. It turns out I’m more motivated by the number I can deadlift.

Discovering the benefits of throwing around weights much heftier than eight-pound dumbbells has been life-changing, and I’m certainly not the only one to feel this way. Scroll through social media or peek inside a gym, and you’re bound to spot women who are getting strong and loving it.

“I thought lifting was so cool from the first time I saw it,” says professional strongwoman competitor Kristin Rhodes. “I was born to pick up anything heavy.”

I was born to pick up anything heavy. When in history is that a sentence that could have been reasonably uttered by a woman? Maybe Katie Sandwina said it. She was a beloved circus performer who could lift a 600-pound cannon and bend iron bars. Or perhaps Pudgy Stockton said it. The “Queen of Muscle Beach” dazzled crowds in the 1940s by holding her husband in a handstand over her head, a feat she performed with curled hair and the curves that were popular in her day (yet make no mistake, Pudgy was jacked).

Stockton and others paved the way for the likes of Jan Todd, who set more than sixty national and world records in powerlifting; for Misty Copeland, whose muscular frame broke the mold of what a ballerina looks like; and even for me, a writer and first-time bodybuilding competitor who will never be famous for anything related to athletics.



AS I STARTED ON MY own strength journey, I began to think about where my aversion to visible muscularity had come from. Even though I’d played plenty of sports, when I walked into a weight room, I initially underestimated what I was capable of. Why was that? When my strength training came up, why did people warn me about how I was bound to hurt myself instead of encouraging me to test my limits? And why was I suddenly getting so many comments wondering whether I was worried about how I was appearing to the opposite sex, as if that had anything to do with my new hobby at all? I was seeing all kinds of strength being modeled by women in the public eye, and yet the topic was still so divisive.

I turned to one of my favorite places, the library, to answer some of these questions. But when I tried to read more about women and strength training throughout history, I came up mostly empty. Women were mentioned here and there, but the pages were dominated by men. I knew that couldn’t be the whole story.
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MEG GALLAGHER

POWERLIFTER


“I TRY TO NEVER FORGET THAT THE REASON I’M IN THE GYM IS BECAUSE I LOVE MY BODY AND I WANT IT TO BE STRONG.”






And so I set out to write about the women I knew had been kicking butt since the beginning of time, grappling with the issues surrounding strength long before I ever learned to front squat. What I didn’t know was just how profound their contributions had been in ways that go beyond sports record books.

Throughout these chapters, we’ll explore where our ideas about how women should look and act originate, uncovering biases that might feel hardwired but have actually been learned. We’ll see how femininity and frailty once went hand in hand at the same time masculinity and muscularity came to be associated. We’ll learn how women worked within the confines of social norms to stealthily get strong, eventually breaking down barriers even as they were governed by them. We’ll dig into the cultural factors that have both encouraged and left some hesitant to build muscle, along with how strength served to expand a woman’s role at key points in history. Mostly, we’ll celebrate the awe-inspiring women, from ancient times to today, who have harnessed their physical power to great effect—which almost invariably serves to unlock strength in other areas of their lives.

This aspect has led to personal growth and social reform in ways that often go underrecognized. Physically strong women have been on the forefront of issues from suffrage to body autonomy to equality in the workplace. Knowing the history of women’s hard-won freedoms is not only inspirational, it’s instructive.



AS I COLLECTED THE STORIES of women through history who broke barriers and embraced strength despite convention, I found myself spotting their spiritual descendants everywhere I looked. In particular, I was struck by how female athletes of today continue to push the boundaries of what women are told they can (or cannot) do. The twenty-three contemporary female athletes profiled in this book model a new kind of female beauty, one based firmly in their incredible capacity and efforts. It seemed only right to include their photographs and their stories here. Their expertise ranges across disciplines, from rock climbing to martial arts to fencing. All exhibit strength in their own ways, adding to the definition of who and what a woman can be, and I’m personally inspired by each one. Without the women who were willing to swing a kettlebell before it was socially acceptable or learn to ride a bike in a corset and a full-length dress, we wouldn’t be where we are today, in an age where strength sports are growing at a record pace. We have more to learn from these pioneers than how to get strong; why it’s a worthy pursuit is the more powerful message.

As a woman’s belief in her physical prowess grows, it does more than improve how much she can achieve athletically—it also elevates her overall well-being, including emotional, social, and economic health, and these are all signs of strength to strive for. No longer is her body an object to be judged; it’s a vessel to be cultivated, and celebrated.

The warriors who rode on horseback in pants before that was “allowed,” the swimmers who shed the weight of giant wool skirts to feel the freedom of cutting through the water, the runners who were told they could never have kids because their uteruses would fall out, the lifters who made do with equipment that wasn’t designed for their proportions, and your neighbor who joined a boxing gym all share something special: the power of strength.
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NZINGHA PRESCOD

FENCER


“It’s always a goal when I’m competing to find my courage.”








CHAPTER 1 THE ORIGINAL WARRIORS: ANCIENT DEPICTIONS OF STRENGTH


The world’s most famous athletic competition, the Olympic Games, began in 776 BCE in southern Greece. At the time, a law stipulated that if a married woman was found at the Olympic festival, she was to be thrown from Mount Typaeum into the river below. (Whether unmarried women were allowed to attend is unclear, but even if they were, it’s probably not a stretch to say they weren’t warmly welcomed.) To send a lady sailing over a cliff because she’s curious seems a little harsh, especially for a culture that was so oriented on mind-body-spirit.

It’s somewhat confusing as well, given what we know about how much the Greeks valued the gymnasium. Like contemporary gyms, the ancient Greek gymnasium was a place where one would train for physical competitions, as you might expect from the name, but it was also where young Greeks got their education in morals and ethics. The gymnasium was considered a central point of social and spiritual life, with athletics, academics, health, and well-being all intertwined. Throwing a javelin was just as important as discussing music theory.

But while the Greeks loved both sports and academia, there’s a big asterisk next to that for the majority of the city-states: girls were not allowed to partake. Having a lively conversation about Pythagoras after wrestling practice was simply not a viable option for the average woman.



WHILE PHYSICAL EDUCATION FOR GIRLS was nowhere near on par with the boys, there were some opportunities to compete. Starting in the sixth century BCE, the Heraean Games offered a footrace for young, unmarried women. The distance was shorter than what the men ran on the same track, and instead of being nude, as the males were when running, the participants were covered in a one-shouldered tunic that hit just above the knee.

Something is better than nothing, but it wasn’t nearly as prestigious as the Olympics, which remained resolutely male-only. The expectations were lower, as evidenced by the shorter distance, and the importance was lesser. Lots of rich detail about the Olympic Games has been passed through the generations, while the Heraean Games are far more mysterious. History was written by men, and men, by and large, wrote about themselves.

At least one woman tried to buck the system. In the fifth century BCE, Callipateira, mother of boxer Peisirodus, disguised herself as a male trainer in order to get into the Games. She had coached her son, after all, following the death of her husband, and she was just as knowledgeable about boxing as anyone else in the arena. When he won, she jumped over the fence to run to him, but unfortunately, her clothes got caught, and she was exposed—in more ways than one. In a show of mercy, organizers refrained from dumping her into the river, not on the basis that she had a rightful claim to attend but out of respect for her father, brothers, and son, who were all Olympic champions. Her own merits should have saved her, but instead, it was the men in her life. In the aftermath, a law was passed that trainers had to enter the Games naked, to double-check that they had the right parts to be there.

Callipateira wasn’t the only Greek woman with a rebellious streak. The wealthy princess Cynisca found herself a participant in the Olympics, thanks to a bit of a loophole. In chariot racing, it was the owner and master of the horses who was considered the official competitor, not the racer (who was usually a slave) or the horses (because they were horses). At the encouragement of her brother, Cynisca entered the tethrippon, a four-horse chariot race, in 396 BCE. She won, then repeated the feat four years later. Although she was not allowed to enter the stadium for the awards ceremony, she did get to place a statue in Zeus’s sanctuary, as was the tradition for tethrippon winners at the time. “I declare myself the only woman in all Hellas to have won this crown,” reads the inscription she chose.

Cynisca was proud, and rightfully so. She’d found a way to do something no other woman had done before. And even though some suspect her brother only encouraged her to enter in order to make a mockery of the entire process—the point was that wealth, not athletic ability, was the deciding factor in who won chariot races, since more money equaled better horses—Cynisca still pushed the envelope on what a woman could achieve.

She came from Sparta, where things were a little different compared with the rest of Greece. Women in Sparta trained in sports, as long as they were virgins, and even got to compete against one another. Spartan lawgiver Lycurgus was pro strength training for girls, though his logic might not exactly jive with what we think of as feminist today. Philosopher Xenophon said this about his reasoning: “Lycurgus, thinking that the first and foremost function of the freeborn woman was to bear children, ordered that the female should do no less bodybuilding than the male. He thus established contests for the women in footraces and strength, just like those for the men, believing that stronger children come from parents who are both strong.”

This was confirmed by biographer Plutarch, who noted that Lycurgus had the girls wrestle, run, and throw the discus and javelin—everything the boys were doing. His goal was to remove softness, daintiness, and effeminacy. In what was considered a risqué practice by most contemporaries, boys and girls exercised together.

This strategy worked. Spartan women were buff, and Plutarch approved of Lycurgus’s approach of letting the girls in on the action. “It gave also to woman-kind a taste of lofty sentiment,” he wrote, “for they felt that they, too, had a place in the arena of bravery and ambition.”

Brave and ambitious—why shouldn’t that be female?



NOT EVERYONE WAS ON BOARD with these ideals. Although Spartan women were well known throughout Greece for their unparalleled beauty (probably an outer reflection of their inner health), Athenian playwright Euripides, for his part, was not a fan:


No Spartan girl

could ever live clean even if she wanted.

They’re always out on the street in scanty outfits,

Making a great display of naked limbs.

In those they race and wrestle with the boys too—

Abominable’s the word.



For girls to exercise was unclean, but the same criticisms don’t seem to have been leveled against boys. In Plato’s Republic, his teacher, Socrates, said this: “The most ridiculous thing of all will be the sight of women naked in the palaestra, exercising with the men, especially when they are no longer young; they certainly will not be a vision of beauty.”

The one-two punch of ageism and sexism is something that would have been nice to leave in ancient times, but how often have you heard a woman’s body criticized for not being attractive enough for a swimsuit or whatever “inappropriate” piece of clothing she’s chosen to wear, especially once she’s left her twenties behind? Plato, to his credit, dismissed the concern, maintaining that men and women should be treated equally. He felt gymnastics, riding, archery, javelin throwing, footraces, and fencing were all appropriate for girls. Eventually, he reasoned, society’s biases would disappear. He was right in some ways—there are innumerable women today who are incredible gymnasts, archers, and fencers—but until “You throw like a girl” is a compliment instead of an insult, equal treatment will remain elusive.

While Socrates thought girls exercising alongside boys was ridiculous, he could admit they had athletic skill—to a point. After watching a girl juggle twelve hoops while tumbling, he said her performance helped prove that a woman’s nature was not inferior to man’s but that women lacked physical strength and judgment. Contradictory much? For a famous thinker, it’s maybe not the most airtight argument, but it is a popular one. It’s also incredibly frustrating, because even when indisputable skill was displayed right in front of his eyes, he found a way to dismiss it for no evidence-backed reason. The girl’s talents challenged a belief he couldn’t bear to part with—that males are superior in strength and smarts. Rather than dig a little deeper to try to confront why he felt this way and home in on what that feeling was rooted in, Socrates defaulted to the well-worn idea that men are just better, obviously, no explanation necessary.



EVEN IF MOST GREEKS DIDN’T think much of the physical strength of the women in their midst, there was a group of powerful ladies they did find fascinating: the Amazons.

Every Greek hero, from Heracles to Achilles, had to prove himself against these exotic warrior women. Described as equal to men in their fighting abilities, Amazons were said to live in female-only societies, finding men to mate with just once a year, and leaving behind any newborn boys. Rumor had it that they cut off their right breasts in order to shoot an arrow with more precision. They were depicted in Greek art as brave warriors, women to be both feared and respected.

Greek mythology even had an Amazon-like heroine of its own in Atalanta. As a baby, she was abandoned on a mountainside by her father for committing the unforgivable sin of not being born a boy. According to the story, instead of dying, she was nursed to health by a mama bear and later found by a group of hunters. She became quite adept with a bow and a spear and loved to wrestle. When only the fiercest of fighters were recruited for a dangerous expedition to take out the fire-breathing Calydonian Boar, who was wreaking havoc on the community of Calydon, Atalanta was the sole woman invited.

She was doing just fine for herself, but her father insisted she marry—yes, the same loving pops who left her for dead as an infant. She wasn’t all that into the idea, so she turned it into a contest. If a man could beat her in a footrace, she’d become his wife. On the plus side, she gave all the contenders a head start. On the minus side, she killed with a spear anyone who failed.

Despite the risk, a whole lot of guys lined up to take their shot, then promptly died. And still, they kept trying. Finally, one was victorious. Hippomenes won out, thanks to a little help from Aphrodite, the goddess of love, who supplied the hopeful suitor with some magic golden apples.

Atalanta was a woman who could give any man a run for his money (or, perhaps more fittingly, a run for his life). Her name comes from the Greek word atalantos, which means “equal in weight,” presumably a high compliment that she was considered on par with men. As an example, when two centaurs tried to take advantage of her, she killed them. Most stories involving centaurs behaving badly around women ended with a man coming to the rescue, but Atalanta was more than capable of taking care of herself.

While that was impressive, it was also her fatal flaw that she wouldn’t accept her prescribed gender role. In the end, it was a man, her misogynistic father, who got to decide if she married. She lost the footrace and the chastity she’d been trying to protect, and once she’d accepted that outcome and was happy with Hippomenes, she and her hubby were turned into lions so that the two could never make love again. (For reasons that aren’t completely clear, the Greeks believed lions couldn’t mate with one another, only with leopards.) It sends quite the message about the consequences of female independence.

Atalanta was a mythological creation—she was turned into a four-legged animal, after all—and for a long time, scholars have maintained that all Amazons were a figment of imagination in storytelling or perhaps just men mistaken for women. However, there’s now evidence that ancient female warriors, aka Amazons, did in fact exist. The Scythians, as they were known to the Greeks, were horse-riding nomads who lived in Eurasia, and both the men and the women were armed and dangerous.



SCYTHIAN REMAINS HAVE BEEN FOUND everywhere from modern-day Bulgaria to Mongolia, buried along with the remnants of weapons such as bows, arrows, daggers, spears, and sling stones. Their bones are marred by the signs of repeated breakings and healings, arrowheads still embedded in some. Until recently, archaeologists assumed the skeletons surrounded by all these sharp accoutrements belonged to men. But advances in science and DNA testing have revealed that not all of those skeletons are men; in some archaeological digs, more than a quarter of the unearthed Scythians are women buried with the implements of a fighter. Adrienne Mayor, author of The Amazons, told National Geographic, “If you think about it, a woman on a horse with a bow, trained since childhood, can be just as fast and as deadly as a boy or man.”

For a bit of Amazon myth busting, there’s no evidence that there were entire societies of women warriors who shunned men. They did not maim young boys, and it’s not likely that they were cutting off their right breasts in order to shoot an arrow better. The way they held their bows wasn’t all that close to their chests, and common sense tells us that archery wouldn’t be easier with a missing boob. (The mistaken notion of self-mutilation that’s been perpetuated in pop culture probably originated from an erroneous etymological interpretation of Amazon, as the a- prefix means “without” in Greek, and mazos kinda sorta sounds like mastos, which means “breast.”)

However, they just might have sent their boys off to other tribes, not to get rid of them so they could keep the sisterhood strong but because sending children to be raised by other tribes was a common practice in antiquity that fostered good relations and helped keep incest at bay. In most Greek households, girls were considered a burden, less valuable than boys, but among the Scythians, there was equality—all children learned to ride a horse, shoot an arrow, and find sustenance.

The women traveled by horseback, hunted for food, fought for glory, chose their partners, and exercised autonomy. And they did this all while wearing pants, considered barbaric by the tunic-sporting Greeks. This gave them the freedom to move comfortably, no small luxury. “The Greeks were both fascinated and appalled by such independent women,” Mayor said. “They were so different from their wives and daughters. Yet there was a fascination. They were captivated by them. Pictures of Amazons on vase paintings always show them as beautiful, active, spirited, courageous, and brave.” Through these depictions, Mayor believes, there’s a clear “yearning and desire for some kind of resolution to the tension between ‘Yes, we want them as our companions,’ and ‘We couldn’t possibly, because we have to control our own women.’ ” That confusing push and pull, from admiration to derision, continued many years after the final Scythians rode off into the sunset.



OVER IN ANCIENT ROME, JUST across the Mediterranean Sea, there’s evidence that athletics were an option for at least some of the girls. In the twelfth century CE, a mudslide covered Sicily’s Villa Romana del Casale, likely the residence of a Roman senatorial aristocrat from the fourth century, and the dirt kept what lay beneath remarkably well preserved.

When archaeologists unearthed one room in the 1950s, they called the mosaic inside “The Bikini Girls,” for the images of ladies in small tops and bottoms appeared to them like some type of bikini-clad beauty pageant. A modern lens tells a different story: these are sports bras and booty shorts perfect for working out; the laurel crowns they receive are prizes for winning athletic competitions, not for smiling prettily. The ten young women are depicted performing activities such as jumping with weights in their hands, throwing a discus, tossing a ball, and running.
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A centuries-old mosaic at Villa Romana del Casale in Sicily, Italy, depicts girls playing sports.



Historians believe that by the time the mosaic was created, some women had been playing sports in ancient Rome for hundreds of years. In addition to the running, throwing, and ball games depicted in the mosaic, these women practiced gladiatorial combat, acrobatics, and swimming.



IF THIS SOUNDS AS IF women had plenty of opportunities for sport in ancient times, that might be because I’ve zoomed way in, combing through history for any and every mention of girls developing guns. Hundreds of men make up the victory lists that have survived, while only a handful of women appear. “For each vase depicting women in sport-like activities, there are many, many more showing men in athletic activities or in palaestra scenes,” writes Betty Spears, a former professor of sport studies. “The history of women’s sport is based on a very few facts and the history of men’s sport on abundant data.… Generally, women’s sport was perceived as insignificant except for a few highly skilled women.”

Basically, our ancient female counterparts’ role in the realm of athletics was a blip on the radar. And while we don’t have all the artifacts from ancient times to know everything that went on, what does survive shows that women’s efforts to pursue strength—and society’s attempt to prevent such efforts—go way back to the dawn of Western civilization. Considerable attention was paid to keeping women stuck indoors, and when they were allowed to participate in athletics, it was not often at a high level. Many girls who wanted to engage in sports were in a no-win situation—criticized when they were like the boys and playing the same games yet also criticized for not being as good at said games. Remember, as Euripides said of these girls, “abominable’s the word.” The boys were always the measuring stick, the girls never quite there. Their role was in the home, not in the arena of bravery and ambition. Everything the Greeks believed about being of sound mind and body extended to only half the population.

Perhaps it sounds a little familiar? The physical rights of women still don’t equal those of men, and in some ways and places, they’re regressing. Male lawmakers make decisions on behalf of women, as Atalanta’s father did, under the guise that they know best. How many impossibly destructive boars does a woman have to take down to prove that she’s fit to make choices for herself?

Lycurgus was on to something when he said that strong fathers and mothers lead to a stronger society. But there’s more to it than just passing on genes to the next generation.

A strong woman might compete in a sprint, train a champion boxer, win a horse race, be equally happy married or single, or know how to fend for herself—and who wouldn’t want a society stacked with capable, inspirational people like that?
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PATINA MILLER

ACTOR AND DANCER


“Being strong is not just a physical thing for me; it’s being able to walk out into this world unapologetically.”








CHAPTER 2 THE OUTLIERS: VICTORIAN-ERA WOMEN WHO WALKED ON THE WILD SIDE


When Queen Victoria ascended to the British throne in 1837 at the tender age of eighteen, most people expected her to be a weak, ineffectual ruler. She was young, shy, small in stature, and plain-looking. Even her name was ridiculous, not regal like Anne or Mary. Some thought it might be the end of the monarchy. When the archbishop of Canterbury and the lord chamberlain arrived early in the morning upon the passing of her uncle to inform the princess of her new role, her governess prepared smelling salts to revive her, in the likely case that she would faint. She didn’t need them.

Spanning sixty-three years, the Victorian era (named for that very queen) became known as one of the most iconic periods of history, boasting a list of world-altering developments: the first telegraph, the Industrial Revolution, and the rise of the middle class, to name just a few.

Until she became queen, Victoria had to share a room with her domineering mother, and she wasn’t even allowed to walk down a set of stairs alone. But Victoria was strong and stubborn, showing she wasn’t the delicate flower she had been raised to be. After getting the news that she had inherited the throne, she had the opportunity to assert herself for the very first time—which she used to request one hour to herself, a luxury she’d never before had. She then jumped into her reign ready to lead. Queen Victoria was apprehensive about marriage yet ended up proposing to her cousin Albert. She let him know in no uncertain terms that he was not to “boss her about” and that she did not want to have many children, and yet she did acquiesce to quite a bit of bossing and ended up giving birth to five girls and four boys.

The queen was a study in contrasts, much like her eponymous era itself. This was a time when modesty, manners, family life, and sexual propriety mattered very much, but it was also a time when children were put to work in factories doing dangerous jobs and when prostitution was rampant.

A woman’s relationship to strength was just as conflicted. Like their ancient female counterparts, Victorian women were mostly relegated to matters of hearth and home. They were expected to lace up their waists in tight corsets, to be prim and proper, to sip tea and fall victim to fainting spells because of their delicate constitution. These expectations could go a long way in fashioning women’s behavior. On the other hand, in a period of rapid change, women were pushing the boundaries of their preconceived abilities the world over. Across the ocean in the United States, schools were increasingly adding physical education programs for girls, more than a quarter of all new bicycles in 1896 went to women, and when people showed up in droves to watch the country’s first spectator sport, ladies had a chance to play the starring role.



THE SPORT WAS CALLED PEDESTRIANISM, and it was quite the craze in the United States in the 1870s and ’80s, after starting in England and Scotland. While most participants were men, a fair number of women’s contests were held, too. In the U.K., the sport had been practiced by girls and women since at least the 1820s, if not earlier. It was an opportunity to earn money, fame, and ink in sporting newspapers, another rare chance for a woman.

Pedestrian events took place both indoors and outdoors to see just how far athletes could walk. They might journey from point A to point B—say, Portland, Maine, to Chicago, Illinois—or, more likely, walk around a track in an arena, racking up a certain amount of mileage within a certain time constraint. Six-day extravaganzas, from Monday morning to Saturday night, became standard, given that public entertainment on Sundays was frowned upon or even outright banned.

The best walkers vaulted into the celebrity stratosphere, their images splashed on cigarette trading cards, their pursuits sponsored by corporations, their gaits and strategies analyzed and dissected the way we discuss a quarterback’s stats today. Even President Chester A. Arthur was a fan.

Of the women, the U.K.’s Ada Anderson was particularly good. She trained as any serious athlete would, first by seeking out a mentor, champion racewalker William Gale, who taught her how to walk really far on very little sleep. The sleep part was key—while endurance was crucial, of course, it was nearly impossible to succeed unless one was a polyphasic sleeper, someone who could sleep in short blocks as opposed to all at once. (“Short blocks” in this case means just a handful of minutes at a time, a few zzz’s short of the eight consecutive hours most of us like to get.)

In her debut event, Anderson walked 1,000 half miles in 1,000 half hours (500 miles in a three-week period), resting no longer than twenty minutes at a time. After trying singing, acting, performing as a circus clown, and running concert halls—all pursuits in which she failed to excel—she had finally found her thing. Once she became a dominant force in England and Wales, she set her sights on the U.S. pedestrianism market.

Her manager tried to set up an attempt of 2,700 quarter miles in 2,700 quarter hours (675 miles in about twenty-eight days) in New York, but the request was denied. “The woman can never accomplish the feat, nor can any other woman; it is simply an impossibility,” said William Kissam Vanderbilt, who owned the arena then called Gilmore’s Garden, which would become Madison Square Garden.

Anderson went to the newly constructed Mozart Garden instead, a small venue in Brooklyn where the track was so short that she had to walk it seven times just to get to a quarter mile. Vanderbilt was not wrong in thinking it was a difficult task, but underestimating Anderson was a miscalculation. As many as four thousand people a day came to watch her walk the track in her quest to circle it 18,900 times, and the event proved so popular that by the final day, people were paying two dollars for reserved seating (up from twenty-five cents). Police began forbidding the sale of any additional tickets, since Mozart Garden had reached capacity. “The little hall is calculated to hold about 1,000 persons comfortably,” the New York Times reported, “but double that number and perhaps more were packed into it like sardines last night, and wedged so closely together that any movement save of the head and arms was impossible.”

Of the huge numbers of people streaming through the doors to see her walk, the Times reported, “These crowds are largely composed of women, and of these no small portion are ladies.” Ladies were described in the Brooklyn Eagle as those who wore sealskin dresses and hats overflowing with feathers, always accompanied by a charming escort. Women were, apparently, a different, non-sealskin-wearing sort.

With the squished, enthusiastic crowd behind her—men, women, children, and ladies—Anderson accomplished her goal and did it in style, singing to the audience and completing the final quarter mile in just 2:37.75, the fastest of all the seven-lap stretches. For her efforts, she earned a cool $8,000, which would be more than $200,000 in today’s dollars. Afterward, she sipped port wine while being lauded for showing the women of Brooklyn just what they could achieve.

It was difficult, though, for the average woman to imagine herself exerting as much energy as Anderson did. That’s partly because walking for weeks on end with no real sleep is kind of nuts in any era for any person, but that aside, women of this time were viewed as the morally superior but physically inferior sex. Bed rest was the prescription of the day for any “nervous illness” a woman might have, which kept her weak and isolated from family and friends for weeks at a time. As basic physics teaches us, an object at rest stays at rest. Spend all your time resting, and it’s pretty hard to get moving. At the time, walking two blocks was considered plenty of exercise for an American woman.

But Madame Anderson, as she called herself, proved that womanhood and weakness were not inextricably linked. “The idea, as general as it is venerable, that a woman cannot, by reason of her sex, endure as much as a man, is exploded, and to Madame Anderson is due the overthrow of the mistaken notion,” the Brooklyn Daily Eagle wrote.

She went on to achieve more in the sport, including 351 miles in six days and 804 miles in 500 hours. Her accomplishments opened women’s eyes. Instead of assuming their bodies were always on the verge of falling apart, as they’d been told by the male medical establishment, perhaps they could use activity as a way to better health. Maybe, just maybe, they weren’t as frail as they’d been led to believe.

Anderson wasn’t just different from the average Victorian woman; she even set herself apart from other “pedestriennes.” While many walked in long petticoats and were more overtly ladylike, Anderson dared to bare her knees. When she addressed a crowd, her speeches were straightforward and confident, not laced with humility. She’d been married twice but spent much of her life single, and she had no children. Her build was muscular, and her face was described in papers as “slightly masculine.” Despite coming across as unconventional, Anderson won people over with her expressive eyes, robust health, and charismatic presence (she was quite a prankster, using a burnt cork to mark the faces of crowd members who fell asleep at her contests). Her stride was described as graceful, swaying, “poetry of motion.”

Still, as impressive as Anderson’s athleticism was, and as much as she may have challenged the notion of women as fragile, her accomplishments were in no way universally revered. People even found moral grounds on which to object to the sport—she and many other pedestrians walked on Sundays, gambling was involved, and they seemed to be putting their health at risk by going to such extremes. Anderson tried to mitigate these effects by extolling the virtues of exercise and offering a special entrance for families at her walks, so they could avoid seeing any unsavory displays such as gambling. She was also sure to thank God for her abilities, a good step toward heading off arguments of immorality.


[image: image]
Ada Anderson strikes a regal pose before her historic walk in Brooklyn’s Mozart Garden.



Yet even as women proved that their walking bouts were just as entertaining as men’s and that they could go the distance, there were still powerful forces at work to maintain the status quo. Health activist Dr. John Harvey Kellogg, of cereal fame, was an outspoken critic of women testing themselves this way. A woman was “generally less graceful and naturally less skillful in the use of the extremities than [a] man, and hence less fitted for athletic sports and feats requiring great dexterity,” he wrote, adding that “nothing could be much more inhuman” than a pedestrian contest with women. Another doctor posited that the pelvis shape changed during puberty, making the knees closer together, and that was what led to the “awkward” running gait that only women possessed. This bodily analysis emphasizing a woman’s natural lack of physical prowess came from doctors, in a profession that was highly respected, so these claims were put forth with more than a little authority.

“Peculiar” hips and limbs aside, pedestrianism wasn’t the only women’s sport with mixed feelings attached to it in the second half of the nineteenth century. While this style of marathon walking has fallen by the wayside, another sport emerged soon after that’s probably a bit more familiar: basketball. Just a handful of years after James Naismith invented it, women were ready to officially take their shot.



ON THE DAY THAT STANFORD UNIVERSITY was set to play the University of California, Berkeley, the Armory in San Francisco was packed with more than seven hundred female fans. Men were not allowed—the Berkeley team didn’t think it was proper for gentlemen to see them in bloomers, sweating—but that only stoked male curiosity. They climbed the venue’s roof and peered through the windows while women inside batted them away with sticks.

It was April 1896, and this was the first time two women’s college teams would officially go head-to-head in the emerging sport. While basketball had been developed for men, it was quickly adapted for women—in fact, Naismith himself thought it was an ideal sport for the fairer sex. To make it more female-friendly, a physical education instructor at Smith College named Senda Berenson changed up the rules, dividing the court into thirds and requiring the players to remain within their assigned sections. This prevented excessive running and kept the focus on cooperation. You could dribble the ball a maximum of three times, could hold it for no more than five seconds, and were prohibited from snatching it from anyone’s hands.

The rules, however, didn’t stop the players from being scrappy. Wearing bloomers, long-sleeved sweaters, and black stockings, they weren’t afraid to hustle. “The fighting was hard and the playing good,” the San Francisco Examiner reported. “The girls jumped, scrambled and fell over one another on the floor. But they didn’t mind it. They were up as quick as a flash, chasing after the ball again.”

Coming in, the Berkeley women looked as if they might be the team to beat. They were taller and stronger and, according to a reporter, had more-gorgeous hair. (Stanford’s was “curly for the most part and disordered about the ears.”)

This might not be the hard-hitting coverage we’d expect today, but it was incredibly detailed. The newspapers took this game seriously, a sign that they believed female athletes were worth the column inches.

Unfortunately for Berkeley, impressive tresses do not automatically make for good hook shots. “The two girls they had depended on to score for them missed the basket repeatedly, to their own confusion and the undoing of the team,” the San Francisco Chronicle reported.

Stanford missed plenty, too, but managed to put up the first point (each basket counted for one point back then) before knocking their hoop off-kilter. A janitor and his assistant came to fix it, conspicuously becoming the only men in the room. Some of the Berkeley athletes let out muffled screams and ran to a corner to hide.

After the diversion, Berkeley answered with a point of its own, tying it up, and it remained a tightly contested matchup from there on out.

Ultimately, Stanford prevailed. Final score: 2-1.

This was just one example among the collegiate crowd of a new idea that was taking hold: women playing sports not just for health or recreational reasons but for performance and competition. In 1898, Abbie Carter Goodloe wrote in Scribner’s magazine of college rowers: “In their dark blouses and bloomers, the muscular young rowers of today present a very different appearance from those of other years, when the formation of a crew was almost a social affair, and those who composed it were elevated chiefly for their good looks.” (Prior to this, female rowers were judged based not on whose boat was fastest but on their form and grace.) And at women-only Wellesley College, a writer in the yearbook gushed about the basketball team: “The grimy and generally disheveled appearance of the players, as they emerge from the fray, fills our athletic souls with pride.”

After the Stanford women were victorious, the team returned to Palo Alto to much fanfare, complete with cheering students and a marching band. You would think this was a victory for women’s sports as well, but once again, the pendulum swung the other way, powered by public opinion. By the end of 1899, Stanford had discontinued women’s intercollegiate team sports, citing health concerns and unpleasant publicity as reasons. Competitive sports, administrators said, were too dangerous, with too high a risk of corrupting the souls of young women. Men’s sports continued.

In actuality, the souls of the first basketball players didn’t seem to be harmed in any way. These women went on to be quite successful—they became doctors, teachers, a nurse, and a college professor, to name a few. But no matter how many times women proved themselves, it often wasn’t enough. The basketball team was, by all accounts, hardworking, popular, and deserving of the opportunity to play, an opportunity they wouldn’t get again at Stanford and many other colleges for more than six decades.
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