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			To all women who take their own lives in their hands and step over the edge.

		

	
		
			A whistling woman and a crowing hen,
Both will come to no good end.


			—Old Proverb

		

	
		
			I defined a woman’s duty, “To look the world in the face with a go-to-hell look in the eyes; to have an idea; to speak and act in defiance of convention.”

			—Margaret Sanger, 1914

			“One is a much less lighthearted traveler with a foal at foot.”

			—Dervla Murphy, 1974

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Grace O’Malley, as handy with a blunderbuss as she was at the helm, commanded her own successful fleet of pirate ships.

			Daisy Bates lived for fifty years in the Australian desert with the Aborigines simply because they were more interesting than the husband and son she’d left behind.

			Gudrid Thorbjarnardottir led the third Viking voyage to America and camped out on its wild shores long enough to produce the first known European-American baby.

			Dr. James Barry, a surgeon in the British army, after a dashing and distinguished career on several continents, retired to London with full honors, died, and was discovered to have been a woman all along.

			Dian Fossey went to live alone among gorillas and took such fierce draconian measures against poachers that she was found with her skull split by a poacher’s knife.

			Joan of Arc led the French to victory against the English and broke the back of the Hundred Years War. Margaretha Geertruida Zelle took up exotic dancing, called herself Mata Hari, and was executed as a spy by a French firing squad. Queen Jinga of Angola conquered the surrounding countries and snatched the slave business away from Portugal. Beautiful Charlotte Corday stabbed Marat to death in his bath because she thought he was bad for France. Alexandra David-Neel spent years journeying and studying Tibetan religion and language before she tackled the high mountain passes to get to Lhasa, the holy city shut tight against foreign women.

			It can be done. It just doesn’t happen often. Women aren’t supposed to take their lives in their hands, light out on their own, and have independent adventures. People fought long and hard for our right to hold jobs, even good jobs, the right to divorce our husbands, and the right to vote and even run for elective office, but we will never win the right to be Marco Polo or Don Quixote or Che Guevara or Lawrence of Arabia.

			Of course, most men never kick over the traces and strike out on their own, either, unless you count starting a software company or investing in dubious stocks, but they feel that one of these days they just might. Most women know they wouldn’t. Women stay where they belong and behave themselves, or misbehave in traditional feminine ways; adultery may be wicked but adventures are perverse. Unnatural. Women are Penelope, not Ulysses. The words say it: an “adventurer” is a man who goes forth on daring escapades; an “adventuress” is a woman who preys on rich men and other people’s husbands.

			This is nobody’s fault. It’s the nature of our task in life. A woman with children—and for most of history, normal life resulted in children—is more or less forced to be a mother; being a father has always been optional. A man can do his duty by the future of the race in ten minutes, and then go forth to bound from oasis to oasis on a zebra, or explore Antarctica or the moon, or conquer the known world, or, having planted his youthful seed, retreat to the desert and sit praying on a sharp rock for forty years. The seed, as every farmer knows, is step one, and essential, but the following steps take more time and attention. If things are to keep going into the future, a woman must not only carry and bear the children, but see them fed and doctored and clothed and civilized, preferably in the cradle of a stable society where she’s dug out a respectable place for them.

			Women swept off on adventures by their menfolk, like the settlers of the American West, went anxiously and, as soon as they got down from the wagons, made the men build a church and a school for socializing the young. Women worked together to make a settled world where their children could find responsible mates, and produce their own children and raise them, and the genetic material survive and civilization as we know it totter on.

			The motherhood business drags on into a second generation: What use to have raised this one if no one wants to breed with it? Only rich and powerful mothers can be peculiar. Cleopatra was far from respectable and probably murdered one or both of her little brother-husbands, but who would object to marrying one of her four illegitimate children by Julius Caesar and Mark Antony? She was the queen. I’m told I had a spinster great-aunt, long ago in Cuba, who lived alone on an immense walled plantation and raised what were called at the time “great apes.” Naturally there were salacious rumors about her relationship with her charges, but she was so rich it didn’t matter. If she’d had children, whatever their paternity, she could have bought them mates.

			Ordinary women must strive for acceptability, have a place to live, see that the lawn is mowed, and keep in touch with a circle of friends. Women’s lives simply bend that way. Women invented the house. Without women, men would still be sleeping under a rocky outcrop and wandering away in the morning. Women needed a permanent roof under which to raise children and marry them off to the neighbors’ children. Today even women without the slightest interest in reproducing live as if, any minute now, they might find themselves with a houseful of infant dependents. They buy furniture and maintain social bonds and cooperate, weaving a nest-shaped world. As men identify with their cars, instruments of speed and change and distance, women identify with their houses, motionless and sheltering, and preen them like birds preening their feathers, and decorate them with bits of colored glass.

			Browsing through literature, the reader can plainly see that each man is different from all other men, singular by reason of what he does, while women differ only in hair color, beauty, and chastity, and the less they do, the better. The youngest reader learns this basic lesson: the protagonist is male. Babar is a boy elephant, Stuart Little is a boy mouse, Peter is a boy rabbit, the Black Stallion is a stallion, and even The Little Engine That Could is a boy engine. Sometimes a female hovers wringing her hands in the background, like Kanga among Christopher Robin’s friends, but she doesn’t get to do anything. Girls, even girl kittens or ponies, don’t do things. In modern books they’re allowed to play team sports at school, but the stories lack the classic punch, and besides, unlike Peter Rabbit, these heroines follow directions. They may squabble with each other but they don’t question authority. Even young heroines meant to be odd, wild, and creative, like Harriet the Spy and Anne of Green Gables, do what they’re told without losing their tempers or running away from home: good potential motherhood material.

			Acceptable hero women should be driven not by dreams of glory but by a nurturing concern for others: the Virgin Mary, Florence Nightingale, Clara Barton, Harriet Tubman, Mother Teresa—mothering their way into history. In the index to Kenneth Clark’s definitive Civilisation, based on the awe-inspiring television series on what we’ve done since the dawn of time, we find the names of 395 men and eleven women, including the Virgin Mary, several lesser saints, and Dorothy Wordsworth, the poet’s sister.

			Men, while not directly responsible for this state of affairs, have never had any interest in changing it; comradeship is all very well but it doesn’t compare with clean shirts and hot meals waiting when you come home from the wars. Men are the sidebeneficiaries of the system, and have always encouraged it. They can bring considerable pressure to bear on a woman who acts up—the ultimate pressure, in fact, by refusing to marry her, as mothers have warned their daughters for millennia. Both men and women approve the passive female virtues and crack down hard at the first signs of restlessness; when Joan of Arc was a child, her father threatened to drown her in the Meuse if she tried to join the army, and today when the president’s wife takes an active stand on policy, the electorate howls for her blood.

			The Old World of Europe was set in its ways, but the blank spaces of America might have given its women more leeway. It didn’t. In 1881 the noted historian Benson J. Lossing, LL.D., undertook to sum up the dramatis personae of our first 250 years in his comprehensive Eminent Americans. He includes 384 notables, of whom eleven are women.

			One was Martha Washington, because she married George, and one was Mary Philipse, because when George was twenty-four he met her at a party and “his young heart was touched by her charms.” (Then she married someone else and died in England at ninety-six.) Of the remaining nine, two were missionaries’ wives who briefly accompanied their husbands to “carry the Gospel to the pagans of the world.” Pocahontas makes the list because she saved Smith’s life (it would be idle to wonder whether she’d be there for saving some endangered housewife).

			Lossing’s favorite eminent female was Lucretia Maria Davidson, a little girl who wrote poetry; her earliest known work, written at age nine, is an epitaph for a pet robin. She longed for an education, but studying wrecked her frail health, as studying so often did to girls, and killed her at seventeen, in 1825. Her last work is as follows:

			That thought comes o’er me in the hour
Of grief, of sickness, or of sadness;
’Tis not the dread of Death—’tis more;
It is the dread of Madness.


			Five to go.

			Catherine Ferguson was born a slave, and when she was freed she taught religion to small children until a kindly pastor helped her open a Sunday school, where male preachers came to conduct services.

			Isabella Graham was a young widowed mother who, with the help of some influential men, also opened a school, and handed out tracts about being kind to the destitute, and “walked daily among the poor.”

			Lucretia Mott was an abolitionist, but Dr. Lossing quickly excuses this unseemliness by assuring us that “During all her public ministrations she never neglected her home duties. She was an exemplary old-fashioned housekeeper” and could still thread her own needles at eighty-six. (Prudently, he doesn’t mention that after the Civil War she took up the cause of women’s suffrage, which was far from a nice thing to do.)

			Rebecca Motte was a hero of the American Revolution, because when her house was occupied by the British, she lent the American general her son’s bow and arrows so he could burn it down and smoke out the Brits; apparently abetting the destruction of her house was the female equivalent of a glorious death on the field of battle.

			Then there was Ann Lee, a dreadful embarrassment. Since all four of her children died in infancy, she was a relatively free agent, and converted to the doctrine of John Wardley, a Quaker who believed in the holiness of celibacy and the wickedness of marriage. His followers, “because of the great agitations of their bodies when religiously exercised,” were called Shakers. Lee was clapped in jail as a lunatic, and had visions, got released, got jailed again for high treason, and later set up quite a thriving colony of what Dr. Lossing calls her “deluded followers,” who believed she was the Second Coming, and immortal. He’s sure that she fleeced them of their worldly goods, but chalks that up to insanity rather than cleverness. (Later historians say she was a pioneer for justice and equality, women’s rights and true democracy, which would have made her even more disreputable in Lossing’s eyes. He includes her only with reluctance, not to say loathing.)

			Actually, plenty of women were doing more exciting things than Lossing lets on, but he would have considered it indelicate to mention the wild and reckless Confederate spy Belle Boyd; or Annie Oakley, the grandstanding sharpshooter; or the outlaw Belle Starr, horse thief and host to the western criminal classes; or “Mad Ann” Bailey, daredevil scout and messenger in the Indian wars. Not even Anne Hutchinson, pious wife and prolific mother though she was, is nice enough for him. When Governor John Winthrop threw her, middle-aged and pregnant, out of the Massachusetts Bay Colony for doing her own praying and preaching in defiance of the local theocracy, calling her “a woman of haughty and fierce carriage, a nimble wit and active spirit, a very voluble tongue, more bold than a man,” she lost her chance with Lossing. (She marched off through the woods to start up Rhode Island, where she could pray all she wanted to, and, after her husband died, tried Long Island, where Indians killed her and five of her children, to the great joy of the Massachusetts authorities, who felt God had served her right. No doubt Lossing would have agreed.)

			With Lossing, if a lady couldn’t be eminent politely, she couldn’t be eminent at all.

			At the close of the twentieth century, National Geographic published its definitive timeline of the human race from 30,000 B.C. to A.D. 2000. No woman appears on it. Elvis Presley made the cut, as did Joseph-Nicéphore Niepce, who took the first photograph, and Ottaviano dei Petrucci, who printed the first book of music. National Geographic was looking for innovators, and apparently women didn’t innovate. Or perhaps they did, but their breakthroughs were considered too humble to matter. Probably a woman first put food in a container to cook it, instead of just throwing it into the fire and hooking it back out when it was sufficiently charred. Probably cooking food at all was a woman’s idea, and keeping a domestic fire going, and crushing the grain between a couple of rocks instead of between our teeth. No doubt a woman figured out how to fasten our clothes on with thongs instead of just clutching them around our shoulders. And what of needles and thread, the uses of flax and wool, and carding and spinning and weaving? Must we assume men thought of all this first, and then instructed their wives accordingly? And anyway, which would you rather have, food and clothes, or a printed book of music? But no woman signed her name to these lowly inventions and domestic life has always slipped by under the radar. Laden with toddlers and nursing infants, women trudged along behind, shielding the young from adventures.

			Now, rather abruptly over the course of the twentieth century, women are allowed to have careers and professions and consider it a great step forward. We call it freedom. Perhaps it is. Unless it’s just a change of cubicles and roles, and children weeping by cell phone instead of around the neck.

			The wonder is that some women out of the millions have always managed to thumb their noses at nature and society and slash their way out on their own trails.

			Their motives were often inscrutable, but except perhaps for top-level courtesans like the Empress Theodora and Pamela Harriman, they weren’t looking for money. Looking for money has always been a major spur to the maverick male; for gold he has sailed the seven seas and scaled the mountains and trampled whole civilizations under foot, but the wild women seem satisfied with bus fare to the next continent. Claustrophobia is a main propellant, especially among the women of the foggy little British Isles. Quite a few of the breakaways had been pent to the bursting point with domestic responsibility—and who, after finally burying her ailing old parents, would opt to be pent again? Others lit out sanctioned by odd jobs in odd places, like Anna Leonowens at the court of Siam or Margaret Mead in Samoa; or they found religious or romantic excuses to live beyond the rules; or they simply had an idea and chased it over the horizon. Some were brilliant or inspired or beautiful. Some were plain as bread.

			What follows is a brief look at a small handful of the willful wildlings, with no attempt at psychosocial explanations or larger meanings. They were who they were, a thorny and various little band not easily arranged in a communal flowerbed and covered by conclusions, and they did what they wanted to do.

		

	
		
			Warriors

			Women were always infiltrating armies, sometimes as women, sometimes as men. Currently, the American armed forces welcome them under their own names and gender but don’t quite know what to do with them. A long-standing wrangle continues in undertones: Should they be allowed into actual combat, or stay at headquarters to answer the phones?

			A recent Speaker of the House of Representatives declared that women are by nature unsuited to combat, since if they stayed too long in the trenches they’d develop diseases peculiar to the female organs, and if it came to hand-to-hand combat, they wouldn’t have the upper-body strength to wrestle the foe to the ground.

			He was rather a pudgy sort of Speaker who had managed not to go to war personally, but you could see his shining vision of it, war as a man’s world, test of muscular strength, endurance, and courage, authenticator of manly skills, path to glory. No place for womenfolk. Suppose they heard bad language or, worse, learned to use it? Suppose they got killed or, worse, killed someone? Women have been known to kill in personal matters or, like mother bears, in defense of the den and cubs, but to have them leave home and go out to kill strangers, for impersonal reasons of state, is strangely repulsive. How would you feel if your mother did something like that? Women on the battlefield are there to nurse the wounds, not to cause them.

			The whole subject is distasteful and people tiptoe around it, talking nonsense. The few women who insist on training for combat jobs report harassment at all levels, and their gentlemen comrades never invite them to come along for a drink after work and never forget their smallest error.

			Women are supposed to be less aggressive than men, and for the most part they do start out that way. Mothers watching a hatch of siblings can see that the girls are more likely to wheedle, negotiate, or weep, while the boys snatch and kick shins. What men experience as a fine, invigorating adrenaline rush, women feel as fear, and react prudently; what men see as a challenge, women see as a chance to get hurt. The difference may be only skin deep, though, and reversible. A few victories early in life, or a basically combative nature, a noble cause or a homeland to protect, and women march into battle. After Waterloo, one soldier wrote, “Many females were found amongst the slain.” In the sixteenth century a Danish women’s unit led by the widow Kenau Hasselaer fought the Spanish army “with great endurance and bravery at the siege of Haarlem.” As a commissioned officer in the Irish Citizens’ Army, one Con-stance Markievwicz led the rebels into battle in the 1916 Easter Rising, and in 1973 the Cumann na mbann, an all-girl terrorist combat unit, was formed under the IRA. In World War II the Russian sniper Tania Chernova killed two dozen Germans with great relish, blew up the German headquarters, and killed an SS agent in a hand-to-hand scuffle.

			Mostly, though, they slipped through unnoticed. Nobody can count the women warriors, because unless they were rich and well-connected they went in disguise, chopping their hair short and slipping off to the Crusades without saying goodbye. Sometimes they were discovered. More often, probably, they weren’t.

			Here and there we catch a glimpse of women important enough to go to war under their own names, though it’s rarely more than a glimpse, as if the historians averted their eyes politely from a spectacle so unseemly. Some of them are dismissed as mythical.

			The Amazon River was named by the sixteenth-century explorer Francisco de Orellana, who said the fierce Tapuyan women there fought side by side with their men. The myth of the warrior Amazons, if it is a myth, has been wonderfully durable. Skeptical historians claim that originally it was part of a funny story about a topsy-turvy world where everything was backwards, like whistling women and crowing hens, but the tale took root and grew.

			In Greek mythology, the Amazons cut off their daughters’ right breasts so they wouldn’t interfere with the bowstring. In the Iliad, they live in Phrygia and Lycia, where Priam meets them. One story goes that their queen, Penthesileia, brought a regiment of her warriors from Thrace to help Priam, and got killed by Achilles. In the story of Hercules, one of his labors was to get his hands on their queen’s girdle, after which he easily conquered them.

			The Scythians called them Oeorpata, “man-killers.” It was said that they mated with men of other peoples, kept the daughters, and sent the sons back to their fathers, having no use for them. It was said that Alexander the Great was plagued by an Amazon who wanted to have a child by him.

			Amazons invaded Greece itself. According to the highly unreliable historian Herodotus, the Greeks defeated them at the river Thermodon and took as many prisoners on board their ship as they could possibly squeeze in. Once at sea, the prisoners killed off their captors but, not knowing the first thing about ships, blew ashore at Cremni on Lake Maeotis. They landed, and seized themselves a herd of horses, and rode off in search of plunder.

			The local Scythians were so impressed they decided they wanted children mothered by these fierce females. Craftily, they picked a detachment of handsome young men and sent them off to camp near the Amazons, with instructions not to fight but to run away when attacked. And every day they moved their camp a little closer. Presently the inevitable happened, friendships were struck up, and the two camps merged in amity. Herodotus says the men were quite unable to learn the Amazon language, but the women quickly picked up theirs.

			The Scythian suitors begged their ladies to come home with them, where they had property, and settle down to a respectable married life. “The Amazons replied, ‘We and the women of your nation could never live together; our ways are too much at variance. We are riders; our business is with the bow and the spear, and we know nothing of women’s work; but in your country no woman has anything to do with such things—your women stay at home in their wagons occupied with feminine tasks, and never go out to hunt or for any other purpose. We could not possibly agree.’”

			After further debate, it was decided that the Scythian men would go home and pack up as much of their possessions as they could carry, and come back, abandoning their home commitments and casting their lot with their ferocious brides. The women said that since they’d done so much damage to the populace where they were, they’d have to settle elsewhere. So they traveled east for three days and then north for three more, and claimed the land they found. Here, the women kept to their old ways, hunting and fighting, either with or without their menfolk, wearing men’s clothes, and making their own laws. (We aren’t told who changed diapers and washed dishes, but we can guess.) One of their stricter laws “forbids a girl to marry until she has killed an enemy in battle; some of their women, unable to fulfil this condition, grow old and die unmarried.”

			Naturally the whole story has to be fiction, though as of this writing, archaeologists are still trying to figure out why the Scythian women were buried with quite such heavy-duty armor and weaponry; they think perhaps it had some abstract ceremonial significance. Still, for mythical creatures, Amazons certainly hoodwinked a number of influential people and picked up a lot of convincing details on their travels through history.

			The Romans were fanatically methodical and organized and wrote everything down, which would be a blessing for the historian if they hadn’t written such outrageous lies about their own nobleness and their enemies’ sliminess, and shredded all records to the contrary. The smear job they did on Cleopatra is a fine example and still convinces most people, with a little help from art and Hollywood.

			The Cleopatra we inherited from Roman propagandists is the ultimate siren, eyes made up like a raccoon, as in the 1917 Theda Bara movie, dressed in diaphanous scarves or, in romantic nineteenth-century paintings, nothing but an asp. She is pure sexual temptation, forever famous as poor, infatuated Antony’s downfall. Contemporary Romans claimed Antony was only one of thousands of lovers; they said she was “the wickedest woman in the world,” utterly degenerate, sexually insatiable, and a physical wreck from making love to her slaves all day and drinking herself sick all night. (Being Romans, they assumed this is what any unsupervised woman would do.)

			Among the upper classes in Rome, women were used like markers in a card game. Whenever an alliance went sour and a new friendship replaced it, which was once a month or so, all parties concerned were expected to divorce their current wives, who were relatives of their former allies, and marry the sisters and daughters of their new friends. Sometimes there were tears and lamentations, sometimes rejoicing, or the odd case of suspected poisoning, but mostly people did as they were told. Out in the hinterlands beyond Rome, though, Romans occasionally stubbed their toe on a woman outside the system who did whatever she pleased, and it made them nervous.

			Cleopatra was born in 69 B.C., third child of Ptolemy XII, and her early years were instructive. Her father, called the Flute Player, was quite useless; his subjects paid no attention to him, and he kept having to go to Rome to borrow money to put down rebellions. Probably he took Cleopatra along, when she was twelve. In any event, she early absorbed the fact that Rome’s friendship was the top priority of the day, and that paying cash for Roman protection was emptying the treasury, and perhaps there was a less expensive way to their hearts. She also learned not to trust her immediate family an inch.

			While the Flute Player was off begging in Rome, his oldest daughter grabbed the throne, and then somehow got assassinated, and the second daughter grabbed it, so her father had to bring some Roman help and execute her. This left Cleopatra as the eldest, and not much got past her. Somehow she found herself an education, something her family had never been interested in; the Arab historian Al-Masudi, unaffected by Roman propaganda, called her “a princess well versed in the sciences, disposed to the study of philosophy.” Plutarch says she spoke nine or ten languages, including the language of her Egyptian subjects, which no other Ptolemy had ever condescended to learn. (They were Macedonian Greeks and proud of it.)

			When she was eighteen the Flute Player died and left Egypt to her and her ten-year-old brother and fiancé, Ptolemy XIII. Little Ptolemy was under the thumb of an ambitious court eunuch named Potinus, who started ordering everyone around, took control of the army, and drove young Cleo clear out of town.

			Rome was the traditional place to look for help, and happily Rome showed up on the doorstep, in the person of Julius Caesar, who’d sailed to Alexandria hoping to collect some of the Flute Player’s debts. Cleopatra needed a word with him. She had herself wrapped up in some bedding and delivered to Caesar as merchandise, under the nose of Potinus’s guards.

			Caesar was charmed by her wit and resourcefulness, and presently quite undone by the pleasure of her company. (George Bernard Shaw’s Caesar and Cleopatra gives us a version that would have pleased the most slanderous Roman historian, with a wise and fatherly Caesar and a very young and silly little queen, but this is absurd. She was merry company, it’s said, but never silly. You could get killed being silly.) Using her best blandishments, she persuaded Rome’s most powerful leader to kill Potinus, bring the rebellious army into line, and patch things up with her brother to cement her position.

			All of which he did, at considerable effort and expense. Shortly thereafter, Ptolemy XIII, smartly dressed in heavy golden armor, was found drowned in the Nile. (Perhaps his foot slipped on the bank or something.) So Caesar married her to her surviving brother, Ptolemy XIV, who was only twelve and easily ignored, and there was our heroine in the driver’s seat and pregnant with Caesar’s only child, a wise career move. (Caesar, with a stern and warlike image to maintain, never publicly confessed to fatherhood, but he didn’t deny it either.)

			She called the baby Caesarion and took him to Rome, where they were Caesar’s guests, and fabulous parties were thrown, and the besotted leader indiscreetly put up a golden statue of her in the temple, causing a scandal that fueled the plots against him.

			Alas, he wasn’t so besotted as to name Caesarion his heir. Instead he picked his great-nephew Octavius, of whom we shall hear more later. Cleo took the baby back to Alexandria where, shortly thereafter, yet another family tragedy struck and her husband-brother met an untimely end. No one seems quite sure what ailed him.

			She named the baby co-ruler and settled down to run the country.

			Poets and playwrights ignore the following years, since there was no famous lover involved, nor, apparently, even a casual bedmate. Certainly the records we inherited from Rome wouldn’t tell us she was just and wise and shrewd and the first of her line to be loved and admired by her subjects. Here and there the voice of a non-Roman historian creeps in, though, and we learn that she’d inherited a bankrupt and rebellious kingdom and turned it into the richest state in the Mediterranean, and even traditionally quarrelsome Alexandria lived in peace and harmony. Her aqueducts and other engineering projects were praised; grain was distributed free to the poor in times of hunger; her foreign alliances held firm; the budget was balanced. It was said, in countries far from Rome, that she was a messiah sent to free the world from Roman rule and establish a golden age of peace and plenty.

			This is not Hollywood’s Cleopatra, or history’s either: a ruler ahead of her time, negotiating profitable trade deals, meeting with ambassadors, and adjusting taxes to relieve the poor. After the trouble with Potinus, it’s reasonable to suppose she trusted no prime ministers and burned the midnight oil alone. If we had the uncensored records, she might stand shoulder to shoulder with Elizabeth I in the history books, instead of lolling in asses’ milk and dying for love.

			So prosperous had she made her country that presently another Roman leader came to call, looking for money so he could invade Parthia.

			Shakespeare gives Mark Antony a famous and poetic speech in  Julius Caesar, but in real life he wasn’t the poet type. He was a good soldier, popular with his troops, and never said no to an all-night party, after which he sometimes threw up, at least once in front of a large audience gathered to hear him speak. Cranky old Cicero said he was “odious.”

			He was a Triumvir. The Romans were still tinkering with the notion of the Triumvirate, or three equal rulers, which, considering the testosterone content of your basic Roman male, was an ill-starred concept. Antony ruled with Octavius and someone named Lepidus, who prudently crept offstage early.

			He was still married to his third wife, Fulvia, but when he saw Cleopatra on that royal barge, dressed as Venus and lounging under a golden canopy, Fulvia fled from his thoughts.

			Cleopatra knew exactly what he’d come for, and at breakfast the next morning she agreed to finance his Parthian campaign in return for his military protection and, for good measure, the death of Arsinoe. Arsinoe was her last surviving sibling, and she’d been lurking in Ephesus, saying she was the real queen of Egypt, and Cleopatra knew her family well. (The Ptolemies had been marrying only their sisters and brothers for hundreds of years, and we’re told that even a couple of generations of this results in a weedy and feeble human product, but the Flute Player’s four daughters were as tough, resourceful, and ambitious as they come, and not bad-looking either.)

			Antony hung around. His hostess, whose own tastes were more fastidious, graciously dropped everything to drink and gamble with him, and hunt and fish and play practical jokes, and feast at banquets prepared around the clock. Occasionally she tried to coax him to more cultural pursuits, but they weren’t his style.

			For some reason, back in Rome, his wife Fulvia raised an army against Octavius. He beat her easily, but it made him cross, so Antony had to go back to Rome and divorce Fulvia and marry wife number four, Octavius’s sister Octavia. Meanwhile, Cleopatra had twins, a boy and a girl.

			Antony then remembered his Parthian invasion, but somehow he now needed even more help. He and Cleopatra met in Antioch and fell into each other’s arms, and she said she’d build him a fleet and feed his troops if he gave her most of Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and southern Turkey. For a star-crossed lover, she cut a shrewd deal.

			Off he set for Parthia, where he was pulverized and lost almost half his army and the survivors were in a fair way to freeze and starve. Cleopatra had another boy, Ptolemy Philadelphus, and then rushed to Antony’s aid with food and blankets. Unfortunately, the same mission had occurred to Octavia.

			Antony told his wife to go back to Rome and mind her own business. Octavius was furious.

			Then Antony set up a grand ceremony in Alexandria to present the four children, announcing that Cleopatra was the Queen of Kings and Caesarion King of Kings and the real heir to Rome. He made his own children royalty, too, and bestowed some countries on them. Then he divorced Octavia.

			This was a declaration of war. We don’t know whether it was his idea or hers, but somehow it seems more like her. He wasn’t a planner. It was a long shot, but the winner would rule the Western world. Everyone prepared to fight.

			Octavius ran into trouble at the start, trying to raise taxes to pay for a war against the popular Antony. A good politician, he blamed everything on Cleopatra, the evil, dissipated, foreign, and sexually rapacious villain who had quite addled our dear Antony’s wits. Antony was bewitched, poor thing, and needed Octavius’s army to bring him to his senses and stamp out the lecherous serpent.

			This slow start was probably the window the lovers missed; they might well have invaded Italy at once, before Octavius convinced the people and raised the money; they might have rallied support on the road to Rome, and ended up sharing the world. Instead, they retreated to Greece to prepare their forces and Cleopatra’s fleet. This was probably her fault; she seems to have been inordinately fond of her ships, while Antony was more the foot soldier. They had cost her a fortune and she wanted to use them, and sail with them, whistling, against the Rome that had humiliated her father; what could she have done on foot?

			It was a mistake. Octavius picked off their scattered troops in western Greece and trapped them at Actium.

			Just what happened at the Battle of Actium is up for grabs, and the winner, as always, got to tell it his way. In the midst of the action, Cleopatra, commanding from her flagship, took her fleet and left the scene; Antony followed her, and the fight turned into a rout. His army surrendered. The Encyclopaedia Britannica, which takes rather a dim view of women in general, states flatly that it was treachery and she’d sold Antony out to Octavius. (It doesn’t say who told them, but we can guess.) An earlier  Britannica adds that she’d agreed to assassinate her lover in exchange for Octavius’s clemency, though it doesn’t say why; she could hardly have believed he’d trade Egypt for a simple hit-job he could do himself.

			One or two other sources suggest that her flight wasn’t treachery but simple womanly cowardice. Nobody says that it might have been misguided prudence; she had Egypt’s entire treasury in those ships, enough money down in the hold to build another fleet or two and fight again another day.

			In any case, it was a disaster. Back in Alexandria, she had a two-storey mausoleum thrown up and stuffed it with treasure, in case bribery was in the cards, and enough firewood to burn the place down if it wasn’t. She and her two serving maids barricaded themselves on the second floor.

			Authoritative sources tell us Antony killed himself because she’d sent to tell him she was dead, but maybe he just felt rotten about the whole debacle. He disemboweled himself, not very skillfully, and lived long enough to get carried to the mausoleum and hoisted to the second floor somehow, where he died in Cleopatra’s arms. (The Britannica states firmly that he killed himself because she’d told him, as a favor to Octavius, that she was dead, but doesn’t explain why, in that case, he’d take the trouble to get his dying self hauled up into her hideout. I suppose, when the Britannica asked Octavius, he didn’t have a good answer ready.)

			Octavius marched into town and sent soldiers to trick their way into the mausoleum and take Cleopatra prisoner, complete with her treasure. He called on her there, and she tried all her evil tricks and blandishments on him; the Greek historian Plutarch says that at thirty-nine “her old charm, and the boldness of her youthful beauty had not wholly left her and, in spite of her present condition, still sparkled from within.” Octavius, being so much purer and nobler than Antony, thrust her from him and spurned her loathsome advances. He told us so himself, and everyone believes it, so it must be true.

			Having played her last card in vain, Cleopatra, along with her serving women, dressed up in her very best finery and died.

			That asp, one of our most cherished beliefs, sounds like pure Octavius. For starters, there’s the problem of finding an asp on short notice and getting someone to smuggle it in in a basket of figs. Next, there wasn’t a shred of evidence, no sign of snakebite, and no asp. Plutarch examined the medical records and says, “What really took place is known to no one, since it was also said that she carried poison in a hollow bodkin . . . yet there was not so much as a spot found, or any symptom of poison upon her body, nor was the asp seen within the monument.” In fact, the women looked simply splendid, and the signs of asp-bite are quite unsightly, even supposing one asp could do in all three of them. Some people suggest a cobra instead, but a cobra big enough for the job would need to be six feet long and hard to carry, thrashing around in a basket of figs. Heavy, too; did the dying women haul it to the window and pitch it out, and if so, why?

			Poison seems the obvious answer. Cleopatra knew a thing or two about pharmaceuticals; nobody did find out what happened to that second husband, and she’d written a book on cosmetics full of ingredients unknown to Estee Lauder. In provisioning her hideout, she’d had plenty of time to prepare for the final contingency.

			The snake, however, suited Octavius. In Egypt it was a symbol of royalty, but in Rome it was creepy. After he’d killed Caesarion and annexed Egypt as his own personal colony, he marched triumphant through Rome with an effigy of Cleopatra and pictures of her simply crawling with snakes, as befitted such a slimy and treacherous villain. The asp passed into history. After all, Octavius went on to become the Emperor Augustus, and surely an emperor wouldn’t tell us a fib.

			Cleopatra was the last great Hellenistic ruler and the last major threat to Rome for a long time. She gambled and lost. She might have won and, with her children, changed the whole world. Many things might have been different under a rule less military, more scholarly and tolerant; for instance, how would Christianity have developed without Roman soldiers to crucify Jesus?

			And of course, if she’d won, she could have written her own records, instead of leaving her reputation to Octavius and Hollywood.

			She wasn’t the last woman to annoy the empire.

			Queen Boudicca—Latinized as Boadicea—of Britain was real, which distinguishes her from her predecessors in the Isles, who weren’t. Everything we know about Britain before Caesar’s arrival we learned from a massive, comprehensive history written considerably after the fact by Geoffrey of Monmouth. Geoffrey lists and details the exciting careers of no fewer than seventy-six monarchs of pre-Roman Britain. Unfortunately all seventy-six of them are entirely imaginary, including the original of King Lear; the luckless monarch devoured by a sea monster; King Bran, whose head was cut off but took no notice whatever and reigned independently of the rest of him for eighty-seven prosperous years; and the resourceful King Lludd, who saved his people from two horrific plagues, one of wizards and one of shrieks. The wizards he got rid of with a literal bug-spray, pelting them with a brew of insects mashed up in water; the shrieks, which sounded off on the first of May and drove everyone insane, he persuaded to turn into pigs and drown in a tub of mead. Then, after he overcame a giant in hand-to-hand combat, peace fell upon the kingdom.

			Boudicca’s reality limited her exploits, and since as far as we know she had no tragic romantic attachments, no American has ever seen a movie about her. British schoolchildren still know her from the romantic statue that Victoria’s Prince Albert caused to be erected on the Thames, near the Houses of Parliament; she’s driving two wild horses and wearing the long flowing garments always considered proper combat wear for ladies. Most memorable in the schoolchild’s eyes are the long knives that stick out from the wheels of her chariot. One of the few things we know for sure about Boudicca is that she didn’t have any knives on her chariot wheels, but symbols go far in the immortality business.

			In such school texts as still teach history that far back, the Romans simply marched into Britain, which was full of ignorant and dirty Pagan tribes almost indistinguishable from their livestock, and set about peacefully civilizing them with roads and baths and decent clothing, rather the way American schoolchildren learned about America shouldering the white man’s burden in the Philippines.

			Reality is rarely so tidy. Britain was divided into a multitude of small kingdoms, and some of the local kings and queens signed treaties with the conquerors and some didn’t. The elite Druids, their long-haired women brandishing torches and the men chanting horribly, had a good shot at overthrowing the newcomers, but in the end they were massacred and their sacred oak groves destroyed; whatever they may have said about themselves, the Romans weren’t any nobler than your average conqueror. Furthermore, all those roads and buildings they considered civilization called for a good deal of hard work and heavy lifting on the part of the conquered, who resented it.

			Prasutagus, king of the Iceni, in the Norfolk area, had honored his treaty with Rome, but when he died without a male heir, the Roman officials considered the treaty canceled and closed in to take over his territory and anything else he’d left lying about, including his widow, Boudicca, and their two daughters. The Romans flogged the queen and raped the daughters. History doesn’t tell us why; it seems like excessive force, and out of character. Very likely she and her daughters, all unarmed as they were, put up a fight and had to be subdued. They were imprisoned, but apparently not very securely, because when next heard from Boudicca was appealing to the discontented Iceni and the neighboring Trinovantes to follow her in an open rebellion.

			We can almost feel the adrenaline rush of rage that propelled her. She must have been traveling from village to village, stopping at isolated farmsteads, standing in ox-carts, shouting herself hoarse into the drizzle and fog of southeast England, pounding her fist, the veins standing out in her neck, her long red hair damp and straggly. She was no Cleopatra; she hadn’t the clout, or an army, and no longer even the following of the provincial queen she’d once been. She was deposed and powerless, but nobody told her to go home and tend to her knitting, as they would have in more civilized centuries, and somehow she fired up a motley, discontented, disorganized rabble. She fired up quite a lot of them. All East Anglia followed her, armed with God knows what; it was forbidden under Roman law for the Britons to own weapons, but they must have carried something, if only clubs and pitchforks. She led them into battle.

			The Romans were caught off guard. After lulling them with friendship at Colchester, Boudicca’s horde suddenly poured down from the north and destroyed the settlement. They ambushed and massacred much of the disciplined and well-armed Ninth Legion. The Roman governor hurried to defend London, sending orders to
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