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Editor’s Note 
 
Well, St. Olave’s History Magazine’s Summer Term edition has arrived, and 
it’s fair to say that its articles are full of interesting and enlightening facts, 
historical figures and plenty of fun, all with a very feminine twist!  Ben Neal’s 
article on Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt, proves her life to be full of court 
intrigues, love, deception, and war, whilst Sam Bentley’s fascinating study of 
the Chinese Empress Wu Zetian illustrates how extraordinary a woman she 
was.  Nicholas Greenwood follows with an article on Joan of Arc which sheds 
light on a brave warrior who defied medieval ideals of womanhood.  Fast-
forwarding a few centuries we come to Rishil Patel’s Catherine the Great, a 
shrewd ruler of Russia who expanded its borders and developed the arts.  
Christian Battle provides an exploration of Queen Victoria’s life and lineage, 
the end of whose reign coincides with the beginning of the next article: 
Cleveland Douglas’ piece on ‘How women have changed since 1900’, a 
century long look at the development of women’s rights and position in society 
throughout the twentieth century.  Finally, Rowan Wright’s article on Margaret 
Thatcher paints an in-depth portrait of the woman who became one of, if not 
the most, important and influential politicians in Britain’s modern history.  
 
You can read all of these articles in this edition. If you’ve been to the History 
Society’s weekly meeting (Tuesday, 1pm in Room 25), have ever taken an 
interest in history, or just want to learn something new about the history of 
women in Britain and around the world, then this is the magazine for you! 
 
If you would like to have an article featured in our next edition, then send it to 
historysocietymagazine@hotmail.co.uk, but remember to wait and find out the 
next topic, which is soon to be announced. Happy reading, we wish you well 
on your journey of discovery! 
 
From 
 
St. Olave’s History Magazine Editing Team 
 
Editor: Adam Whiley 
 
Sub-Editors and Designers: Josie Morgan, Susi Tabor and Rebecca Slee 
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Cleopatra  
 

By Ben Neal, 7B 
 
Cleopatra VII was an Egyptian 
Queen who ruled along with her little brother, 
Ptolemy XIII.  Before that she had shared regency 
with Ptolemy’s father, Ptolemy XII.  The first three 
years of her and Ptolemy XIII’s reign went badly.  
There were droughts, floods, economic problems 
and many political conflicts.  After these years, 
Ptolemy threw Cleopatra off the throne. Cleopatra 
attempted a rebellion, but she simply was not 
popular enough, and so she had to flee Egypt.  

Cleopatra went to Rome to escape.  She had 
forged a relationship with Rome through a man 
named Pompey.  Pompey was the appointed 
guardian of Cleopatra, after the death of her 
father.  Unfortunately, when Pompey was defeated 
by Julius Caesar in 48 BCE, he fled to Egypt.  
King Ptolemy XIII did something terrible.  He 
thought that as Julius and Pompey were political 
enemies Julius would have hated Pompey.  
Pompey was murdered, and Ptolemy XIII 
presented Julius with his pickled head.  Julius was 
enraged.  Pompey was the widower of his young 
daughter and now a good friend of Caesar.  So 
Caesar had Ptolemy drowned in revenge, and 
restored Cleopatra to her rightful place on the 
throne, this time with her half brother Ptolemy XIV 
as co-ruler. 

In 47 BCE, Cleopatra had a son called Ptolemy 
Caesarion.  She claimed that Julius Caesar was 
the father, but Julius refused to name him as his 
heir.  Instead, he chose his nephew Octavian as 
heir.  Cleopatra came with her son to Rome, but 
Caesar had been assassinated.  She fled back to 
Egypt. 

After a while, Cleopatra had a political meeting 
with a man named Mark Anthony at Tarsus.  He 
spent that year’s winter in Alexandria, and she had 
his twins.  Later, in 37 BCE, Mark Anthony once 
again met Cleopatra on his way to wage war with 
the Parthians.  They renewed their relationship, 
and Mark Anthony stayed in Egypt from then on.  
He married her, but there was one problem - Mark 
Anthony was still married to Octavian’s sister. 

Octavian was angered and so he declared war on 
Mark Anthony.  The war lasted around three 
years, until Mark Anthony was eventually killed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cleopatra is famous because of her life, and that 
she ruled in an important time in Egypt’s history.  
She was a very wealthy queen who had relations 
with many famous Roman leaders.  After she died, 
Octavian was free to spread awful stories about 
Cleopatra.  He changed the details so much, so 
often, that for many years after her story was but a 
legend. 

“Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale. Her 
infinite variety; other women cloy. The appetites 
they feed, but she makes hungry. Where most she 
satisfies…”  From Shakespeare’s Anthony and 
Cleopatra. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Wu Zetian – The 
First and Only 

Chinese Empress 
 

By Sam Bentley, 10K 
 

China has been, traditionally at 
least, far more suppressive of 
women than Europe has – take the middle 
ages as an example.  While upper class women 
had significant influence over court and some 
queens held almost as much influence as their 
king, if they were not ruling independently, China 
during this period saw women as unintelligent and 
only fit for home-making and housework.  
 
It seems counter-intuitive then, that in a country 
that was also very autocratic (far more so than 
European monarchies) that a woman would gain 
power over all of China, and hold it significantly for 
fifteen years.  Yet this is exactly what Wu Zetian 
did. 
 
Wu Zetian was an extraordinary woman.  Born in 
625 AD, she became a concubine of the then 39 
year old Emperor Taizong, at age thirteen, one of 
hundreds of other concubines.  When the Emperor 
died in 649, she, like the other childless 
concubines of the Emperor, went to become 
Buddhist nuns, as was traditional.  If she had 
stayed like this, her name would have been lost to 
time and the history of China would have been 
radically different.  However, fortune favoured her. 
 
The new Emperor Gaozong, who was the son of 
Taizong, was facing a power struggle at court.  His 
wife, the Empress Wang, was in conflict with his 
favoured concubine Xiao.  When Wang heard of 
Wu Zetian's beauty, she reintroduced her to court 
to try and pull the Emperor's favour away from 
Xiao.  This occurred sometime in the early 650's. 
Unfortunately, both Xiao and Wang severely 
underestimated Wu Zetian.  She became more 
influential and a greater object of the Emperor's 
affections than either Wang or Xiao. 
 
By the autumn of 655, the Emperor was seriously 
considering removing Wang and Xiao and making 
Wu his Empress.  Although many of his 
chancellors disagreed, enough supported Wu that 
he removed the two and made Wu Zetian his 
Empress. 
 
Over the next next year, Wu Zetian had both 
Wang and Xiao killed after the Emperor was 
considering releasing them from house arrest.  

Then, in 657 and 658, she gradually removed all 
the chancellors that had opposed her being made 
Empress, either through placing them under house 
arrest, or execution.  No-one dared oppose the 
Emperor by the end of 658, knowing that it would 
result in their death. 
 
The Emperor began to fall ill to an illness that gave 
him headaches and vision loss (some have 
suspected a slow poisoning by Wu) and 
increasingly let Wu make decisions.  It is said she 
understood literature and history and her decisions 
were thus considered correct. 
 
 

 
Throughout the next fifteen years, Wu remained 
as Empress.  In 683, however, the Emperor 
Gaozong died and while his son, Zhongzong, took 
the throne, he immediately showed signs of 
disobeying her and he was quickly replaced with 
Ruizong, another son of Gaozong.  
In 688, the Empress Dowager Wu was faced with 
a rebellion by princes and other nobles – she was 
by this point the power behind the throne.  
Although the forces of the nobles outnumbered 
her own supporters, Wu's forces easily attacked 
and executed all the rebels.  Later in 690, she 
began receiving petitions to take the throne 
herself, and in defiance of tradition, she became 
Empress Regnant in August, while Ruizong 
became Crown Prince. 
 
She continued to reign for the next fifteen years, 
facing issues of religion, succession and rebellion. 
Following ill health beginning in 700, she became 
seriously ill early in 705 and was deposed later 
that year, her son Zhongzong reclaiming the 
throne. She finally died on 16th of December. 
 
Her effect on Chinese history was profound – not 
only did she shake up a somewhat stagnant 
political system, she also managed to expand the 
empire, made Buddhism the official religion of 
China and instituted other reforms.  Although later 
Chinese historians portrayed her in a negative 
light, a more modern view has shown her as the 
intelligent and shrewd ruler she was. 
 
 



Joan of Arc, 
French Freedom 

Fighter 
 

By Nicholas Greenwood, 7B 
 

Records state that Joan of Arc 
was born in 1412 in Eastern France, at the height 
of the Hundred Years War.  English attacks were 
occurring throughout France and the economy and 
land was being reduced to ashes.  The Black 
Death had greatly weakened the number of 
Frenchmen to fight; victory for the English was 
beginning to become a possibility. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Raids regularly occurred near Joan’s village, and 
her family lived in fear.  When she was twelve 
years old, Joan began to hear voices in her mind, 
while she was out working in the fields.  

Visions also plagued her mind, of great saints like 
Michael, Catherine and Margaret, all telling her to 
rally her fellow Frenchmen and drive the English 
armies out of a severely damaged France.  She 
secretly asked one of the men in the village to 
attempt to talk to Count Robert de Baudricourt for 
permission for her to visit the French Royal Court 
at Chinon.  This offer was accepted when she told 
the Count of her visions, and she was granted an 
audience with Charles VII. 

She was allowed to join the French Army as all 
other options had failed, and prepared to unite the 
troops of the armies against the English.  Her first 

battle, at Orléans, started off badly.  The man in 
charge of the French Army excluded her from the 
pre-war planning session and failed to tell her 
when her army would engage the enemy.  
However, she fought back and regained enough 
information to brutally attack the English at the 
battlefield.  Many of her soldiers called her a gift 
from God, praising her ability to lead and fight the 
enemy armies.  Her arrival literally changed the 
course of the War.  

She fought again at many other places, among 
them Beaugency and Paris, where she was 
injured.  Her efforts allowed the Dauphin, Charles 
VII, to regain control of France.  

In 1430, Joan was captured by the Burgundians, 
one of the opposing ruing families of France.  This 
marked the beginning of the end for Joan.  Her 
captors questioned her, attempting to try her for 
being a witch.  She denied all charges, despite still 
receiving voices in her head from God and his 
angels.  She was threatened with horrific torture 
and, in a sense, driven mad.  She dressed in 
men’s clothing and admitted hearing voices.  This 
was the final straw.  The Burgundians found her 
guilty and burned her at the stake.  Her death 
effectively ended the Hundred Years War.  The 
English were expelled from Aquitaine and Paris, 
and France was once again in French hands. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orl%C3%A9ans


Catherine the Great 
 

By Rishil Patel, 7B 

Catherine II – Empress of 
Russia for more than 30 years – 
was born as Sophie Friederike Auguste von 
Anhalt-Zerbst on the 2nd May 1729 in Settin, which 
is was then part of Prussia and now Szczecin in 
Poland.  She was a German Prince’s daughter.  
After she changed her name to Catherine and was 
received by the Russian Orthodox Church, in 1745 
Catherine married Grand Duke Peter, who was the 
heir to the Russian throne and the grandson of 
Peter the Great. 

In 1762, Peter became Tsar Peter III but he was 
soon overthrown by Catherine when she was 
declared as Empress and a short while after, Peter 
was killed but historians don’t know whether 
Catherine had a role in his death.  

Catherine had many lovers after Peter’s death, to 
whom she appointed high offices.  The most 
famous and successful of her lovers was Grigori 
Potemkin. 

One of Catherine’s influences on Russia was to 
expand its borders and continue with Peter the 
Great’s work of the Westernization process.  
Catherine expanded the Russian Empire both 
westwards and southwards.  Some of the 
territories she added included Lithuania, the 
Crimea and Belarus.  Three partitions (divisions) 
of Poland – in 1772, 1793 and 1795 - were the 
results of agreements with Austria and Prussia.  
This expanded the borders of Russia well into 
central Europe. 

In 1767 Catherine called together the Legislative 
Commission to organize the laws of Russia, and 
at the same time she modernised Russian life.   

However, the commission did not produce 
adequate results and at the outbreak of the war 
against the Ottoman Empire in the year of 1768 
the commission was disbanded. 

 

 

 

The Pugachev Rebellion of 1774-1775 gained 
huge support in Russia's western territories until it 
was extinguished by the Russian army.  This 
made Catherine realise how much she relied on 
the people with titles and high social ranks to 
control the country and so she instigated a series 
of reforms to give the nobility greater control over 
their land and serfs.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They were then established as a separate estate 
in the Russian society had their privileges 
assured.  Catherine therefore ignored any troubles 
she may have created for the serfs.  

Catherine’s main interests were associated with 
education and culture.  Catherine corresponded 
and read widely with many of the famous thinkers 
at the time.  She gave financial support to 
education, literature and the arts and received an 
art collection that now forms the basis of the 
Hermitage Museum.  

Sadly, on 17th November 1796, Catherine passed 
away in St Petersburg and was succeeded by her 
only son, Paul. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Queen Victoria 
 

By Christian Battle, 7B 
 

Queen Victoria was queen of 
the United Kingdom of Great Britain 
and also queen of Ireland.  The reign of Queen 
Victoria lasted from June 20, 1837 until January 
22, 1901.  Her reign is the longest ever of all the 
British monarchs and soon became to be known 
as the Victorian Era.   

Victoria was born on the 24th May, 1819 at 
Kensington Palace in London and died on the 22 
January, 1901 at Osborne House on the Isle of 
Wight.  When she was only eighteen months old 
her father (Edward, Duke of Kent) died and she 
grew up with no father.  When she reached the 
age of eighteen William IV died and Victoria 
ascended the English throne.   

During the period of time she was reigning, she 
presided over a Britain that grew economically as 
well as socially.  She did tremendously well as she 
ruled a quarter of the world’s population and the 
number of people living in England doubled during 
her reign.  The name that she was christened with 
was Alexandrina Victoria.  Queen Victoria’s family 
were German and the males were mainly called 
George.   

Victoria had to learn many languages after her first 
language of German; by the time she was three 
she had leant English and French and later on in 
her life she learnt many more.  She had many 
hobbies such as playing the piano and painting but 
she adored singing.   

Victoria was very interested in politics and had 
favourites among her ministers.  Her favourite 
Prime Minister was probably Lord Melbourne, who 
was in office when she first came to the throne.  
She also got on well with Benjamin Disraeli and he 
made her Empress of India in 1876.  Disraeli was 
careful to flatter the queen and she loved his 
attention.  His rival William Gladstone was in office 
as Prime Minister four times at the end of 
Victoria’s reign but he did not get on so well with 
the queen, who found him quite rude. 

On 10th February 1840 when Victoria was 21 she 
married her German Cousin, Albert of Saxe-
Coburg Gotha in Saint James’ Palace. They lived 

happily and had nine children of their own, 40 
grand children and 37 great-grand children.  
Victoria famously had links with most of the 
European monarchies by the end of her reign.  
This was basically because she had so many 
children and they married into these European 
royal families. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Victoria always wore black after the 1860s for the 
reason being that her husband died at the very 
young age of 42 and after mourning for 10 years, 
she continued to wear black for the rest of her 
reign.  When Queen Victoria died and her eldest 
son Albert Edward became king as Edward VII, 
the Victorian Era died away as well.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Women in the 
Twentieth Century 

 
By Cleveland Douglas, 8L 
 
Throughout the past 110 years 
women have been seen differently and treated 
unequally to men.  But looking back on the years 
many women have broken free from the housewife 
stereotype and become more empowered. 

For the first 22 days of the 20th century Britain was 
ruled by Queen Victoria.  Though less powerful 
than the men of Parliament, she was still the head 
of state of one of the most powerful countries in 
the world and was also the first Empress of India.  

In 1903 a small group of women led by Emmeline 
Pankhurst, called the Women’s Social and Political 
Union, or ‘Suffragettes’, campaigned for women’s 
rights and for women to gain the right to vote.  
They went on hunger strikes across Britain, and 
without them there would still be a lot of sexist 
behaviour when it comes to politics and rights in 
Britain today. 

In both World Wars women were separated from 
men who were needed to fight.  These women 
single-handedly raised their families, and some 
were paid to work in the ‘Women’s Land Army’ 
though being paid less than men.  Many worked in 
factories making weapons and therefore from 
1914-1918 and in 1939-1945 Britain was mainly 
populated by women.  

In the 1950s the woman was mostly seen as the 
homemaker.  Women's magazines encouraged 
women to stay at home after the Second World 
War so that men could return to full employment 
after being demobbed from the forces.  She was 
expected to be the perfect wife.   

In 1953 Britain was once again ruled by a female 
monarch, Queen Elizabeth II, who is still with us 
today.  She proved to be a skilful adviser of prime 
ministers, but was careful to main constitutional 
conventions and not take a political stand publicly.  
Nevertheless, she held strong opinions. 

The social revolution of the 1960s introduced 
many important changes to women’s rights. 
Around forty women died each year by having 
illegal abortions.  In the 1960s abortion was 

legalised as part of a women’s right to not have to 
give birth to a child. In 1969 the Divorce Reform 
Act restated the three existing fault grounds of 
adultery, desertion and cruelty and added the two 
‘no-fault’ separation grounds, meaning that women 
were able to divorce man for more reasons than 
before. 

In 1979 Margaret Thatcher became the first 
female prime minister of Britain. This was a major 
breakthrough in women’s history as not only were 
women allowed the right to vote around only 
around 60 years beforehand, but now they could 
vote for a woman who could successfully win a 
general election.  During the ‘80s Margaret 
Thatcher was re-elected twice. By now women 
had become much freer and there were many 
women’s rights activists. 

In the 1980s Prince Charles married Diana 
Spencer who became an icon for many women.  
She inspired women by helping people with 
illnesses and becoming President of Great 
Ormond Street Children’s Hospital.  

In 1994 the first woman priests were ordained.  It 
was a risky move, welcomed by most of the 
church but rejected by traditionalists, some of 
whom joined the Catholic Church in protest.  This 
showed that sexism remained within some 
religions. 

In 2007 J.K Rowling had sold over 300 million of 
her Harry Potter books, and was rumoured to be 
richer than the Queen of England, possessing an 
estimated £560 million, which would make her one 
of the five richest authors in the world and possibly 
the richest. 

Throughout the past 110 years there have been 
many famous women who have changed Britain 
and inspired other women, proving the importance 
of women in society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Margaret Thatcher - 
A Biography 

In the general election of 1987, Thatcher won an 
unprecedented third term in office.  However, 
controversial policies introduced by her, like the 
poll tax and opposition to any close integration 
with Europe, led to a leadership challenge, much 
like hers to Edward Hearth in 1974.    

By Rowan Wright, 7B 
  

If you went up to a stranger and 
asked them to name a famous woman in history, 
chances are they would name Margaret Thatcher.  
Almost everyone knows who Margaret Thatcher is 
because of her famed position as the first female 
British Prime Minister.  Those educated in history 
and Politics will also know that she, quite 
amazingly, served three consecutive terms in 
office. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Margaret Thatcher was born on the 13th October 
1925 in Grantham, Lincolnshire.  Unlike many 
other famous politicians, she was not born into an 
upper class family but was the daughter of a 
grocer.  She went to Oxford University, not to 
study Politics but rather Chemistry, and became a 
research chemist.  In 1951, she married a wealthy 
businessman with whom she had two children.  

 

 

 

She agreed to resign from office in 1990 and was 
succeeded as Prime Minister and Party Leader by 
John Major.  In 1992, Margaret Thatcher left the 
House of Commons altogether for the House of 
Lords as Baroness Thatcher of Kesteven. 

Thatcher became a Conservative MP for Finchley 
in North London in 1952.  Her first government 
post was Junior Minister for Pensions in Harold 
Macmillan’s government.  When Edward Heath 
became Prime Minister in 1970 he appointed 
Thatcher Secretary for Education. 

Margaret Thatcher lives on to this day, aged 85, 
although she has now retired from politics.  Her life 
story is very inspiring, showing that, whatever your 
background, you can succeed in life. As Margaret 
Thatcher once said regarding the importance of 
women in society, “it is the cock that crows, but it 
is the hen that lays the egg”. 

After the Conservatives were defeated in 1974, 
Thatcher decided that she would make a better 
leader of the Conservatives than Edward Health.  
This led her to challenge Edward Heath for 
leadership of the party.  To the immense surprise 
of many, she won. In the 1979 general election, 
the Conservatives were victorious and Margaret 
Thatcher became the Prime Minister. 

 

 

 
 

As Prime Minister, Thatcher introduced a number 
of policies which helped to reduce economic 
inflation.  However her policies also caused a rise 
in unemployment.  

 
 
 
 
 

In 1982, victory in the Falklands War and a divided 
opposition helped Thatcher to win an outright 
victory in the 1983 election.  In 1984, she narrowly 
escaped death due to an IRA bomb planted a 
bomb at a Conservative Party conference in 
Brighton. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 


