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      This book is dedicated to my oldest friend, Katie Chang, who has been there at every twist of life since we were four years old. 


      It is also for all the other Great Women in my life – and for those still to be born. May we all take the examples of the women in this book and look at how we can improve the world around us.
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      To be able to write a letter is, in itself, to be in a position of privilege. To have your reputation considered one of such importance that your letters are preserved for generations to come is even more of a privilege. Choosing the women to appear in this book was a very difficult task, because there are so many great women throughout history whose voices have been lost or whose lack of formal education meant they were never able to record their own words. This book is a small sample of the many women from all over the world whose lives and work have been – and continue to be – inspiring, but they form an infinitesimally tiny fraction of all the women who deserve to be in a book such as this. 


      Letters of Great Women is a glimpse at remarkable women whose lives have spanned many centuries, living under a vast array of societal norms, belief systems, prejudices and experiences. Many of their letters reveal struggles to achieve what seem to us today the most basic of needs or human rights. The lives featured in this book echo the adage that Ginger Rogers achieved everything Fred Astaire did, except she performed it all backwards and in high heels. Some of the women in this book were pioneers in their fields, 


      while others exhibited extraordinary creative talent or a high level of skill. Some devoted their lives to improving the world around them, and some showed phenomenal courage and bravery at a level unimaginable to most of us. From Cleopatra to Greta Thunberg, this book aims to bear witness to the experiences of women throughout the ages, across the globe and of all generations. We have tried to encompass as many geographic regions and fields of work and life experience as possible, while we acknowledge that the nature of recorded history itself has created its own inbuilt biases.


      The letters in this book are all wonderfully different from one another. Some are amusing, others are heartbreaking; some will make you furious, while others will make you feel empathy or happiness or awe. Each of these letters echoes a life experience of a woman whose voice cannot be silenced – diverse women of all backgrounds and experiences, many of whose causes, careers or choices have resonances for every woman and man alive today. It is a book that celebrates the resilience of the human spirit and, I hope, will inspire a future generation of great women and girls, as well as the great men and boys who support them.


      Lucinda Hawksley, 2021


      Author’s note


      I am extremely grateful to my dear friend and colleague Julie Charalambides, who stepped in when I was overwhelmed by unexpected caring responsibilities and wrote four of the biographies (Emmy Noether, Bev Ditsie, Manuela Sáenz and Edmonia Lewis). That kind of support and friendship is what Great Women do! 

    

  


  
    
      Opposite Top Octavia Hill, Marie Curie, Edith Cavell


      Opposite Middle Emily Dickinson, Nina Simone, Eleanor Roosevelt


      Opposite Bottom Clara Barton, Virginia Apgar, Ruby Payne-Scott
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      Cleopatra VII was the last ruler of Egypt from the Greek-speaking Ptolemaic dynasty. Following the death of her father, the pharaoh Ptolemy XII, in 51 bce, 18-year-old Cleopatra and her ten-year-old brother Ptolemy XIII were named the new rulers of Egypt. As was tradition, they were also expected to marry – but when the brother and sister/husband and wife became political rivals, Egypt descended into civil war. 


      In 48 bce, the Roman general Julius Caesar arrived in Alexandria. At that time, the Roman Republic was also in the middle of a civil war as Caesar struggled for power against his former ally, and fellow famed general, Pompey. Caesar knew that Pompey had travelled to Egypt hoping to enlist support, but instead had been executed on the orders of Ptolemy XIII. Once in Egypt, Caesar attempted to broker peace between the two ruling siblings, a process that foundered after Caesar and Cleopatra became lovers. Caesar appointed Roman troops to guard and fight on behalf of the queen, and Ptolemy XIII was killed in battle. He was succeeded by his and Cleopatra’s younger brother Ptolemy XIV, who became his sister’s second husband and co-ruler. 


      Cleopatra and Caesar had a child, a son named Caesarion, which gave Cleopatra even greater power. After Julius Caesar was assassinated in 44 bce, however, Cleopatra’s position became precarious until she formed a relationship with Caesar’s ally and military chief Mark Antony. In this royal ordinance, dating from 33 bce, Cleopatra grants tax privileges to a wealthy Roman landlord, emphasising her close connections with Rome and its eminent citizens.


      Caesar’s death plunged the Roman Republic back into civil war, as Mark Antony and Caesar’s great-nephew Octavian vied for power. When Mark Antony fled to Egypt to join Cleopatra, they were both pursued by Octavian’s army. They were eventually defeated at the Battle of Actium in 31 bce. In the August of the following year, 30 bce, both Mark Anthony and Cleopatra committed suicide. Octavian ordered the death of Cleopatra’s son, Caesarion, who was also Octavian’s rival heir. By this time, Cleopatra’s younger brother Ptolemy XIV and her younger sister Arsinoe were also dead; their deaths are believed to have been ordered by Cleopatra. The death of Cleopatra ended three centuries during which Egypt was ruled by leaders descended from the Macedonian general Ptolemy I, an ally of Alexander the Great. Meanwhile, Rome’s five-century-long Republic was replaced by an empire, as Octavian changed his name to Augustus and became the first Roman emperor. 


      The fact that history has recorded the name of Cleopatra’s father, but not of her mother, seems to have set the scene for the dumbing down of Cleopatra’s own reputation. Despite having been one of the most important and influential rulers of her era and beyond, history prefers to remember Cleopatra as a Hollywood-style sex kitten. Her intelligence, knowledge of diplomacy and political skill, as well as her ruthlessness, are constantly ignored in favour of comments about her ‘beauty’ and ‘desirability’, and many modern-day interpretations seem to suggest that she was a seductress who merely played at being a ruler. The name of Cleopatra remains famous all over the world, and she has inspired plays, paintings, books and films, most of which focus on her love affairs. 

    

  


  
    
      Opposite A depiction of Cleopatra and her son Caesarion at a temple to the goddess of love and fertility, Hathor, at Dendera on the banks of the River Nile.

    

  


  
    
      Cleopatra

    

  


  
    
      Queen of Egypt, c.69–30 bce (reigned 51–30 bce)


      A royal ordinance, 33 bce
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      Cleopatra

    

  


  
    
      We have granted to Publius Canidius and his heirs the annual exportation of 10,000 artabas [300 tonnes] of wheat and the annual importation of 5,000 Coan amphoras [ca. 15,500 litres] of wine without anyone exacting anything in taxes from him or any other expense whatsoever. We have also granted tax exemption on all the land he owns in Egypt on the understanding that he shall not pay any taxes, either to the state account or to the account of me and my children, in any way in perpetuity. We have also granted that all his tenants are exempt from personal liabilities and from taxes without anyone exacting anything from them, not even contributing to the occasional assessments in the nomes [territories of Egypt] or paying for expenses for soldiers or officers. We have also granted that the animals used for ploughing and sowing as well as the beasts of burden and the ships used for the transportation [down the Nile] of the wheat are likewise exempt from ‘personal’ liabilities and from taxes and cannot be commandeered [by the army]. Let it be written to those to whom it may concern, so that knowing it they can act accordingly.Make it so!
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      Cleopatra
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      Katherine was the youngest child of Queen Isabella of Castile and King Ferdinand of Aragon. She was born at the Archbishop’s Palace of Alcalá de Henares, near Madrid in Spain, but was destined to spend most of her life in England – and to become a figure of huge controversy. As a royal female child, the question of her marriage was considered a strategic political deal from the moment of her birth. Her first husband was Arthur, Prince of Wales and heir to the throne of England, in a marriage arranged by the two sets of parents when both were still children. Until she was old enough to marry, Katherine lived with her parents and was given a wide-ranging education fitting for a future queen, learning about the law, military strategy, philosophy and religion. She was fluent in several languages, including English as this letter demonstrates, 


      although she spoke very little English on her arrival in her adopted country. 


      Katherine married Prince Arthur in London on 14 November 1501. The bride was 16 and the groom 15, but despite their youth, the marriage was destined to be short-lived. After contracting what was believed to be consumption (tuberculosis), Arthur died the following April. Following his death, his widow was watched carefully in case she was pregnant with an heir to the throne, but it was soon realised that she was not. Speculation about whether or not the marriage had been consummated was to dramatically affect the future of Europe.


      For seven years, Katherine was stranded in England, where her father-in-law King Henry VII allowed her very little money, despite 

    

  


  
    
      Right Dating from 1511, this painting shows a young Henry VIII competing in a tournament in front of his new wife, Katherine. 

    

  


  
    
      Katherine of Aragon

    

  


  
    
      Queen of England, 1485–1536


      To King Henry VIII, 16 September 1513
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      her having endowed his family with a large dowry. Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand wanted their daughter to return to Spain, but that would have meant returning her dowry, so it was in the king’s interest to keep her in England, while ensuring that she did not have enough funds for independence. In 1509, resigned to life in England, Katherine married Arthur’s younger brother, the newly crowned King Henry VIII. He was six years her junior and infatuated with her.


      Initially it was a strong marriage, in which Katherine acted as her husband’s political advisor. They had six children, but five were still-born or died in infancy. Only one survived to adulthood: the future Queen Mary I. Thwarted in his desire for a son, Henry blamed his wife. In later years, he decided that he wanted a new, 

    

  


  
    
      younger wife who he was sure would give him a son, so he tried to insist on an annulment. Even though Katherine had always maintained that she was still a virgin after her first marriage, Henry insisted that his brother’s marriage had been consummated, and therefore his marriage to Katherine was never legal. The Church refused to sanction Henry’s wishes, leading the king to sever his country’s ties with Catholicism. In 1533, he declared himself Supreme Head of a newly created religion, the Church of England. His marriage to Katherine was declared illegal, and Henry promptly married Anne Boleyn.


      Katherine was exiled from the royal court in 1533. She died aged 50 just three years later at Kimbolton Castle, Cambridgeshire, amid rumours that she had been poisoned. 
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      Katherine of Aragon

    

  


  
    
      Sir,


      My Lord Howard hath sent me a letter open to your Grace, within one of mine, by the which you shall see at length the great Victory that our Lord hath sent your subjects in your absence; and for this cause there is no need herein to trouble your Grace with long writing, but, to my thinking, this battle hath been to your Grace and all your realm the greatest honor that could be, and more than you should win all the crown of France; thanked be God of it, and I am sure your Grace forgetteth not to do this, which shall be cause to send you many more such great victories, as I trust he shall do. My husband, for hastiness, with Rougecross I could not send your Grace the piece of the King of Scots coat which John Glynn now brings. In this your Grace shall see how I keep my promise, sending you for your banners a king’s coat. I thought to send himself unto you, but our Englishmens’ hearts would not suffer it. It should have been better for him to have been in peace than have this reward. All that God sends is for the best. My Lord of Surrey, my Henry, would fain know your pleasure in the burying of the King of Scots’ body, for he has written to me so. With the next messenger your Grace’s pleasure may be herein known. And with this I make an end, praying God to send you home shortly, for without this no joy here can be accomplished; and for the same I pray, and now go to Our Lady of Walsingham that I promised so long ago to see. At Woburn the 16th of September. 


      I send your Grace herein a bill found in a Scotsman’s purse of such things as the French King sent to the said King of Scots to make war against you, beseeching you to send Mathew hither as soon as this messenger comes to bring me tidings from your Grace.


      Your humble wife and true servant, 


       Katherine
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      Katherine of Aragon

    

  


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    
      16 

    

  


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    
       17 

    

  


  
    
      Opposite The Execution of Lady Jane Grey, by French artist Paul Delaroche, which today hangs in the National Gallery, London.

    

  


  
    
      Lady Jane Grey was the daughter of the Marquess of Dorset and Lady Frances Brandon. It was through her mother’s family that Jane found herself in line for accession to the English throne, and a pawn in a bloody inter-familial, religious and societal conflict. Jane’s mother was the niece of King Henry VIII (a daughter of his sister, Princess Mary). When Henry VIII broke away from the Catholic throne over Rome’s refusal to grant him a divorce from his first wife, he set in motion the chain of events that would lead to the death of his great-niece at the age of just 17. 


      When Lady Jane was 10 years old, she was sent to live with Thomas Seymour and his family. Thomas was the brother of Jane Seymour, the third wife of Henry VIII, who had died shortly after giving birth to her only child, the future King Edward VI. When Henry VIII died in 1547, his nine-year-old son Edward was crowned king. Thomas Seymour subsequently married Henry’s widow, Katherine Parr. He had great ambitions for Lady Jane, intending that she should become queen by marrying Edward VI. This plan was scuppered when Thomas Seymour fell foul of the boy-king and was executed. 


      Edward VI was a very sickly child, and was destined to die in 1553, at the age of 15. As Edward did not believe a woman should be a monarch, his will deliberately went against the accepted rules of accession by taking away the rights of both of his sisters – the future queens Mary and Elizabeth. Instead, he named as his successors Lady Jane Grey and the male children he hoped she would have. Edward was especially keen that his eldest sister Mary should not accede to the throne, because she was Catholic. Jane had recently married Lord Guildford Dudley, the son of the 


      King’s Protector, John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland. The dying king pinned his hopes on Jane having male children – and if she did not, his will stipulated that the throne should pass from Jane to a male relative.


      Lady Jane was a well-educated and intelligent young woman, who studied the Classics and spoke several languages. Crucially, in King Edward’s view, she was also a devout Protestant. As she was a great-granddaughter of King Henry VII, there were some who believed she had a rightful claim to the throne, although there were far more who believed that changing the line of accession was going against God’s will.


      When Lady Jane was informed that she had been chosen as Edward’s successor, she cried in front of her bewildered courtiers. She knew her father-in-law had played a very dangerous political game, in which she had been a pawn. Although in this letter to Katherine Parr’s brother, William, she writes confidently, dismissing Mary as the ‘bastard daughter’ of her great-uncle, her entreaty that Parr show his allegiance to her demonstrates how aware she was of the dangerous position in which she had been placed. The letter is believed to be written in a secretary’s hand, with Jane’s signature at the top.


      The supporters of Princess Mary rallied an enormous army, which easily defeated the army assembled by Jane’s father-in-law. The newly named queen and her young husband were confined to the Tower of London after Jane had reigned for a mere nine days, from 10–19 July 1553. Both she and Guildford Dudley were executed for high treason at the Tower of London on 12 February 1554.

    

  


  
    
      Lady Jane Grey

    

  


  
    
      Queen of England, 1537–1554


      To William Parr, Marquess of Northampton, 10 July 1553
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      Lady Jane Grey

    

  


  
    
      Jane the Quene


      Right trusty and wellbiloved, we grete you well, advertiseing you that, where it hath pleased Almighty God to call to his mercye out of this life our derest cousin the King your late Sovereigne Lorde, by reason whereof and such ordonaunces as the sayd late King dyd establishe in his life tyme for the securitie and welthe of this realme, we are entred into our rightfull possession of this kingdome, and by the last will of our sayd derest cousin our late progenitor and other several instruments to that effect, signed with his owne hande and sealed with the greate seale of this realme in his own presence, whereunto the nobles of this realme for the most parte and all our Counsail and Judges, with the Mayour and Aldermen of our cities of London and diverse other grave personages of this our realme of England, have also subscribed their names, as by the same will and instrument it may more evidently and planely appere, we therefore do you to understand that, by the ordonaunce and sofferaunce of the hevenly Lorde and by the assent and consent of our sayd nobles and counsailours and others before specified, we do this daye make our entree into our Tower of London as rightfull Quene of this realme and have accordingly set fourth our proclamacions to all our loving subjects, gyveng them therby to understande their dieutes of allegiance which they nowe owe unto us as more amplye by the name ye shall briefly perceive and understande, nothing doubting right trusty and wellbiloved but that ye will endevour yourself in all things to the uttermost of your power, not only to defende our juste title but also assist us in our rightfull possession of this kingdom and to disturbe, repell and resist the fayned and untrewe clayme of Lady Marye, bastard daughter to our greate ungle Henry the eighth of famous memorye. Wherin as ye shall doe that which to your honour, trewth and dieutie apperteyneth, so shall we remember the same unto you and yours accordingly. And our further pleasyr is that ye shall contiynue, doo and execute every thing and thinges as our Lieutenaunt within all places according to the tenour of the commission addressed unto you from our late cousin King Edwarde the Sixte in such and lyke sorte as if the same had been, as we mynde shortely it shall be, renewed and by us confirmed under our greate seale unto you. Given under our signe at our Tower of London, the xth of July, the first yere of our reign. 


      To our right trusted and right wellbeloved cousin and counsailour the lorde Marques of Northampton, our Lieutenaunt of our Counties of Surreye, Northamton, Bedford and Berkshire. 
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      Lady Jane Grey
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      Princess Elizabeth, the daughter of King Henry VIII and his second wife Anne Boleyn, never expected to become Queen of England. Not only was she born into a society that expected a male monarch, she also had an older half-sister, Mary, who was considered legitimate in the eyes of the Church, whereas Elizabeth was considered by many to be illegitimate. Elizabeth grew up in fear, with the horror of knowing that her mother had been beheaded on the orders of her father. Mary was raised a Catholic, while Elizabeth was raised a Protestant. As England battled between its Catholic past and its Protestant future, Elizabeth’s life was often in great danger. 


      When Henry VIII died, his young son – the child of Jane Seymour, his third wife – was crowned King Edward VI. He was just nine years old and reigned for only six years. Before his death, Edward named his first cousin once removed, Lady Jane Grey, as his successor instead of Mary. Jane reigned for just nine days before she was deposed and executed. Mary I acceded to the throne and reigned for five years, a time of great brutality that earned her the nickname of ‘Bloody Mary’. This was also a very dangerous time for Elizabeth, who was imprisoned and feared execution. 


      When Mary I died in November 1558, Elizabeth became queen. She was an intelligent woman who spoke five languages and understood the art of diplomacy. She chose not to risk her sovereignty by marrying, but was a great admirer of men and those who became her ‘favourites’ were given important positions in 


      court and politics. Although commonly called the ‘Virgin Queen’, it is widely believed that Elizabeth had lovers amongst her favourites. 


      Queen Elizabeth I, the last of the Tudor monarchs, reigned for 45 years. During her reign, the Church of England became fully established – a shrewd political act, as the Church was considered a middle ground between Catholicism and Protestantism. This first Elizabethan era was seen as a golden age for England, a time of exploration and discovery, and of a renaissance for English culture in theatre, art, literature, music and the sciences. It was also a time of war and uncertainty. England lived in fear of attacks from Spain, and Elizabeth lived in fear of assassination by the supporters of her Catholic cousin, Mary, Queen of Scots. The supporters of Mary considered Elizabeth illegitimate because her father had divorced his first wife to marry her mother, and therefore unfit to be queen. Their plots against her life caused Elizabeth to turn away from her earlier religious tolerance and to pass tough laws against Roman Catholics. 


      Elizabeth I died on 24 March 1603, at Richmond Palace on the banks of the River Thames. The death of the queen at the age of 69 led to vast changes in Britain. Her throne was inherited by her cousin, King James VI of Scotland, thereby uniting the countries of Scotland and England, where he became known as King James I. In this letter from Elizabeth to James, written just a few weeks before her death, the queen addresses her cousin as ‘My verie good brother’.

    

  


  
    
      Queen Elizabeth I

    

  


  
    
      Queen of England, 1533–1603


      To King James VI of Scotland, 5 January 1603
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       My verie good brother.


      It pleaseth me not a little, that my trew intents (without gloses or guyles) are by you soe gratefully taken, for I am nothinge of the vile disposition of such, as whyle their nighbours howse is or likely to be a fyre, will not only not helpe, but not afford them water to quench the same. Yf any such you have heard of towards me, God graunt he remember it not to well for them; for the Archduke [of Austria] Alas poore man, he mistaketh everye bodye like himselfe, except his bonds, which without his brothers helpe, he will soone repent… I suppose (consideringe whose apart enemy the kinge of Spayne is) you will not neglect your owne honour, soe much to the world, (though you had noe perticuler love to me) as to permitt his Embassador in your land, that soe cause […] prosequtes such a Princess, as never harmed him; yea such an one as if his deceased father had been rightly informed) did better merit at his hands then any Prince on earth, ever did to other: for where hath there been an example, that any one kinge, hath ever denyed soe soe fayre a present, as the whoale Seaventeen Provinces, of the Low Countreyes, yea whoe not only would not have denyed them, but sent a dosen gentlemen, to warne him of their slydinge from him, with offer of keepinge them from the neere nighbours hands and sent treasure to pay the shakinge townes from […] Deserved I such recompence, as many a complot, both for my life and kingdome. Ought not I to defend and bereave him of such weapons as might innoye my self? He will say I helpe Holland and Zeland from his handes. Noe, if ether his father or himselfe would observe such oath, as the Emperour Charles obliged himselfe and soe in sequell his soonn, I would not delt with others territory but they hould those by such couvenantes, as not observinge, by their owne grauntes, they are noe longer bound unto them. But though all this weare not unknown to me, yet I cast such right reasons, over my shoulder, and regarded their good, and have never defended them in a wicked quarrel, And had he not mixt that Government contrarye to his owne lawe, with the Rule of Spaniardes, all this had not 

    

  


  
    
      Continued overleaf
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