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INTRODUCTION

NOT ALL GOVERNMENTS have been run by men. Here, in chronological order, are twenty women who wielded significant political power, as queens, warriors, prime ministers, revolutionary leaders, Indian chiefs, first ladies, or other government officials. 

Each of these extraordinary women triumphed (some at a very young age) over attitudes and conditions that couldn't have been more adverse. Many of the women who are today's beloved heroines were once candidates for "Most Hated Woman on Earth"—and were spat upon, jailed, even murdered. Their electrifying personalities can seem larger than life—but are they really so different from us? What were they like as human beings? What might their neighbors have noticed?

Traditionally, historians have talked most often about what powerful women looked like. This book focuses on dating deeds—and it asks unusually nosy questions, seeking a full picture of these women's lives. Whose secret to success was the library? (Cleopatra.) Who tickled her favorite companion's neck when she thought no one was looking? (Elizabeth I.) Who could raise $50 million in one night, and also did other people's laundry, by hand? (Golda Meir.) Who launched her career at the youngest age? (Joan of Arc, at thirteen.) Who wished she could quit and write novels? (Eleanor Roosevelt.) Who took only two baths in her entire life? (Isabella 1.) Whose lips turned green after she nibbled her macaroni necklace? (Eva Perón.)

And who dressed like a man, in animal skins, armed with every possible weapon? (Nzingha.) Who attended seances with her own royal psychic? (Victoria.) Who cut power to the microphones of obnoxious interrupters? (Wilma Mankiller.) Who had three thousand boxes of everyday jewels? (Tz'u-hsi.)

Not all of these women are role models. Like any group of individuals, male or female, this one includes the good, the bad, and some who were both. Their stories are offered here to inspire awe at the power of women throughout history—and ever after.

—Kathleen Krull
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LIFE AT THE LIBRARY

Cleopatra


BORN IN 69 B.C. AND DIED IN 30 B.C. IN ALEXANDRIA, EGYPT 

***

Queen of ancient Egypt, famous for glamorous love affairs,

ambition, and political genius



WAS CLEOPATRA'S FAMILY too close? To keep their power as Egypt's rulers, the Ptolemy family deliberately married one another—sister to brother, parent to child. But some days they weren't close at all. When fighting over the throne, they frequently resorted to murder.

Her father's favorite, Cleopatra spent her childhood in the royal women's apartments. She studied the same subjects as boys, immersing herself in literature, philosophy, the sciences, music, and art. With ambitious relatives and other enemies seething dangerously around her, she developed nerves of steel. At age eighteen she was still alive—and queen. She coped with the required marriage to her ten-year-old brother by pretending he didn't exist. (She was not a good big sister—this brother turned up drowned, and another was poisoned.)

As queen, Cleopatra dedicated herself to keeping Ptolemies in power, with Egypt productive and independent. Above all, she wanted to avoid war with the mighty Roman Empire. The eight languages she spoke came in handy during diplomatic negotiations. She cultivated the good opinion of ordinary Egyptians and conducted the country's business shrewdly.

During her travels, Cleopatra looted foreign libraries for precious papyrus scrolls to add to her world-famous library in Alexandria. She spent much of her time alone 
there, and it is thought that she may have made her own literary contribution—a volume on cosmetics. With a flair for drama, she constantly experimented with makeup, hairstyles, and new perfumes made from exotic flowers. She bathed in donkey's milk, had servants remove all her unwanted body hair, and soothed her flawless skin with fresh aloe vera leaves. 
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She did know how to make an entrance. When Julius Caesar, Rome's brilliant military leader, visited Alexandria, he received one of history's most famous gifts: an Oriental Carpet—with the queen wrapped inside. (Had she been caught, guards would have killed her on the spot.) Cleopatra and Caesar fell in love instantly; how thrilling that he also happened to be the most powerful ally Egypt could have. Together they cruised the Nile on a royal barge, discussing all the issues of the day, like how best to rule the world. Their son was named Ceasarion.

Romans raised their eyebrows at this power-hungry woman from the mysterious East, a region so strange that it allowed women to rule. Even Caesar's friends grew afraid of her influence (a contributing factor in their successful plot to murder him).

His successor, Marc Anthony, kept sending for Cleopatra. She let time pass, then made another dramatic entrance: She arrived on a ship covered in gold, with sails of purple, and with silver oars rowed in time to flutes and harps that musicians were playing on deck. Anthony won her heart with new scrolls for her library—and by executing her only remaining sibling, a hostile younger sister.


One of history's great love affairs took place in unheard-of luxury. Cleopatra wore pastel robes of filmy silk from remote China, with so many pearl necklaces that it was hard for her to breathe. Banquets showcased the gifts of the Nile—figs, radishes, apricots, peaches. Wine was brought in from Italy at great expense. Anthony and Cleopatra would roast eight boars a night, putting one on the fire every half hour, so that whenever their sophisticated friends were hungry, one boar would always be done just right. Elephant tusks supported tables that displayed jewel-encrusted plates, with forks and spoons made of solid gold. Anthony and Cleopatra spent hours together in the library as well as on the battlefield. They had twins, then a third child. 

Romans grew more nervous than ever, and rumors spread that the powerful pair was in danger. Learning that his days were numbered, and believing a false report that Cleopatra was dead, Anthony took his own life. Cleopatra was devastated at the loss of her entertaining companion, and decided to spare Egyptians the sight of their queen being humiliated by the Romans. Determined to make a dramatic exit, she studied ways to die.

According to legend, one night she ate a magnificent meal, had her hairdresser and lady-in-waiting bathe her, and allowed herself to be bitten by a venomous cobra. Her enemies found her dead at age thirty-nine, languishing on a golden couch, oil of cinnamon in her hair, crown perfectly in place.


EVER AFTER

The days of the Ptolemies—and Egyptian independence—were over when Cleopatra died. The Romans executed one of her sons and took her other children to Rome. But the queen of the Nile lived on in the imaginations of those who created poetry, plays (such as Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra), art, and movies. Two thousand years after her death, she may still be the most famous woman ruler in history.

As the most gossiped-about woman of the ancient world, Cleopatra was so hated that all statues of her were destroyed after her death. Historians of her time called her crazy, evil, arrogant, and much worse. More than a thousand years passed before another woman ruler came to power.
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