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Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Robin Cross
Rosalind Miles

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


Amazons

Prehistory to the Early Christian Era

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

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

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

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

Most famous of the Amazons was Queen Hippolyta, who became the target of the hero Heracles around 1250 BC, when he demanded her girdle, the symbol of her sacred and sexual power. The whole tribe of Amazons rose against him in anger and Hippolyta met him in pitched battle, where she was thrown from her horse and lay helpless at Heracles’ feet.

[image: image]

Scene painted on an Attic black-figure amphora of around 530–520 BC, showing Heracles (left) joining battle with the Amazon queen Hippolyta.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

WARRIOR WOMEN OF THE ANCIENT WORLD

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

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


    The daughters of Sparta are never at home!

They mingle with the young men in wrestling matches,

Their clothes cast off, their hips all naked,

It’s shameful!



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

Courage and daring were not confined to men. The Roman heroine Cloelia, taken hostage by the Etruscan king, Lars Porsenna, during an attack on Rome in the sixth century BC, escaped, stole a horse and swam the River Tiber to get back to Rome to fight. The Romans promptly handed her back to the Etruscans as an oath-breaker, intent on demonstrating Romana fides, the unwavering truth of a Roman pledge. But Lars Porsenna was more impressed by Cloelia’s valour than he was by her compatriots’ rigid view of honour, and freed her and all her fellow hostages as a mark of respect.

[image: image]

This detail from a fresco found at the palace of Minos at Knossos on Crete depicts a female athlete taking part in the ritual of bull-leaping. It dates from the Middle Minoan period (17th–15th centuries BC).
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