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ABOUT THE BOOK

You are cordially invited to celebrate inspirational women . . .

SHE is a love letter to all the women who have thrown out the rulebook and threatened the status quo. It’s a toast to the brave, bold and brilliant women who make us proud to be ladies, heroes in their own right.

From fashion icon Coco Chanel to Queen Cleopatra, from literary legend Jane Austen to trailblazer Michelle Obama and from kick-ass activist Malala Yousafzai to the one-and-only Beyoncé, SHE honours 100 truly inspirational women, from history through to present day.


To every woman and girl who has ever been told that they cannot. You can. And you will. This book is for you.

And for two in particular who inspire me always: Sasha and Milica.


INTRODUCTION

Speaking out against inequality has never been easy. Taking action, even less so. And for women to speak out is something altogether different. History is punctuated with the scars of women’s castigation, it is riven with holes where their achievements ought to be and the adversity they overcame to triumph is writ large upon its dusty pages.

Reading through most accounts of history, we could be forgiven for assuming that women were not the warriors, the great thinkers nor the pioneering scientists who shaped and changed our world. That men alone birthed art, churned out literature and fiercely challenged the status quo, while women functioned only within the domestic realm. But though the canon has perpetually erased the contribution of women and their work has been systematically discredited, devalued and derided, their light has doggedly broken through the cracks. So successfully, in fact, that the difficulty in writing this book was not in finding 100 outstanding women but in limiting their number to 100. Writing the book was an exercise in anger, sadness and frustration – but also in inspiration. I was moved to tears learning of the lengths to which women have gone for their cause, and the things that they achieved despite the odds being stacked so firmly against them.

These women who overcame seemingly insurmountable obstacles – from disability to poverty and mental ill health, from the colour of their skin to the simple fact that they were born female – by no means represent a definitive list of all those who deserve recognition. Instead, they represent an assortment of some of the most remarkable women who have left – and continue to leave – an indelible mark. In the end, the selection came down to a combination of the women’s sheer achievement in their fields and a desire to represent a variety of specialisms, including those, like fashion, that are often deemed to be unimportant but in fact have an enormous impact on our culture. Each woman in this book has broken down barriers and left cracks in the glass ceiling, laying the foundations for those who followed.

Of course, everyone’s favourites were an essential inclusion. Mother of the selfie and of self-expression, Frida Kahlo, never fails to inspire; creator of the modern novel and of strong impassioned female characters, Jane Austen was a no-brainer; and pop sensation Beyoncé, whose powerful anthems celebrate the sisterhood, is a modern icon. But this book was also an opportunity for these heavyweights to share their limelight with others whose contribution has long remained brushed under history’s carpet – those whose Nobel Prize was usurped by their male research partner, or whose work has been eclipsed by male-dominated narratives, or whose oeuvre was long thought to be by the hand of a man. I’m talking about Lise Meitner, whose tireless resolve led to the discovery of nuclear fission; Alice Guy-Blaché, the first female film director, who developed popular cinematographic techniques; and Artemisia Gentileschi, who, when raped by her art teacher, fought back in court in an unprecedented trial, then took revenge in oil on her canvasses.

More often than not, the most overlooked are the women of colour and the underprivileged, who battled not only against the constraints of their gender to make strides but those of their race and their social standing, too. See, for example, Ida B. Wells, who was born a slave and became a famous investigative journalist, risking her life to blow the lid on lynching; underpaid Pakistani immigrant Jayaben Desai, who went on strike for two years to protest against the exploitative conditions in the factory where she worked; and one-time homeless teenager Josephine Baker, who became an international celebrity, spy and civil rights leader.

To be worthy of recognition does not require perfection. Each woman in this book is inspirational but she is not without flaws – flaws that drove her work or flaws that destroyed it. The artificial dichotomy of ‘virgin or whore’ only serves to hinder female progress. Instead, the acknowledgement that to be imperfect – to be human – does not diminish one’s contribution is hugely important. These are renegade women who broke free from convention to achieve great things. They fought for their voices to be heard by any means available to them – whether by educating themselves when female education was forbidden, by speaking out when doing so risked incarceration, or simply by enduring public approbation for demanding equality. For this they deserve to be celebrated – flaws and all.

An extraordinary amount has changed for women over the past century. We can now own our own property, vote, stand for Parliament and take up any form of employment open to a man. What more could we possibly want? While many continue to deny the necessity of feminism today, women are still paid less than men for the same work, are expected to bear the lion’s share of domestic tasks and have to fight for their reproductive rights – and that’s just in the West. Elsewhere, women still endure life as second-class citizens, with one in nine girls in the developing world being married off before the age of fifteen, so-called ‘honour killings’ claiming the lives of over 5,000 women a year and female genital mutilation being practised in an estimated twenty-nine countries, to name a few injustices. Moreover, when women dare to speak up against such so-called ‘traditions’ or ‘customs’, they are not only lambasted but punished for doing so.

Yet it is easier than it has ever been to speak up – and it will continue to get easier still.

Today, while gender equality has still not been fully achieved and feminism remains a dirty word that some shy away from, we should look to these inspirational women who raised the spotlight on sexism and helped liberate other women – achieving just as much and often far more than their male contemporaries. The women in this book did the things that enabled us to reach this point. They were told ‘no’ but, nevertheless, they persisted. For this, we owe them so much.

We have heard his story, now it is time to hear hers. Here’s to strong women. May we know them, may we be them, may we raise them – and may we always remember them.

Harriet Hall, 2017
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‘That brain of mine is something more than merely mortal; as time will show.’


ADA LOVELACE

(10 December 1815 – 27 November 1852, UK)

Mathematician and computer scientist

Although never fully recognised during her lifetime, Ada Lovelace’s work prefigured modern computing and earned her the nickname the ‘enchantress of numbers’.

Daughter of romantic poet Lord Byron, Lovelace was tutored in mathematics and science – subjects often forbidden for girls at the time – at the insistence of her mother. At seventeen, she met the mathematician Charles Babbage, inventor of the mechanical calculator, who was to become her mentor.

Lovelace was soon commissioned to translate a French article about Babbage’s latest machine. Whilst doing so, she went one step further, supplying her own commentary on it. She theorised that Babbage’s machine had the potential to translate music, pictures and text into digital form. Her notes were respected and published in 1843, but the theory within was so revolutionary that it took over a century for it to be recognised as the first computer algorithm and Lovelace as the first computer programmer.

Lovelace died, aged thirty-six, in 1852 and has since received a multitude of posthumous accolades. In 1980, the US Department of Defense named a computer language after her, and Ada Lovelace Day is celebrated every October in recognition of her groundbreaking contribution to computer technology.
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‘My youth, my inexperience, my sex, all conspired against me.’


ALICE GUY-BLACHÉ

(1 July 1873 – 24 March 1968, France)

Film director

Though she created over a thousand films during her twenty-year career, the work of Alice Guy-Blaché remains largely unseen. Nonetheless, her contribution to cinema was fundamental.

At the age of twenty-one, while attending a screening with the Lumière brothers, Guy-Blaché became inspired to make films of her own. There and then she asked to borrow the brothers’ camera and in 1894 she wrote, produced and directed her first film. La Fée aux Choux (The Cabbage Fairy), a comedy about a woman who grows babies in her cabbage patch, is widely considered to be the first narrative film, making Guy-Blaché the first female director.

Throughout her career, men in the field attempted to sabotage her work but she persevered. Eventually, she moved to the United States to open her own studio, Solax, where she pioneered the use of cinematic techniques such as double exposure and fade-outs. Guy-Blaché was cited as an inspiration by Alfred Hitchcock and was awarded France’s Légion d’honneur in 1953, yet following her death, her work was all but forgotten. She spent her life fighting for recognition, so when Martin Scorsese presented her with the Directors Guild of America’s Lifetime Achievement Award in 2011, Guy-Blaché’s contribution to cinema was finally acknowledged.
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‘When you find burden in belief or apparel, cast it off.’


AMELIA BLOOMER

(27 May 1818 – 30 December 1894, USA)

Journalist and activist

Amelia Bloomer was mercilessly mocked for wearing baggy pantaloons underneath her overskirts, but her tireless passion for dress reform planted a seed that eventually led to the acceptance of women in trousers.

After writing for her husband’s progressive Quaker newspaper, Bloomer was inspired to found her own, The Lily, in 1849. Initially promoting temperance, the biweekly newspaper soon expanded to advocate women’s suffrage and emancipation and grew so popular that its circulation quickly rose from 500 to 4,000.

In the early 1850s, a friend introduced Bloomer to the wearing of light, loose Turkish trousers under a shorter skirt. Typically consisting of layers of floor-length heavy fabric and tightly bound corsets, women’s fashion of the time was cumbersome and uncomfortable. So when Bloomer saw that the knickerbockers were both modest and practical, she immediately and passionately promoted them in The Lily. The trousers were derogatively dubbed ‘bloomers’ by the press, but as cycling took off in the 1890s, more women adopted the practical style.

Bloomer remained a women’s rights activist, and was credited with securing the vote for women in Ohio in 1873. Her dress reform was a pivotal step in the sartorial emancipation of women.
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‘Women, like men, should try to do the impossible. And when they fail, their failure should be a challenge to others.’


AMELIA EARHART

(24 July 1897 – disappeared 2 July 1937, USA)

Aviator

A ten-minute plane ride at a local air show in 1920 was all it took for Amelia Earhart to fall in love with flying. Afterwards, she dedicated all her efforts to saving money for flying lessons. Just six months later, Earhart bought her first plane and, the following year, climbed to 14,000 feet, breaking the world altitude record for female pilots. It was the first of many records Earhart would shatter. In 1923 she was the sixteenth woman ever to hold a pilot’s licence and in 1932 became the first woman to fly solo across the Atlantic.

Earhart’s achievements made her a celebrity. She dedicated herself to advancing women’s aviation, becoming Cosmopolitan’s Aviation Editor and even designing her own clothing range. But her dream was to circumnavigate the globe so in 1937, aged thirty-nine, she set off to attempt just that. It was to be her final flight.

Earhart’s plane disappeared over the South Pacific during the last leg of her journey. The plane and her body were never recovered. Conspiracy theories abound, though recent evidence suggests she landed on the island of Nikumaroro, where she made 100 calls for help until she died.

Through her dedication to aviation and to the advancement of women, Earhart inspired a generation of female pilots. Her fearless determination marks her out as a true trailblazer.
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‘We have no intention of stopping this fight until we have eradicated every single remnant of racism in this country.’


ANGELA DAVIS

(born 26 January 1944, USA)

Writer and activist

In 1970, Angela Davis became the third woman in history to be placed on the FBI’s most wanted list. She went into hiding but was found two months later by the police and incarcerated.

Davis stood accused of murder, kidnap and conspiracy connected to a courtroom shootout during the trial of George Jackson, of whose cause she was a fervent supporter. During her sixteen months in prison, worldwide demonstrations were held with the slogan ‘Free Angela Davis’, her plight representing that of African Americans across the country. Considered by many to have been a political prisoner, repressed for her radical civil rights activism and allegiance with the Black Panthers, Davis was soon acquitted of all charges due to a lack of tangible evidence.

It wasn’t the first time Davis had experienced such prejudices. In 1969, she had been removed from her professorial role at the University of California due to her membership of the Communist Party. State governor Ronald Regan attempted to bar Davis from teaching but she fought back in court and was reinstated. In 1980 and 1984, she ran for Vice President on the Communist Party ticket.

Through her work, spanning decades, including her academia and nine books, Davis is regarded as an idol of political protest. Today, she continues to campaign for prison reform, racial equality, worker’s rights and intersectional feminism.
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‘In spite of everything I still believe that people are really good at heart.’
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