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Foreword

by Major General Nick Cowley OBE

Being in command of Army Individual Training means I spend my days watching civilians take their first steps into military life. They arrive from every part of society with different backgrounds, different beliefs, different levels of confidence, and different reasons for wanting to serve. What unites them is not who they are or where they come from, but what they are striving to become.

Why Women Fight is a reminder that women’s participation in defence is neither novel nor marginal. Across centuries and cultures, and whenever societies have faced threat, women have stepped forward. They have taken up every role from commanding troops to sustaining resistance movements. They have fought when no one else would or could. As soldiers, we value history because it strips away illusion. It consistently shows us that when survival is at stake, capability matters more than convention. This book reminds us once again that women have never lacked the will or the ability to fight but that too often they have lacked support and recognition.

Initial training strips away that which civilians think they cannot do and replaces it with professional confidence. It is deliberately uncomfortable. It tests resilience, self-discipline, teamwork, and moral courage. The standard is the standard, and it does not change. I have watched women meet it, exceed it, and then raise it for those around them.

Therefore, I am delighted that this book helps address the myth that women in uniform are somehow additive rather than essential. That myth is not supported by evidence, or by my lived experience in training or on operations.

The women described in this book did not fight to make a statement. They fought because something had to be defended. Many paid the ultimate price. Too often they were forgotten once the crisis passed. Yet they form a continuous lineage that we benefit from today.

If you are a young woman holding this book and wondering whether you belong in uniform, the answer from history, from this profession, and from me is straightforward – yes! The Army needs you! In return for your service, I guarantee a life of purpose, adventure, comradeship and fun.




Prologue

In 2016, quite out of the blue, I was tapped up to join the British Army. Aged 59, I was pretty old to become a soldier, but it seemed I had some skills the army valued, and so, after a little hesitation, I agreed to serve my country. Soon after being commissioned as a reservist, I was invited to take part in a leadership conference at Sandhurst. The sea of green in the auditorium was very male, that was to be expected, but the presence of women was so faint as to be almost ghostly, perhaps fewer than a dozen among a crowd of many hundreds.

Even for someone who had worked with clients in heavy industries, it felt almost shockingly male. Later, when I asked a colleague why there were so few, he said perhaps women hadn’t been a part of the military long enough for them to rise up through the ranks in any number. Could this be true? It hardly seemed likely.

‘What about all those who fought in the Second World War?’ I asked. Ah, yes – them. Well apparently they weren’t actually soldiers, but ‘auxiliaries’; a word which means ‘helpers’. Of course, every blade needs a hilt and there could be no fight without the support of the cooks, nurses, telegraphers, drivers, pay clerks and many others. But surely, in the great span of human conflict, women have occasionally, just occasionally, been engaged at the sharp end of things?

After a period of reflection, I set off to look for evidence of those who had strategised and led and fought and spied and risked their lives on the front line. In other words, who had engaged in the core business of warfighting.

Starting out in the stacks of the London Library, the trail soon led to Semiramis. Although her repute hangs between legend and history, a queen very like her is thought to have ruled in Mesopotamia in the ninth century bce, building a vast Babylonian empire through a combination of military offence and civil defence. Other figures soon emerged from the gloomy stacks – Tomyris, Zenobia, Boudica – all of whom took up arms to defend their people.

So, the participation of women in combat is not a recent phenomenon then. In fact, quite the opposite. What also became clear is that throughout history, most wars have been mostly fought by men. Rather obvious I know, but it prompted two questions. First, given that entire populations are at risk in war, why are wars mostly fought by men? And second, under what circumstances are societies willing to set aside such norms and admit women to the fray?

In attempting to answer the second question, I also learned a little about the first. It’s love actually – or rather, reproduction. You need few men but many women to repopulate after war, so we send men first, and only in extremis do we deploy women in combat. They are the seed corn of future generations, and almost every society does what it can to preserve them for that task. As our species is wont to do with almost every aspect of self-preservation, we codify that imperative into a taboo, in this case, around women and fighting. And like every such taboo, breaching it can be weaponised.

I don’t want to digress here into how our desire to secure female reproduction also gives rise to sexual violence as a tool of war, but I do want to acknowledge it, for it has shaped how women engage in conflict, either as warriors and auxiliaries, or as civilians and captives. We find it in the ancient Iliad, with the Argives and Trojans fighting over Helen of Troy, and in very recent times, with the enslavement of Yazidi women by ISIS in Iraq and the treatment of Ukrainian captives in the Siege of Mariupol.

There is a connection between the prioritisation of women’s safety and sexual violence against the enemy: our gene pool versus theirs. War is as much about shaping the future as it is about defending the status quo: that’s why we’re willing to fight at all. That’s also why the most ancient goddesses of war are, at the same time, goddesses of love and reproduction.

Inanna, the Mesopotamian goddess of war, love and fertility dates to at least the fourth millennium bce. Inanna is also Ishtar, and it is said that her temple once rose above the walls of the citadel of Arbela (now Erbil), its electrum coating flashing across the land like a beacon. Rulers and warriors came to her for guidance, and it was here that Alexander the Great came to give thanks after he became leader of the Persian Empire. The citadel of Erbil still stands, although it’s rather humble now, certainly no flashing electrum, but there is one constant from Ishtar’s epoch to ours: conflict rumbles on across that region and complex taboos around women, war and love prevail.

Given that there are pragmatic reasons why societies wish to protect the bearers of the next generation, what are the circumstances in which women join the fray? The short answer is simple. Or at least, fairly simple. An acquaintance once told me there were only two reasons people get divorced, either a) because they marry the wrong person, or b) all other reasons. The same principle is true for why women fight in wars, although in this case the two reasons are a) because of absolute necessity, and b) all other reasons.

In the case of a), individuals or social groups are willing to break the ‘no women warriors’ taboo because there is simply no other option. In the pages that follow, we meet eighteenth and nineteenth-century Europeans who enlisted into militaries disguised as men rather than face starvation and young Colombians who ran from domestic violence to join Marxist guerrilla forces. In the twenty-first century, the reason women are conscripted by their home nation (in the case of Israel) or are allowed to compete for ground combat roles (in the case of Great Britain) is that those nations are short of men who are willing or able to do the job. In both cases, the inclusion of female combatants into national defence forces is posited as enlightened equality.

In the case of b) ‘all other reasons’, I have come to the view that women who enlist voluntarily are guided by the same cocktail of motives as their fellow men, including duty, curiosity, family history, aptitude, preference, a taste for adventure and so on.

Over the course of three years, I interviewed some extraordinary individuals, including Marxist guerrillas, right-wing paramilitaries, resistance fighters, conscripts and regular volunteers, and through desk research I gathered the stories of many more. At times, I found it hard not to weep or to embrace the interviewee. One young Peshmerga soldier in Iraq described how her mother would bring her baby son to her barracks so she could breastfeed him in between shifts. One middle-aged Ukrainian living in London explained why she had given up her job as a primary school teacher to join the front-line command in her homeland. Their stories and many more can be found in these pages.

I could easily have framed this book solely in the modern age; there is certainly enough material out there to fill boundless volumes. But the suggestion that women fighters are a recent phenomenon rankled, and I set out to find the earliest navigable point. And so, the tale begins with Semiramis, a foundling and milkmaid attributed with expanding the Babylonian Empire, and concludes with Tatyana, a Ukrainian shop assistant from Nizhyn, who went on to command a battalion of 1,000 men.

While it spans an arc of over 2,000 years and includes examples from across the globe, this work is by no means a comprehensive history of women on the front lines. That would be nigh on impossible, given that we have fought everywhere and at all times. Rather, the material is organised thematically; each part of the book being focused on a single driving rationale – for example, succession, survival, kinship and so on – and illustrated through the lives of individual women.

In reality, like war itself, the motives are not so neatly categorised, and in every case multiple factors contribute, but overall, the book attempts to illustrate some of the myriad reasons that, across the ages, women have broken one of humanity’s most fundamental taboos and taken up arms to fight for their kin, their ideas, their liberty and their lives.
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Succession

No one is a hippy when they pick up a firearm.

Military shooting instructor, 2020.

Standing on the firing range, my ear defenders clamped close about my head, I am thinking only of the gun, a Glock pistol, and the need not to shoot the instructor or the person standing next to me. Or myself. The day before, there had been a serious accident on a military range with somebody hospitalised and I don’t want to be the person in the hospital bed, nor the person who put them there. I pay attention to the instructor.

‘The gun is ready to shoot. Place your grip here … place your thumb here in this dent … now wrap your other hand around to keep it steady.’ My index finger is running straight along the barrel, out of the way of the trigger. I raise the gun – close one eye – and settle onto the target.

‘OK – fire one shot each.’

I pull the trigger. Nothing. I squeeze again. Only the sound of my neighbour’s round rings back. I tell the instructor, ‘My gun doesn’t want to fire’.

‘Try again,’ he says.

I try again. Nothing happens. I stand steady, arms still outstretched in front of me. The instructor approaches carefully from behind, taking care not to startle me. He releases the safety catch. I try again. Bang!

‘Lean in,’ he says.

I lean in and fire again, and again.

The target is a ‘figure 11’, a rectangular board standing just under 2m high. On it is printed the figure of a man. He’s shown holding a rifle and rushing towards the shooter, who, in this instance, is me. This is not a clay pigeon spinning overhead. It’s a schematic image of a human being. A person.

I’ve just fired thirty rounds from an army-issue rifle and another thirty from an MP5 submachine gun. Now ten from the Glock. My mouth is dry. While I’m focused on being as accurate as I can, 1,000 thoughts are nudging for attention. The main one being, ‘Thankfully this will soon be over’.

Finally, our magazines are spent. My fellow shooter and I put our pistols on the ground and our instructor leads us towards the targets. What do I feel? Pride that I’ve made so many direct hits. Disgust with myself for shooting the figure in the head – repeatedly. And then some more in the chest.

I’m trembling. I need to take a moment. To pause, to reflect. What have I learnt? I’ve learnt – again – that this is how we train our people to protect what we have. Thanks to them, we can afford not to think about war. For now, at least.

This big hit of adrenalin on the firing range takes me straight back to the moment in the autumn of 1982 when an Iraqi soldier jumped out of the undergrowth, his gun raised at my chest; it was a fear once tasted, never forgotten. I was taking an evening walk through a scrubby park that ran alongside the Tigris in Baghdad. It had been an intense few days and I needed some air.

The soldier who confronted me was young and nervous. He called out ‘halt!’, or something like it. I didn’t understand Arabic, but the injunction was clear. I instantly put up my hands; like I’d seen in the movies. There was no Ennio Morricone soundtrack, just my heart beating inside my eardrums. Bu-du, bu-du.

The soldier gestured towards my small shoulder bag. I hesitated, not quite understanding at first, then moving slowly, slid back the zip on the bag, exposing the inner maw. There was almost nothing inside. Some tissues. My passport. My London house keys. I’d left my Olympus Trip back at the hotel. I’ve thanked providence many times for that small decision – the ‘butterfly effect’ or ‘sliding doors’, whichever you prefer. In the alternative version, the version with a camera in my bag, I would have been arrested and imprisoned. Worse, perhaps.

It turned out that my evening stroll passed by the Ministry of Defence. It turned out there was a curfew. It turned out I was a fool, but a lucky one – that time.

I was in Iraq as a guest of the government and had been invited to take photographs in preparation for an exhibition in London. I confess that I was shamefully ignorant of the persecution of the Kurds, but I was not alone in that regard. At that time, in the early 1980s, few British citizens had any idea of the terror of the Ba’athist regime. There was almost no UK media coverage of Iraq’s war with Iran and furthermore, there was an Iraqi Centre in central London: a gallery space woven into the cultural fabric of our city.

I share these details not as an excuse for my choices, simply as an explanation. I’ve had decades to reflect on that journey, not least when I later travelled to the Kurdish Region of Iraq (KRI) to meet with some of the women who were risking their lives at the exact moment of my trip.

A long and bumpy flight to Baghdad was followed by an existential struggle with border guards, who mistook my visa designation of ‘Artist’ for ‘Artiste’, shorthand for lap-dancer, something they considered an invitation to try out ‘the goods’. Later, in the bar of the Meridien Hotel with a few bad guys (arms dealers) and a bunch of good guys (war correspondents), the timing of my trip became clearer. It was simply a question of convenience for the protocol people: they wanted me here now because they had a bunch of journalists to herd, and it made their life simple if they could herd me too.

After a long period when the international media had been excluded from Iraq, these journalists had been especially invited to cover an expected bombardment of the port of Basra. It was the second anniversary of the conflict we never mention: the Iraq–Iran War. This is the one where the UK and its allies were ostensibly neutral, although there was a French arms dealer there to sell Exocet missiles. Hardly an act of neutrality.

Now, decades later, when we talk of the ‘First Gulf War’, we mean 1991, when Iraq invaded Kuwait and Western allies weighed in to oust them. But this was the ‘First, First Gulf War’, the one in which the recently revolutionary Iran was our enemy. By default, our enemy’s enemy meant Ba’athist Iraq was more or less our friend. I know. It can be hard to follow, but this is history: words slide about, and truth is slippery after the event. This is why we love Herodotus. We don’t care about exactitude; we just want to hear the story.

On that first evening in the bar, I experienced a Eureka moment. I learnt that news is like water; it follows the path of least resistance. By limiting access to journalists and their cameras, the Iraqis had ensured that this war flowed straight past our TV sets and into the sands of Mesopotamia. Now, as they awaited a big Iranian assault on Basra, the Iraqis had changed their minds about media coverage. While there were no UK troops involved, they guessed the Brits might just care about a disruption to oil supplies. And they were right.

The hotel bar was packed with an odd assortment of hacks, a clean-cut reporter from Middle East Economic Digest, a raddled old hand from the News of the World, and many more. The man from the BBC was a train enthusiast and burbled on to anyone who would listen about the Berlin to Baghdad Railway, a visionary but doomed end of Empire ambition.

The following morning, as I waited in the Meridien’s air-conditioned lobby for my Iraqi minder, I encountered a pale Englishman who was also waiting. We fell into conversation, as strangers sometimes do.

‘What are you doing here?’ he asked.

‘I’m an artist. You?’

‘I’m from company X. We’ve been installing bugging equipment in the hotel.’

‘Oh dear …’ I said.

‘Not to worry,’ he said. ‘What floor are you on?’

‘Fourth,’ I said.

‘That’s OK. It’s all installed on the seventh.’

‘Oh dear,’ I said. ‘That’s where they’ve put the journalists.’

A little while later, my government minder emerged from the revolving door into the hotel lobby, bringing a draught of hot morning air. All nervous smiles and solicitude, he told me I was invited to the offices of the Iraqi News Agency. Or perhaps it was to the Ministry of Information. It wasn’t entirely clear as communication between us was far from seamless.

After a short car ride, we arrived at a building which gave no visual clues to its purpose. The place had no semblance of a media hub. No buzz. No smiling creative types. No warm handshakes. Oh yes, and absolutely everyone wearing military uniform; from the doorman to the busy clerks passing us in the corridors.

After what seemed like hours of waiting in a dimly lit room, a man arrived and led us into another windowless room. There was a microphone and via the minder, a third man asked about my planned stay in Iraq. At no point was it clear why I was there or who he was. Was it an interview or an interrogation? I never figured it out. Eventually, we got back into the car and drove back to the bugged hotel.

A new day. A rosy mackerel sky swam above. An expedition lay ahead. Pressed tight in a minibus along with half a dozen war correspondents, I set out along the dusty road to Babylon. What did I expect to see at the end of that bus ride? Hanging gardens? No, perhaps not. What then? A vast ruined landscape, scattered with the remnants of a once great civilisation. There had been excavations, yes, but no tidying up of the site (that was to come decades later) and despite the ruination of millennia, the greatness of the once-great city was still evident.

I began to wander along its ghostly streets and encountered a monumental lion standing over the prone figure of a boy, a symbol of all-dominating power. Hewn from a lump of black basalt, most likely in the second millennium bce, Ishtar, the goddess of love and war, once sat astride the lion, riding above man and beast and all their earthly struggles. Even without her, the sculpture retained its emotional heft.

My minder pointed out the Ishtar Gate. Blue-green with its decorations picked out in yellow, this gaudy arch was a few decades old at most. The original bricks had long since been removed; taken to the Pergamon in East Berlin and used in a fine reconstruction. The history of power is the history of booty: what’s mine today is yours tomorrow. And on it goes. At the time of my visit to Babylon, the Pergamon was itself under the sharp elbow of the Soviet empire.*

Turning away from the Ishtar Gate, I drifted down the Processional Way and deeper into the heart of the ruined city. At ground level, it was possible to see the outline of buildings long gone. Here and there the lower courses of walls still stood; their pale bricks adorned in fine low reliefs impressed into the wet clay some 2,600 years earlier. The figures depict mušḫuššu – legendary creatures combining features of eagle, lion and serpent. Truly enchanting. Like nothing I’d ever seen or even imagined. Each brick inscribed, so they said, with the name of King Nebuchadnezzar.

Things were looking good for Nebuchadnezzar when they put his name on the bricks. He’d conquered Jerusalem and many of its dislocated citizens were now there, but by that time, Babylon was already established as the centre of gravity in Mesopotamia. And according to legend, it was a fearless woman warrior, Semiramis, who put it there.

Semiramis offers a useful starting point for this story of why women fight in wars. She is the poster child for the principle of ‘succession’; that moment when women come into military power because their bloodline trumps their sex. A myriad others fit into this same pattern, including Queen Boudica of the Iceni, who came to power upon the death of her husband, Prasutagus. He’d left half his wealth to the Emperor Nero in the vain hope it would protect the remaining property of his wife and daughters. Instead, Roman troops raped the daughters and annexed the entire property. Boudica responded by leading a 70,000-strong force against the invaders (60–61 ce). She was ultimately defeated and took her own life in captivity.

Another warrior widow was Empress Zenobia of Palmyra, Syria (240–74 ce). Zenobia’s husband, Odaenathus, and his eldest son were assassinated on their way back from a campaign. At that point, Zenobia became regent for her second son, Wahballat (Vaballathus). Not satisfied with being a client ruler for the Romans, as her husband had been, Zenobia set about building an empire of her own, stretching south-west into Egypt and north-west into (modern-day) Turkey. Zenobia was successful for a time until the Romans asserted their greater might.

I visited Palmyra in 2006, not long before Bashar al-Assad’s regime made such travel impossible. After a long drive from Damascus, I found the place deserted, with only one other soul, a tall, quiet German, wandering around the monumental site. Like Bashar al-Assad, Zenobia came to power through succession, and like him, she came to power when the natural heir met an untimely death. History is often writ from such dark serendipity. A decade after my visit to Syria, Palmyra and the archaeological museum were systematically destroyed by ISIS, a group that wanted to repaint history in its own colours.

There are scores of other historical examples of women like Zenobia and Boudica, who have acceded into military roles because their sons were too young, their brothers too busy or their husbands too dead or simply disinterested in soldiering. But Semiramis stands as a perfect archetype of the ‘truth or fiction’ form of storytelling that has muddied the reality of women and war for the best part of three millennia.

Semiramis has two personas, helpfully distinguished by name. Her legendary persona, Semiramis, and her historical or factual persona, Sammuramat (also Shammuramat), the primary consort of Shamshi-Adad V of Assyria (r. 824–811 bce). When her husband died and her son Adad-nirari III (r. 811–783 bce) came to power, Sammuramat retained her queenly status and is thought by some scholars to have ruled as co-regent, taking part in or even leading military campaigns.

The main evidence in support of this theory is slight and can be found inscribed on the boundary marker erected near Pazarcık in southern Turkey. The so-called ‘Pazarcık Stele’ records that Sammuramat accompanied her son on a military campaign against the Kingdom of Kummuh in Syria.

As any Hollywood producer would no doubt tell us, ‘mother helps her son win battle’ is less of a compelling storyline than ‘gorgeous maiden wins heart of king and then courageously leads troops to victory’. On the other hand, it was unusual for women’s deeds to be recorded for eternity, and some scholars believe that the mere mention of Sammuramat’s name on the stele indicates that her contribution was significant. In any event, from this small historical seed of truth, and from a lively oral history which may have originated in her lifetime grew the elaborate and detailed accounts of Sammuramat’s strategic cunning as a warrior and achievements as an empire builder. To avoid confusion, from here on in, I propose to leave Sammuramat behind and venture onwards with her legendary doppelganger, Semiramis.

Notable for her mastery of subterfuge and skill in climbing sheer rockfaces and traversing fast-flowing rivers, Semiramis might reasonably be considered an early ‘special forces’ fighter. But this action-packed chapter of her life comes a little later in our tale. In common with many heroic figures of old, her story begins when, as a small baby, she is exposed on a hillside to die and is only kept alive thanks to the tender care of wild animals, in this case, doves. In due course, the infant is discovered and rescued from the wilderness by Simmas, a childless keeper of the royal herds and he names her ‘Semiramis’, a derivation of the Akkadian word for dove.

We learn that as Semiramis grows up, her beauty surpasses that of all other maidens. (This ‘beautiful warrior’ trope is still around today and is explored in a later chapter.) One day, Onnes, the Governor of all Syria, happens upon Semiramis in the milking parlour, perhaps looking for a little bit of butter for his bread. In any event, he is entranced by the girl. Lust trumps social rank and the governor marries the milkmaid. According to the first-century historian Diodorus, Onnes not only admires his wife’s beauty, but also trusts her judgement, taking her counsel on most matters, including war.

At the same time, King Ninus, founder of Ninevah, has a big military campaign in Bactria (now Afghanistan) but the army are having no success in storming the heavily fortified city of Bactria. Onnes calls for Semiramis to come and join him on the front lines. She gathers up her courage and, devising a garment that makes it impossible to determine whether she is male or female, sets out on horseback from Ninevah.*

After many days’ journey, she gets to the scene of the siege. She notes that, as the invincibility of the citadel is obvious to all concerned, the actual fighting is taking place on the plain beyond the city gates. As a consequence, the walls of the citadel are left largely unguarded by the Bactrians. In an audacious move, Semiramis leads a group of soldiers up a difficult ravine, finally breaching the battlements and signalling her triumph to those below. Seeing how things stand, the Bactrian soldiers flee in terror and the Assyrians storm the city.

King Ninus is thrilled by this strategic, intrepid warrior. So much so that he tells Onnes he would like Semiramis for himself, offering his own daughter, Sosane, in her place. Onnes hesitates; he is naturally quite keen to hang onto his wife. By way of persuasion, Ninus threatens to gouge out Onnes’ eyes. Onnes concedes, as he surely must, but soon after, he hangs himself in despair.

Now Semiramis is the queen and as is her duty, she bears Ninus a son, Ninyas. While the boy is still young, the old king dies, and so Semiramis becomes the new ruler. She is ambitious. Ninus had founded Ninevah and now Semiramis wants to create her own city, Babylon.

Semiramis is credited with bringing together architects and craftsmen, equipment, materials and truly vast numbers of labourers to build Babylon. She erects great walls, whose stones are bound together with bitumen. (This sticky tar, found at ground level in Iraq and elsewhere, provides the clue to the great oil reserves which lie below and is a portent to the conflicts which will follow, centuries later.)

Semiramis commissions two sumptuous palaces, one facing the sunrise, the other the sunset. These are connected by a specially built tunnel beneath the River Euphrates, allowing the queen to move unseen between the two. In the centre of the city she places a temple to Zeus, from which high point the Chaldean astrologer-astronomers can take observations of the stars and calculate the future. She looks to the heavens and then to her plans. Having built Babylon, Semiramis continues with her expansionist schemes, building roads and cutting mountain passes to give access to her newly won territories across Mesopotamia and beyond.

But for all her power and reach, Semiramis’ immense ambition remains unfulfilled. On learning that the Indians were the largest race in the world, and their land the most beautiful, she decides to take on their king, Strabrobates. It is pure hubris and proves to be folly on a grand scale.

Her strategy here is strength and guile; this, and meticulous long-range planning, reminiscent of the D-Day Landings of the Second World War. Recognising she will need to get large numbers of troops across the mighty River Indus, Semiramis gets boatbuilders from Phoenicia and elsewhere to construct collapsible riverboats that can be transported to the scene of battle by camels. (Today, UK special forces use inflatable craft that can be dropped from aircraft. Same idea, different era.)

Semiramis also learns that the Indians use elephants. She considers that this offers a technical advantage to Strabrobates. Sadly, elephants do not exist in her territories and so she decides to fake it. Deception in war is as old as war itself, and 300,000 black cattle are reportedly rounded up and distributed to her craftsmen. They get to keep the meat and, in exchange, they will use the hides to build an entire herd of artificial elephants, each one able to move, thanks to the camels hidden beneath.

Despite the guile, planning and strength of numbers on the side of the Babylonians, the campaign against Strabrobates is not a success. Enemy spies uncover the ruse with the fake elephants and soon after, the Indians mount a charge with their real ones. In the ensuing chaos, many are trampled to death by beast or comrade. Those left alive are forced to retreat across the Indus, with thousands falling victim to the fast-flowing current.

As the old adage goes, all political careers end in failure, and thus, a little while after this catastrophic campaign and having reigned for over four decades, Semiramis hands the kingdom over to her son, Ninyas. With little appetite for war, Ninyas rules peacefully – and well he might. His mother had overseen the construction of one of the greatest cities of the ancient world.

We know that Ninyas was too young to rule when his mother was widowed, but he was at least 42 when Semiramis retired from war, so there’s no sense that she was simply holding the fort until her male heir was old enough to take the job. Yes, she may have arrived as a military leader through succession, but power is addictive, or so they say, and she held onto the role for decades more than mere political stability demanded.

If we want to understand why Semiramis fought, perhaps the answer is that her first husband gave her the chance to try it out and she found that she was good at it. The death of her second husband simply gave her the opportunity to make a lifetime endeavour from it. Careers can often be like that – serendipitous.

A couple of years back, I was invited to help the Royal Engineers, or ‘Sappers’, as they’re known to their friends, to explore how they might recruit more ‘females’ (‘female’ is the army’s preferred term for ‘woman’). The army wants 30 per cent of all new recruits to be women by 2030, but the Sappers were struggling to get anywhere near these numbers.

It wasn’t immediately clear why this was so, but by talking and listening to lots of Sappers of all stripes, our collective understanding grew, changes were made, and soon the recruitment numbers rose. We were all happy with the outcome of this collaboration, but what stayed with me, long after the session, was the comment of one participant. ‘Time is the true culprit,’ he said. ‘After all, female Royal Engineers have only existed for a couple of decades. It’s little wonder we don’t see them well represented.’

‘Oh dear,’ I thought. ‘That can’t be right.’ And it wasn’t.

Long after Semiramis founded Babylon, another important woman appeared on the Mesopotamian scene – Nitocris, a woman who Herodotus credits with creating the complex hydrological engineering works which formed part of Babylon’s defences. So, the first woman royal engineer was not created in the late twentieth century as my Royal Engineer friend supposed, but rather, created around the sixth century bce.

Although we know little about Nitocris, many believe that she was the daughter of Nebuchadnezzar II, mother of Belshazzar (he of the legendary feast and the writing on the wall) and wife of Nabonidus, the last King of Babylon. Like Semiramis, Nitocris came into her military career thanks to the men in her life. By all accounts, while her husband, Nabonidus, and son, Belshazzar, were busy carousing, the business of running Babylon fell to Nitocris. It seems she could smell trouble 1,000 leagues away, and noting that Nineveh had fallen to the mighty Medes, Nitocris got busy trying to protect Babylon from its enemies.

First, she created an artificial lake to the north of Babylon. Using a series of locks, this made it possible to divert the Euphrates and flood the surrounding lands at will. In addition, through the creation of new channels and dykes, the Euphrates was forced to wind back and forth across the landscape before it ever reached the city. The idea here was that any troops approaching on foot would sink into the marshes, while any arriving (now much more slowly) by boat would be spotted long before they arrived at the gates of the city. It worked for a while, but no amount of hydraulic engineering could hold back Cyrus the Great.

Writing a century later, Herodotus tells us that while Cyrus was busy ‘crushing all the peoples of the continent and sparing none’,1 he set his sights on Babylon. As luck would have it, Nabonidus was unpopular or weak, or possibly both. Conditions favoured invasion.

In a stunning move, Cyrus the Great leveraged the new hydrological defences to his own advantage. Using Nitocris’ system of locks, he drained the main channel of the Euphrates that ran through Babylon. His troops then marched into the city along the riverbed. Or perhaps they waded. Either way, the Babylonians were having a festival at the time and, what with the music and dancing, they failed to notice the Persian troops until it was too late. Fighting ensued, or perhaps the people simply surrendered. Sources differ. But all agree that the Persians were the undisputed winners of this sortie and at the end of October 539 bce, Cyrus entered Babylon as its new ruler.

Once he had it firmly in his grip, Cyrus introduced measures that would allow greater freedom of religion. The Jews were now free to return home, and many thousands headed west to Jerusalem, not least to begin work on the Second Temple. But home means different things to each of us, and many Jews chose to remain in Babylon.

Here, Cyrus began work on a restoration programme, repairing temples and returning once-forbidden idols to their rightful places. For posterity, a clay cylinder imprinted with cuneiform text was placed in the city walls. It would be discovered two millennia later by the Iraqi-Assyrian
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