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Praise For Life Lessons from Historical Women

‘Eleanor is annoyingly clever and maddeningly funny as this book proves. She may have to be destroyed.’

DAWN FRENCH

‘Eleanor’s writing is as amusing as it is informative, like a funny squirrel that teaches you about institutional sexism.’

ALASDAIR BECKETT KING, COMEDIAN

‘For a stupid head like me this is perfect. It’s so accessible, you can dip in and out and it’ll give you lots of great stuff you can say to friends and pass off as knowledge you picked up in the way a smart person would.’

SOOZ KEMPNER, COMEDIAN AND ACTRESS

‘A wickedly funny and informative whistlestop tour of women’s history.’

MICHAEL FRY, COMEDIAN

‘Eleanor knows loads about history, and she’s really funny, so I consider her an existential threat to my career. I will not rest until this fantastic book is banned!’

GREG JENNER, HOST AND CREATOR OF YOU’RE DEAD TO ME
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For Isabell and Margaret, and all the other well-behaved

women who didn’t make history
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INTRODUCTION

There is a story my mum told me about my grandmother, who died before I was born.

In the 1970s, at the height of the Troubles, my grandmother went to visit a distant cousin in America. My grandmother was from the West Coast of Scotland, but her parents had emigrated from Ireland only a few years before she was born, and she was raised in a typically West Coast Irish Catholic community. Her cousin decided, therefore, to take her to an ‘Irish’ bar (well, where else do you go with Irish people?!) for a drink. From everything my mum has told me, my grandmother was a very modern woman, who would have been excited at the prospect of visiting the US and experiencing something brand new. I can’t picture her, having travelled across oceans to be there, jumping for joy at the thought of sitting in a fug of stale smoke, drinking an Irish cream ale and listening to some old guy singing out-of-tune rebel songs.

While they were there, a man approached them with a tin, collecting funding for the IRA. This was popular in the US at the time. Many ‘Irish’ Americans, with little real understanding of the conflict, felt it was their duty to help fund any organisation that supported Irish independence, while being largely unaware of the devastating impact those organisations were having on the Irish population. They either didn’t know what their money was funding or they didn’t care.

I imagine my grandmother, thousands of miles from home, in the company of strangers, and probably, up until then, having been friendly and polite. It would have been understandable if she, the child of immigrants forced out of their country by the conflict, had given him some change. It would have also been understandable if she’d simply quietly, politely declined to donate. It’s probably what I would have done. Hell, I don’t even speak up if Pret gets my coffee order wrong.

My grandmother, however, stood up and gave him a piece of her mind. She did not hold back. She told him that what he was doing was despicable, that he knew nothing about the situation in Ireland. She told him exactly where his money was going, to buy weapons that were killing and terrorising innocent civilians. I wonder if the bar went quiet. I wonder if he shouted back. I wonder what her cousin did. In my head, I see her standing, turning, and walking out without another word.

This story might strike some as a rather underwhelming anecdote, but for me it has always been … that dreaded word … inspirational.f I have been in many, many situations where doing the right thing or the brave thing or the outspoken thing has been a challenge. How, I’ve always wondered, did my grandmother have the courage in such a situation to stand up for what she believed? Can I confidently say that I would have done the same?

I wish desperately that I could have known this woman who, by all accounts, was always the first to stand up for the underdog and against oppression, and at a point when middle-aged women, especially religious wives and mothers, were expected to be quiet. My grandmother was a woman who chose to take the prejudice she herself had encountered and say ‘Not me’. She wasn’t alone.

These small acts go entirely undocumented in the history books. No Oxbridge historian is ever going to write a history of my grandmother, even though an ordinary life like hers could have told us so much about what it was like to live through the 20th century. Those everyday acts of courage by women throughout history – mothers, housewives and girls committing tiny protests, barely more than a whisper in the world – have gone largely unrecorded. But they happened, everywhere, all over the world, every day. And each small act was a foundation stone in a fairer future for women everywhere.

Learning about my grandma’s small act of defiance made me want to find more women from history who had shaped their own destinies. ‘Inspirational women’ might be one of the most familiar phrases in the English lexicon. We love inspirational women. We loved to be inspired. We love a girlboss. A badass. The internet is drowning in inspirational listicles about women who changed the world. The truth is that however inspirational these stories may be, we as a culture now know them so well that they have started to lose all meaning. Rosa Parks is reduced to one moment in time, Marie Curie to one discovery, Marie Antoinette to that one time she got her head chopped off.

By deeming these women ‘inspirational’, we put pressure on their memories to deliver a perfect, and fictional, package of womanhood. Women in history are rarely allowed to be complicated. We don’t like to hear about their bad sides because it will undermine their struggles. But that’s exactly what we need. We need to hear more stories with more endings to fully grasp the humanity of history’s women. We can’t rely on Amelia Earhart to carry the achievements of all women on her back. They wouldn’t even fit in the plane! I know this pressure on a much, much smaller scale. I know what it’s like to be the only woman on a stand-up bill; that dreadful, looming pressure to be funny, to be liked by everyone, or else you will have, once again, proved that women are not good comedians. It feels weird coming out of a ten-minute spot at the Camden Chuckle Club knowing you’ve just made it worse for women everywhere.

I want to tell the stories of 18 women who I feel can teach us something about womanhood today, through their choices, their experiences and their opinions. Who were these women, in real life? Some of the women in these pages were indeed extraordinary. Some were born to privilege, some were very talented in their field, some simply exuded that ‘star power’ that has guaranteed them immortality. But as much as I want to look at the incredible acts of Mary Seacole, who set up an entire hospital unfunded in a war zone, or Artemisia Gentileschi, who refused, under torture, to take back her rape accusation, or Bobbi Gibb, who gatecrashed a marathon she was not allowed to run, I also want to look at the more ordinary sides of their lives. I want to remind people, through comparison to today’s events, that these women were real. They worked, they loved, they had period cramps and crushes and money worries and body issues just like any woman you meet today. I want to look at women who took action because they had no choice.

A word of warning: not all of these women are good. Not all of these women are moral. Not all of them are even likeable. Some of them are criminals. Some of them are bad mothers. They are not perfect. But who is? Dolly Parton? Oh, OK, yeah, Dolly Parton. Dolly Parton is. But who else is? No woman in history will ever live up to the standards we set for them and its time we started telling their real stories.

There are so many stories about the women of history still to be learned. Until I researched this book, I had no idea that women were excluded from running marathons as late as 1966, well within living memory. I didn’t know that Junko Tabei, the first woman to summit Everest, had to make some of her climbing equipment from household objects. I didn’t know that Angela Morley, one of the first openly trans composers, was one of the masterminds behind the music in Schindler’s List, Home Alone and Star Wars. I felt my own life becoming so much more enriched simply by knowing how many extraordinary women have come before me. I want to inspire women in a different way. I hope to inspire the women who read this book with the knowledge that everything they do, big or small, has an impact on the world around them. So yes, fair warning, this book does contain some inspirational listicles, and I hope you are inspired to find out more about their subjects and their real, complex lives

AN IMPORTANT DISCLAIMER

I AM NOT A HISTORIAN. NOT EVEN CLOSE. I am just another history nerd who wanted to write the sort of book I wanted to read. Please do NOT quote me in any school or university essay. I found out the hard way that Neil Oliver’s History of Scotland isn’t academic enough for the St Andrews undergrad programme. Don’t be like me. If any of the women in this book make you want to learn more, I highly recommend all the sources I used as further reading. Some of these women have libraries of books written about them. Some of these women don’t yet have ANY biographies about them – I’m hoping that will change one day soon. For these women, I relied on the brilliant research done by fellow history nerds like myself.

ANOTHER SLIGHTLY LESS IMPORTANT BUT NO LESS VALID DISCLAIMER

This is not an exhaustive list. While that may be obvious to you, I have spent hours agonising over who to include. I have tried to make it as diverse as I can, but in truth it can always be more diverse. I’m a white British straight-passing cis woman, and the stories I have the most insight into reflect this. What I hope I have done is write about women who genuinely mean something to me personally; women whose stories I just had to know more about. I hope it might even encourage readers to think about women they would like to include in their own version of this book. Who knows, maybe they’ll let me write another one, and then slowly, over time, I’ll be able to cover every one of the 58.5 billion women who have ever been alive.

I hope that if you take anything away from this book, it’s that the women in its pages fought for the right to be themselves. Some of the paths they forged are currently under attack. We have let ourselves get too comfortable with the idea that we live, somehow, in a post-feminism world, and our doing so allows all the hatred to sneak back in. Some of the battles we won decades ago are up for debate again – the right to our bodies, our identities, our jobs and our freedoms. By looking back to these women and remembering what they did, we prepare ourselves for future wars.

Also, there’ll be loads of jokes in this. I promise.




JUNKO TABEI

How to Get Outdoors

It is 11am on a windy day in July, and I am standing at the bottom of a mountain googling ‘Time it takes to climb Schiehallion’. Google says five hours. Five hours?! Woah! Must be a big mountain! It’s actually not. Not by the standards of any real mountain climbers. It’s dead easy. Well. It definitely doesn’t FEEL easy. Once you’ve climbed the steep mountainside, you’re greeted by a huge boulder field that you have to scramble across like Frodo and Sam in Lord of the Rings. By the time I stumble to the top, I am gasping for breath and have discovered first-hand that, fun fact, you can get windburn and sunburn simultaneously. I feel like I’m wearing a wetsuit made of sweat, which has cooled and is now making me shiver. Standing at the top of the mountain, you feel out of time. Above and away from human life and error, the lochs and hills are rendered tiny and hazy, like something from a dream. Everything seems so simple all of a sudden. The wind, free to forge its own path up here, pushes at you, forcing you this way and that. You have no choice but to follow. You are in the mountain’s domain now. I am so proud of myself. I really feel like I’ve achieved something big. I feel, almost literally, on top of the world. But I’m far from it. I’m not even on top of Scotland. And to someone like Junko Tabei, my big achievement would have been a piece of cake.

Junko Tabei was the first woman ever to ‘summit’ Everest, and although she cemented her reputation, her name is still less well known in the wider world than it deserves to be. Not only did Junko break incredible records with her climbing, she broke gender barriers while she did it, by defying every expectation society had of her.

Now, let me get one thing out of the way first. I think climbing Everest is mental. It is simply too damn high. It’s basically a guaranteed horrible time, as the first people to summit it, Edmund Hillary and Sherpa Tenzing Norgay discovered in 1953. Tenzing is of course now memorialised in history as … an energy drink. I can only assume a drink called Hillary didn’t sound as appetising. Anyway, why bother climbing Everest? What if you get to the top and it’s foggy and you can’t see anything? Or your phone dies and you can’t take any pictures? Is there even anything worth reaching at the top? A lovely artisan coffee house or an exhibition on Picasso’s ceramics? No? Then I’ll pass.

Climbing Everest is really, really hard. No, I mean it. It’s REALLY hard. That might seem obvious to you, but let me explain to you just HOW hard it actually is. At over 29,000 feet above sea level at its peak, Everest is deadly to humankind. Like the Moon, the Mariana Trench or Aberdeen, there is nothing about it that is receptive to human life. You could almost consider scaling Everest a very expensive, fancy suicide mission. Even Mount-Everest.net, a climbing website that I assume exists for the purpose of encouraging people to scale Everest, states: ‘Everest is our tallest mountain. It is difficult enough to have killed many climbers in horrible falls and deep crevasses.’

Altitude sickness sets in about a third of the way up, which can cause fatal heart attacks and blood clots among other things. If that doesn’t get you, you might be crushed in an ice avalanche, or fall to your death. Or you might just get stranded in a snow storm, unable to move forwards or backwards. Or you might run out of spare oxygen, and your friends will have to abandon you. Or, on very rare occasions, you might be kidnapped by the Yeti, taken back to his cave, and forced to do his cooking and cleaning until, Beauty and the Beast style, you realise that under all that fur and anger, he just wants to be loved.

Over 300 people have died on Everest, and most of their corpses still litter the paths up, preserved in the permafrost, a morbid warning to everyone who passes. The path is called ‘Rainbow Valley’ by climbers because it’s littered with the colourful jackets of the bodies. Cute. I don’t know about you, but personally, I’m not interested in any hobby that involves a backdrop of corpses. That doesn’t scream ‘fun’ to me. If you turned up at the local bowling alley, and it was strewn with the bodies of former bowlers who hadn’t quite made a strike, you wouldn’t stick around for a Wimpy.

Still not dissuaded? Since 2008 alone, more than 80 people have died climbing the mountain. About half those who climb Everest don’t actually summit, and even if you do make it to the top, there’s still a good chance you won’t make it back down. It’s also very expensive, clocking in at about £40,000 on average, although it can be way more. (You can do a ‘budget climb’ for about £15,000, but I think we can all agree that the words ‘budget’ and ‘Everest’ belong together about as much as ‘budget’ and ‘parachute’.) And, if you’re like me, you’ll spoil this magnificent once in a lifetime moment by overthinking it; ‘Oh God, this is obviously an incredibly special moment, am I appreciating it enough?? I think so. But could I be doing more? Am I REALLY feeling it? Oh God, I’m wasting this. I’m just going to go to the shop and buy a postcard of it and look at it later.’

Everest is cold, it’s dangerous, and even the air doesn’t want you there – everything about it screams ‘Not for humans, go away!’, which is largely, I believe, why it’s mostly been men who have climbed it. It seems to me that men like dangerous hobbies because they don’t have to think about danger in their everyday lives. Women simply have too much other shit to do. Can you imagine your mum saying ‘I’m off to Everest, dear, there’s a chance I may freeze to death halfway up, but there’s a casserole in the fridge that just needs 15 minutes heating in the oven’. No. Your mum has stuff to do. Society does not let women pursue anything so frivolous as climbing a mountain. Not in this economy. Mountains are for rich men, mostly. Men with money and time to burn. Men with kids in boarding school. Men with beards and polo necks. And Canada Goose jackets. Men.

*

Junko Ishibashi was born on 22 September 1939 in Miharu, Japan. She climbed her first mountain, Mount Nasu, aged ten, with her school class and it sparked a lifelong passion, although her family couldn’t really afford for her to pursue it as a regular hobby. Junko was fairly small and not particularly athletic, but she knew she wanted to climb. Every day she would ascend the small hill in her town, to a playground at the top, surrounded by trees and flowers. In her book, Honouring High Places, Junko remembers the thrill of looking out over the landscape:


From the high point of Fudo-yama, we could see a palace-like building in the distance, an image I had only seen in picture books, and I used to believe it was the home of the Emperor of Japan. In reality, it was one of the many temples that dotted the countryside. Nonetheless, standing on that small summit was enough to show me what lay beyond my hometown, a moment when the flicker of inspiration ignited.



Junko was the youngest of seven children, and when she was in middle school, her sister Chikako was diagnosed with cancer, rocking Junko’s world. The family had to sell their farm to pay Chikako’s medical bills and devote all their time to caring for her. When she died a year or so later, Junko began to act out, misbehaving and withdrawing from her lessons.

Despite having little encouragement from her school to continue her education, Junko applied for the Showa Women’s University in Tokyo. Still grieving, she struggled with her studies, and it was only when she started climbing alone and with the student mountaineering club in the peaks around the city that she began to heal. Japanese culture has long revered the restorative properties of nature in the form of forest bathing and onsens. Junko simply viewed mountaineering as (literally) the next level in this tradition. Junko stayed in Tokyo after graduating to continue her mountaineering trips with friends, funding her hobby through her day job. But she also wanted to be part of bigger expeditions. In her 20s, after searching for an organisation that would accept women, she joined the climbing club Hakurei-kai, and started to learn about the more complex aspects of climbing, such as using ropes and scaling cliffs.

In mid-20th-century Japan, women were expected to be quiet homemakers. Despite general progress for women’s rights globally, Japan was (and still is) pretty conservative. Climbing mountains was not very ladylike. A woman’s place was in the home, not the hills. It went against all notions of the ideal Japanese woman; demure, graceful, shy and largely silent. There is nothing graceful or demure about weeing in a bush 3,000m above sea level. But, for whatever reason, weeing in a bush at 3,000m above sea level really appealed to Junko Tabei.

The men in her new climbing club were initially suspicious of Junko’s motives. Why would a woman want to climb a mountain? It didn’t seem natural. Didn’t she know that there’s no artisan coffee house at the top? No gift shop? What’s worse, many of them assumed she was only there to find a husband, as if it was the start of a wacky sitcom: ‘Junko’s life is a mess! She’s got no boyfriend, no career, and no crampons! Thursday, 8pm, BBC1: Junko Tabei is Going Downhill!’ Gossip spread quickly around the club: she found that climbing and sharing tents with men was leading to rumours that she must be dating them. This hostile environment only pushed Junko further in her desire to summit Everest on her own terms.

Climbing was an expensive hobby, and Junko had to put every penny from her salary aside to buy endless supplies and equipment. Occasionally she would get lucky and a friend would give her a second-hand pair of boots, but mostly Junko had to save carefully and put away as much money as possible for trips, club fees and kit.

It was at this time that she also met her climbing partner, Sasou Rumie. Sasou was a fellow female climber and Junko’s equal in stature, and Junko immediately felt at ease with her. They began climbing together frequently, and even after Junko met and married mountaineer Masanobu Tabei, Sasou remained her favourite climbing partner and closest friend. Then, in 1967, twenty-eight-year-old Junko received a telegram informing her that Sasou had gone missing during a climb. She had lost her footing while scaling a rocky cliff, and fallen out of sight. Soon the news came from the rescue team: they had found Sasou’s body. She was 31 when she died. Junko was overwhelmed by grief yet again. But she was also able to find meaning in this dark moment:


Sasou’s death made me face the reality that everyone, including me, would eventually die and return to the soil of the earth. I became contemplative, questioning if I was fully living the life I wanted. Simultaneously, I felt such confusion and disappointment that the world around me could continue in its day-to-day manner, business as usual. There was only one solution for me: I had to embrace the sadness and emptiness in my heart and begin to climb again.



In 1969, aged 30, Junko established her own climbing club for women, the Joshi-Tohan Club. The club’s slogan was; ‘Let’s go on an overseas expedition by ourselves’, which is the most literal slogan for a club ever, apart from that of the British Vegan Society: ‘Let’s not eat any animal products at all, yes that includes cheese’. But it also highlights an important cultural barrier that Junko was breaking; the idea that women should travel alone, climb alone, and choose their own destinations. Even today, women travelling alone, or without the company of men, is considered dangerous. Just popping to the corner shop is a potential hazard. Junko was pushing boundaries simply by attempting the climb at all. Although of course Junko and her fellow female climbers were unlikely to actually encounter, on the mountain, the biggest danger for women, the one that prevents them from travelling alone in the first place: men. The sad truth is that for many women, snow, ice, blizzards and altitude sickness are really not as scary as walking in your local park after 7pm.

Junko’s club decided that their first expedition would be to Annapurna III in Nepal, one of the world’s tallest mountains (42nd tallest, to be precise). Clearly, they weren’t messing around. Junko would be assistant leader, and the team would consist of nine women. On 19 May 1970 they became the first women to summit the mountain, and the second group overall ever to reach the top. But Junko still wasn’t satisfied.

In 1971, Junko and 15 other female climbers created the Japanese Women’s Everest Expedition (JWEE), led by Eiko Hisano, with the aim of summiting Everest. However, it took another FOUR YEARS to actually obtain a climbing permit, and the club found it nearly impossible to get anyone to sponsor them. The negative reaction was driven by a feeling that these women should be raising children, not climbing mountains. I recall the similar uproar when Scott set out for the South Pole – ‘This is an outrage! This man should be at home, ignoring his children, not in the South Pole, ignoring his children!’

In an interview with Outside magazine’s Brad Frenette, published in October 2017, a year after her death, Junko describes the difficulties of persuading anyone to sponsor their trip to Everest:


It was very hard. There was a serious economic crisis, called the oil shock, in 1972 and ‘73. The economy had cooled down, and wherever we visited with our expedition plan, we were told that no money was available, and it would be impossible to go to Everest with a women’s-only group.



You could pick any random activity out of a hat and chances are that at some point in history, people were insisting that women couldn’t do it. Snooker. Scuba diving. Skateboarding. Wait, that’s just things starting with ‘S’. But my point stands. As recently as the 1970s, mountaineering was viewed as essentially out of bounds for women.

With funding scarce, Junko and her team gave music lessons for extra money and tightened their belts as much as possible by making equipment, including clothes and sleeping bags, from everyday things around the house. It’s also worth noting that by this point, Junko was already a mother. Like all mothers, she was able to bend time and reality and somehow fit a series of impossible tasks into 24 hours. Now those tasks included conquering Everest. She was beginning to prove that Japanese housewives didn’t just belong in the kitchen.

The expedition to the summit of Everest began in May 1975, with 15 women and 6 Sherpa guides. If you want to climb Everest (and as I’ve emphasised repeatedly, you really don’t) you first have to make it to one of the two base camps, both of which are at an altitude of over 5,000m. Junko and her team did this, but disaster struck on 4 May when they were hit by an avalanche at 6,300m. The group were camping at the time, and Junko and several other climbers were left buried under huge drifts of snow. In her book, she describes the terrifying moment the avalanche hit:


I was forced upright, yanking at Watanabe by way of our proximity as the immense blow shook me to my core. Within seconds I could hardly breathe as an enormous pressure bore down on me. Confusion set in as I was tossed and turned upside down, the tent whipping around in somersaults among the churning ice. I thought for a moment I was dead.



Amazingly, everyone survived, although Junko found it hard to walk afterwards. She was forced to spend two days recuperating and, frustratingly, wasting precious time. There was only enough oxygen for one of the group to climb to the top of Everest, and the group chose Junko. Despite being injured in the avalanche, Junko was the most experienced climber at high altitudes and the one most likely to reach the top. Accompanied by Sherpa Ang Tshering (who had helped rescue her from the avalanche), and after a gruelling crawl along a deadly ice ridge, Junko reached the summit on 16 May 1975. She was the first woman ever to do so.

Characteristically for the modest Junko, when she reached the top she ‘didn’t shout anything’, but thought, ‘Oh, I don’t have to climb anymore.’ I wonder if a man, on achieving the impossible, has ever had such modest thoughts? Does Djokovic, after winning Wimbledon, say to himself, ‘Oh good, I don’t have to serve any more’?

Back in Japan, Junko and her fellow climbers were met with cheering crowds, TV cameras and celebrations, which is SO BLOODY TYPICAL, ISN’T IT? First they laugh at you, then they try to stop you, then you do it, then they pretend they were with you all along and throw you a party. Generally, Junko was a bit embarrassed by this outpouring. Her intention had never been fame and fortune. She just wanted to climb a mountain. It was society who was making a big deal out of it.

Junko didn’t stop at Everest. In fact, it was only the beginning of a lifelong quest to climb as many mountains as possible. She also conquered the Seven Summits, the highest mountains on every continent, as well as scaling the highest mountain in 70 different countries. Her passion for the natural world saw her complete a postgraduate course focusing on the environmental impact of climbers on Everest in 2000. As a director of the Himalayan Adventure Trust of Japan, she helped to maintain and clean up climbing environments (I imagine she was sick of tripping over all those corpses). Junko recognised that these landscapes deserved respect and reverence, and she treated them with veneration. And she probably recycled everything too, even those batteries you have to go into a shop to get rid of.

Throughout her life, Junko put her passion and energy into environmental causes and climbing advancements, leading groups on expeditions, writing seven books, and continuing to climb even after she was diagnosed with stomach cancer. She died in 2016, aged 77.

Despite her achievements, Junko did not seem to see her feats as particularly impressive. She remained modest throughout her career. I love Junko’s attitude. She refused to bow to the idea that women making history should surprise or shock anyone. Junko had a higher calling than the opinions of other people. She had the mountains.

Her point was that nobody should really have been surprised that women were capable of summiting mountains. In fact, she once stated that she would rather be remembered, not as the first woman, but as ‘the 36th person to summit Everest’. But the truth was, people were surprised that a woman had done it. We live in a world where men sometimes put their hand on your lower back in case you fall over getting on the bus. Despite all that we face, women are still seen as delicate, as breakable, as incapable. Female climbers did not just have to break the physical barriers of the hardest climb in the world, but the social barriers of doing so as women. Since Junko’s ascent, almost 800 women have reached the summit of Mount Everest. When asked about her incredible achievement, she simply said: ‘I can’t understand why men make all this fuss about Everest – it’s only a mountain.’




10 Weird and Wonderful Mythical Female Creatures

1. Medusa Serpent-headed monster of Greek mythology, capable of turning onlookers to stone with a single glance. According to Ovid, Medusa was originally a woman ‘seduced’ by Poseidon, king of the sea, and then turned into a gorgon by a jealous Athena.

2. Succubus A female demon said to seduce sleeping men. They would then drain their victim’s energy, and sometimes even devour their souls.

3. Shishiga The original ‘goblin mode’, the Shishiga is a Slavic female swamp-dwelling monster who annoys male travellers, usually on their way home from the pub.

4. Deer Lady A Native American spirit, the Deer Woman, or Deer Lady, is said to enact murderous revenge on men who have harmed women and children.

5. Jorōgumo Aka Woman Spider – a Japanese supernatural creature that can shapeshift into a woman. She will seduce men in her human form and then turn back into a spider to eat them.

6. Selkie A Scottish supernatural creature, who in the sea is a seal, and on land takes on the shape of a woman. If a man wants to marry her, he can steal her seal skin and hide it, forcing her to stay on land. Once she finds it, though, she will immediately return to the water.

7. Joan the Wad The Cornish queen of the Pixies, Joan the Wad is a mischievous trickster. She uses light to dazzle or confuse travellers, but can bring good luck if asked.

8. Soucouyant A shape-shifting hag from Caribbean folklore, the Soucouyant enters homes through cracks and keyholes and drinks the blood of her victims, leaving marks and bruises.

9. Erathipa A boulder shaped like a pregnant woman who, in Aboriginal mythology, contains the souls of dead children. If a young woman passes the boulder, Erathipa can deposit a soul from the stone into her, to be reborn anew.

10. Pania A Maori sea spirit who protects the waters around the North Island of New Zealand. She’s a beautiful maiden who men instantly fall for, including a prince who tried to get her to stay on land by eating human food.




THE MATCH WOMEN

How to Start a Fire

London. 1888. The East End. Smog and smoke swirl around a guttering gas lamp as twilight descends. The plaintive cry of a street urchin ‘Spare us a bob, guv’nor?’ is silenced by the looming shadow of a cloaked figure. It raises its top hat as it steps into the gaslight, knife flashing as it plunges downwards. What’s that!? Could it be?! Yes! It’s the terrifying figure of CLICHÉ!!!!

The East End of London in the 1880s is such an overused backdrop in cinema, literature and art that it may be hard for me to convince you that it was a real place, full of real people. It’s most famous son, Jack the Ripper, was actually a short-lived, if terrorising, spectre, whose tabloid exploits made for deliciously outlandish reading. Today, if you mention Victorian London, it’s the Ripper, along with Sherlock Holmes, smog and Queen Victoria, that pop into people’s heads first. And today the East End still has a thriving tourist trade built around one unknown man and his actions. You can, as historian Hallie Rubenhold discovered while researching her book The Five: The Untold Lives of the Women Killed by Jack the Ripper, even get a fish supper from ‘Jack the Chipper’, or a haircut at ‘Jack the Clipper’. After that they appear to have run out of puns. I wish I were more surprised, but my home town Edinburgh has a strip club, ‘Burke and Hare’, named after two men who murdered people and sold their bodies to medical science. Sexy.

I went on a Ripper tour a few years ago with my sister, who is currently studying for a PhD in dark tourism and the way the female corpse is objectified after death (no, I’m not the weirdest one in my family), and it was fascinating to see just how much of a thrall Jack still has over London tourism. But despite the Ripper’s fame, his story was not typical of the horrors of Whitechapel. What really haunted the streets of the East End, what people truly feared, day in, day out, was poverty.

The working classes in late 19th-century Britain had few rights. Most of them couldn’t vote, there were few laws prohibiting child labour, health and safety was a dim and distant dream, and there were few, if any, rights for workers. There was definitely no welfare system to provide a safety net. If you didn’t work, you didn’t eat. If you didn’t eat, you starved to death. It was very much considered your own problem and your own fault and, sadly, there are plenty of people today who still consider poverty to be an individual error caused by frivolous spending or owning a smartphone. What held the people of the East End together, despite it all, was their community spirit, still famous today in documentaries like EastEnders. The people of Whitechapel and Bow knew to look out for one another, and they knew that there was power in numbers.

Industrialisation had led to the creation of thousands of factory jobs in the East End, usually in the mass production of household goods. These jobs were often deadly – with no safety precautions, it was less a case of if you would get harmed and more one of when and how. You might get your hair caught in the machinery and be dragged under. You might inhale toxic chemicals or fumes. A piece of heavy equipment might fall on you. Your clothes might catch fire in this highly flammable environment. Your body might be crippled or otherwise injured through the repetitive and strenuous working of machinery. A pesky roadrunner might trick you into running head first into a cliffside because he’s painted a tunnel on it.

Progress was hard, and change was slow. Direct action seemed to be the only way to make an impact, and one group of women decided that they’d had enough of their poor treatment at the hands of big business employers. The Bryant & May workers were not the first matchmakers to strike – in fact strikes had been held pretty regularly from the 1870s onwards, but it was theirs that undoubtedly lit the flame, so to speak, under a series of other strikes that would follow, including the dockworkers strikes soon afterwards. This is the story of the Match Women.

*

The Bryant & May match factory in Bow, East London, employed large numbers of teenage girls and young women, as well as a few children. These workers were often called, collectively, match ‘girls’, instead of match ‘women’ or ‘workers’, suggesting that they were not taken very seriously by their employers (as any woman over the age of 18 who has been called a ‘girl’ in their work environment can attest). As unskilled workers, they were seen as most likely to be corrupted by drink, debauchery and one another. But their ‘spunky’ demeanour was also a strength. They were known throughout the East End for being headstrong, riotous and fashion-conscious, and for going about in groups and gangs. They loved to dress in feathered hats and wear brightly coloured neckerchiefs. Writing in 1894, the barrister and writer Montagu Williams described them thus:


They have fashions of their own; they delight in a quantity of colour; and they can no more live without their large hats and huge feathers than ’Arry can live without his bell-bottom trousers.



In short, they had the mindsets, the confidence and the style to take on the bosses who vastly underestimated them. Assembly jobs were ideal for this demographic because it was fairly simple work that didn’t require a lot of strength or training. Factory-made matches had revolutionised life in the 19th century. Now that it was cheap and easy to light fires and lamps, producing food and other activities also became cheaper and easier. The production process of these safety matches required them to be coated in phosphorus. In the 1830s, the introduction of white phosphorus to
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