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            Introduction
      

         

         
            “Give women the right opportunities and they are capable of everything”.
      

            Oscar Wilde
      

         

         Being a woman is so difficult, that pretending to be a man for the rest of your life (or most of it) can sometimes seem easier. After all, with so many impediments, constraints and limitations put on girls and women over the years, being born female might even be regarded to be something of a mistake. Surrendering to the evidence of situations is the easiest of temptations, but stands in opposition to the most onerous of commitments.

         This book was written as a means to tell the stories of all the women who, in every era and in every place, felt that they had to –and indeed wanted to – accept the paradox of hiding their true identity in order to exist fully and to be able to live the life they wanted. Only by doing this were they able to overcome the countless obstacles that stood between them and the goals they legitimately wanted to pursue, but which were judged to be inappropriate for their gender.

         We have chosen just a few of the multitude of stories, ranging from the 6th
          century B.C. to the present day (yes, you read that correctly). These stories are an excellent – and at times dramatic – demonstration that what has been denied to women has in fact been denied to humanity as a whole. Among other things, their life stories have the virtue of revealing that what a person stands for is not linked to gender, but relates to the purest essence of the human being in the absolute sense.

         The women we have chosen here deserve to be celebrated, not only because the much-coveted idea of equality has not yet been achieved, but above all because History has often hidden within its folds the role of so many who are rarely or never recognised, and because behind each of these profiles is the story of a life that makes us outraged or makes us smile, that raises questions that are yet to be answered or that helps us to understand a little more about human nature. Bizarre, dramatic and intriguing; the stories documented here are either true or poised somewhere between myth and legend. Such stories are all too often forgotten.

         You will find stories of women who have pretended to be men in order to fight battles they believed in, to stay close to their loved ones, to be able to access the education that was precluded to them, to play their favourite sport, to travel around the world, to escape harassment from a man, or simply to make a living.

         Women who are known and unknown. Women who masqueraded as men for only a short period of their lives and women whose male clothes became a second skin, an armour that was so robust that their true identity was only discovered – to the surprise, astonishment or horror of others – after their death. Stories that hark back in time or are incredibly recent, that come from far off lands or our own soils.

         Women have been forced – or have deliberately chosen – to hide behind a man's name, or at least an ambiguous one, in order to be able to assert themselves in a way that would still be considered too masculine for them, according to male chauvinist reasoning: writers, painters, musicians and disc jockeys… and this includes very recent times! Indomitable, rebellious women who have defied rules and customs. Burned at the stake, stoned, condemned, sometimes recognised but rarely rehabilitated by history.

         This book is dedicated to girls and boys, with the hope that there will soon come a time when we can all be who we are: free and true, accepted and welcomed.

      
   





Jeanne Baret



Who: Jeanne Baret – Jean de Bonnefoi

What: Botany

Where: From France to around the world

When: 17th – 19th century

Why: For the sake of love and adventure

 

On 27th July 2020, to commemorate the 280th anniversary of her birth, Google dedicated a doodle to this fearless and non-conformist explorer that depicts her smiling, on board a ship, surrounded by bougainvillea flowers. If you search for her name online, the most common image is of a person wearing striped trousers, a blue jacket and a Phrygian cap, the red hat worn during the French Revolution as a symbol of freedom. While Google's doodle clearly depicts a woman, the other images are somewhat equivocal. The mystery is soon revealed: Jeanne Baret was the first woman to travel around the world on a major scientific expedition, but in order to do so she had to disguise herself as a man.

Little is known about her childhood: Jeanne Baret was born on 27th July 1740 in La Comelle, a hamlet in Burgundy, France. Her family was pretty poor, and yet somehow – and this was somewhat unusual for girls at the time – Jeanne learnt to read and write and received an education, perhaps thanks to the local priest who was also the architect of an important turning point in the life of this adventuress.

 

One day, the priest came to their house and got straight to the point: “I might have a good job for Jeanne.”

“Here in the village?”

“No, in Toulon-sur-Arroux, some thirty kilometres from here, the curate's sister got married and is looking for a housekeeper for her new home.”

“As far as I'm concerned, the girl can leave tonight,” replied her father, shrugging his shoulders as he downed the last gulp of his drink. “One less mouth to feed.”

 

Accompanying the parish priest to the door, Jeanne asked for more information about what would become her new family. Father Jacques reassured her: the wife was a very kind and polite lady and the husband was a doctor and scientist – a well known and renowned naturalist, to be precise. “What does a naturalist do?” Jeanne asked.

“He studies nature: in particular, Dr. Commerson studies plants and flowers, but he has also conducted research on animals. He has travelled a great deal. You'll see, you'll be fine with them.”

 

“It can’t be any worse than this…” Jeanne dejectedly shrugged her shoulders and let them fall back down with a sigh, casting a glance at her father who was still seated at the table, his glass full once again. “I can't wait to leave.”

Jeanne presented herself at the Commerson house with the energy her nineteen years afforded her. She had gathered her meagre belongings in a basket: some worn out underwear, two nightgowns (one for summer and one for winter) and two old dresses, the nicer of which – or rather, the least tatty – she had chosen to wear for the occasion. Jeanne soon made a name for herself: smart and brilliant, never afraid of hard work, she was always ready to help not only Madame Antoinette, but also her husband, who was busy studying, cataloguing and preparing his collection of dried plants.

Philippe Commerson, who was 33 years old at the time, some 13 years older than Jeanne, soon came to appreciate the girl's sharp intelligence and avid inquisitiveness; he was flattered by the tremendous interest she showed in his work as a naturalist and her sincere enthusiasm when assisting him. So it came to pass that Commerson found himself telling Jeanne about his research and his travels around Europe, about his summers spent in the Alps and the Pyrenees, backpacking, eating bread and cheese and sleeping in barns, studying and classifying mountain flora. He told her all about his meetings with famous scientists and scholars, of the days he spent with Voltaire, who had asked him to become his secretary, and of the letters he had exchanged with Charles Linnaeus, the famous Swedish naturalist who had laid the foundations of the system of binomial nomenclature, which he prided himself on using (although he wouldn’t have known that it would still be recognised as unique and valid in the 21st century).

Jeanne really enjoyed working with the doctor, a precise and meticulous man, and she would always lose track of time when working with him, so much so that Madame Antoinette's voice would often resound throughout the house, reminding her of her duties as a housekeeper. Jeanne's embarrassed apologies always elicited a wry smile from the lady, who was well aware of her husband's great passion for his work. In the evening, alone in her room, Jeanne would reflect on Commerson's stories, and dream of travelling. She couldn't imagine what great adventure awaited her.

When Madame Antoinette fell pregnant, it was cause for celebration for everyone: her husband, her brother and Jeanne gave her their undivided attention, but the pregnancy was not at all easy. Madame Antoinette's condition became a concern for both her husband Philibert and young Jeanne, who had less and less time to help him in the occupation of studying and cataloguing, which fascinated her so much. Antoinette died in April 1762, giving birth to a child who was given the name Anne François Archambault.

 

From that day on, it was Jeanne who had to take care not only of the child and the household, but also of Philibert who, grieving for the death of his wife and wracked with guilt for failing to bring her back to health, threw himself headlong into his work and studies, sometimes even forgetting to eat. “Doctor, I brought you something to eat.”

“Leave it over there, on the desk. I’m not hungry right now.”

“But you didn't eat anything this morning, either. Let me help you tidy up some paperwork, then you can eat something.”

 

Slowly, the doctor came to realise that this young woman had become indispensable to him – an invaluable assistant, certainly, but also a comforting presence, with an energy that seemed inexhaustible. Having become increasingly involved in Philibert's work, Jeanne had learnt a lot and was now "a rather good naturalist", as he liked to tell her. Their intimacy grew day by day, but officially Jeanne was only ever the housekeeper of the Commerson household.

Towards the end of 1764, the scientist decided to move to Paris, at the urging of a close friend and colleague. Having no way to look after his son in the capital, he chose to entrust him to the care of his uncle, a parish priest in Toulon. However, he could not give up Jeanne and asked her to join him. In December of the same year, Jeanne gave birth to little Jean-Pierre. According to prominent biographers and historians, he was Commerson's son, but not wanting to create a scandal for her partner, whose fame was growing by the day, Jeanne gave birth at the Parisian public hospital and omitted the father's name on the pregnancy certificate she was forced to fill in as a single mother. Soon after he was born, Jeanne placed little Jean-Pierre into foster care and returned to her work, which by then was largely that of a naturalist and scientist. No one was supposed to know, of course, and to everyone else, she was to appear to be merely the ever-present housekeeper of the Commerson household.

At the beginning of the following year, France decided to organise the largest scientific maritime expedition in history. The venture was to include two ships that would sail around the world, with a view to discovering new territories to colonise, opening up a new route to China, creating new ports for the French East India Company and discovering new plant species that would be evaluated for their suitability for cultivation on the European continent. Commerson's name was advocated by a few eminent scientists, but he had some hesitation.

 

“Of course, it would be an incredible adventure… but perhaps it is better to keep studying here, safe within the walls of this house,” he found himself saying to Jeanne.
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“You're joking, aren't you?” she glowered at him. “Do you know how many of your colleagues would jump at the chance? And here you are, thinking of staying home, working in front of the fireplace, like an old man…”

“You are aware that on a journey like this you have to be prepared to face all kinds of dangers and bad weather, from the sweltering heat of the equator, to the frost of the Antarctic zones.”

“But think of all the wonderful things you will see and discover! A journey around the world… What a unique opportunity! You'll see unknown lands, flowers, plants, animals, insects… Unseen, unexplored worlds…”

“A nice dream, of course…”

“But it's not just a dream for you! It can become reality, if only you want it! And your name will go down in history. Do you know how many new species will bear your name? Unlike all these books you write and never decide to publish!”

“You always make it sound so easy. But you know what it’s like, with my health condition…”

“Didn't you tell me you're entitled to an assistant, ‘hired and paid for by the king’? Well, I'll be with you! We will take on this extraordinary adventure together! I can't wait to leave.” And so it came to pass that Commerson would submit his application, on one condition: given his precarious health, he would have to be accompanied by a personal nurse, of his choosing.

 

The commander of the expedition, Count Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, was delighted with the naturalist's decision to join the expedition, but very graciously explained to him that it was impossible to comply with his request. “Unfortunately, it is not possible to have a nurse on board,” said de Bougainville. “By order of the King, the presence of any woman on His Majesty's ship is forbidden. And officers who contravene this order are punished with one month's suspension. As you can see, my hands are tied, Dr. Commerson.”

“Of course, I understand.”

“And may I also remind you that a medical officer will be travelling with us.” Then he added, “You're a medical doctor too, aren't you?”

“Yes, I graduated in medicine and I also practiced for some time, but as you know, my real passion is botanical studies.”

“But that's not all, I know that you have also conducted studies on the marine fauna of the Mediterranean on the recommendation of the illustrious Mr Linnaeus. It will be an honour to have you on board.”

“The honour is all mine,” replied Commerson, graciously.

“Other eminent names will also be travelling with us: the engineer and cartographer Charles Routier de Romainville, astronomer Pierre-Antoine Véron, whom you know well, and we will have Charles, Prince of Nassau-Usingen with us. It will be the greatest expedition of all time. His Majesty, King Louis XV expects much from us and is certain that together we will be worthy of such an undertaking.”

 

Commerson merely nodded, with a smile. Bougainville's enthusiasm was palpable, almost as much as Jeanne's. “But, coming back to us and your request,” the expedition leader continued, “you cannot have a personal nurse with you, as I just explained, but may I remind you that you are entitled to an assistant.”

Commerson nodded his head again as the captain continued: “Given your medical condition and research needs, you will be the one to choose the most suitable candidate for the position. I will not oblige you to accept a member of my crew or someone I know.”

“Thank you. I will start looking for someone immediately, and submit the successful candidate for your attention.”

“I have complete confidence in your choice.”

The two men bid each other farewell, exchanging pleasantries and reiterated expressions of mutual esteem.

 

The news that a woman could not be part of the crew did not discourage Jeanne. By this point, she'd glimpsed the possibility of participating in one of the greatest adventures of her time, and it would not be some sort of stupid and unfounded regulation that would prevent her from going, even if it did bear His Majesty's signature. The solution was not so difficult: if no woman was allowed on board, she would become a man. Passing the selection process would not be difficult, since her Philibert's opinion would be binding, but she had to prepare herself for long periods when she would be the only woman in the middle of the sea, in the company of the kind of men who are not always as courteous and refined as the scientists who frequented their Paris home. And so she started wearing masculine clothing, which were not so uncomfortable, and tried to move and talk like a man. Betraying her true identity could have been disastrous for her.

What was hailed as the greatest scientific expedition in the world departed from the port of Brest in December 1766. To be precise, it was in December that year that the frigate, “La Boudeuse”, meaning “The Sulker”, sailed away under the command of Louis-Antoine de Bougainville. Commerson and Jeanne were not on board; their departure was planned for a later date aboard the fluyt named “l'Etoile”, meaning “The Star”, which was destined to join the mothership a few weeks later.

On 1st February 1767, Dr. Commerson appeared at the port of La Rochelle accompanied by his personal assistant, Jean Baré. Jeanne's transformation was now complete: she had cut her long hair, and strapped down her breasts that were hidden under a thick shirt and a heavy men's jacket. Of course, since she was wearing winter trousers and footwear, no one would have guessed that the valet of the King's naturalist was actually a woman. Given the enormous amount of equipment the scientist brought with him and the space he would need in order to be able to classify and study the new species that he would find along the way, he was given a large cabin with private facilities, which he would share only with his “assistant”. Having space to themselves made Jeanne more at ease: it would be much easier to keep her identity secret in that large floating home, inhabited only by men. Her birthday was just a few months away: she would turn 27 years old on 27th July that year, and her big dream was about to come true.

The trip was certainly not without its setbacks. Commerson soon began to suffer from seasickness, in addition to a nasty ulcer on his leg. Jeanne spent much of her time tending to her companion, while savouring every moment of the new adventure. The Boudeuse and the Etoile only managed to meet for the first time in the Falkland Islands, after months of sailing. On 1st April, as was decided by the king, the Malvinas Islands – as they were called at the time – were ceded to Spain and the two ships set sail again for Brazil. A stopover in Montevideo, Uruguay, gave the two botanists their first opportunity to travel over plains and mountains to collect specimens, but Commerson's leg continued to give him trouble and so it was Jeanne who took charge of transporting the samples and supplies. But hard work had never frightened her and while in the field she earnt the respect of her fellow travellers, who came to admire her strength, tenacity and discretion.

On 21st June 1767, they reached Rio de Janeiro. The stopover in these uncharted territories was a feast for the eyes. Jeanne and Philibert wandered among unspoiled nature, overwhelmed by the exuberance of the tropical flora. It was during one of their explorations that they stopped to admire a shrub they had never seen before, which had heart-shaped leaves and small cream-coloured flowers subtended by large bracts in a vivid shade of pink. The flower still bears the name “Bougainvillea Spectabilis”, in honour of the captain of this expedition, and it has been adding a splash of colour to gardens and parks throughout Europe ever since, wherever the climate permits. Here, too, they would collect huge baskets of never-before-seen specimens that Jeanne tirelessly carried and catalogued. Next, they would head for Patagonia, where the ships waited for favourable winds before crossing the Strait of Magellan. In these harsh lands, the two braved frost, snow and lashing winds, but were won over by the charm of the desolate landscapes. The cold penetrated their bones and added to the fatigue of transporting the equipment, a task that was always entrusted to Jeanne, whom Commerson amused himself by calling “my beast of burden”, arousing the young woman's displeasure and the crew's hilarity.

It was November by the time they cast off their moorings to face the icy Antarctic sea. It was in those very waters that they spotted large fish with white bodies and black dorsal fins and tails, a species of dolphin hitherto unknown, which still bears the name “Commerson's Dolphin” (Cephalorhynchus Commersonii). But in these same waters, the ships had to face all kinds of challenges: storms and swells came thick and fast, sailors fell ill, growing weak and tired as food began to run out. Philibert and Jeanne supported each other as they continued with their archival work: they had already catalogued hundreds of species and the journey ahead was still a long one.

Finally, in April 1768, they arrived in Tahiti, which to them appeared like a veritable earthly paradise. The island, which had been discovered just ten months earlier by Englishman Samuel Wallis, was not only fertile and lush, but the inhabitants welcomed the foreigners who came from the sea with warmth and generosity. After the difficult months at sea, the captain felt as though they had arrived “in the Garden of Eden.” But it was in this rich and hospitable land that something happened that would turn the young explorer's life upside down.
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