
Against The Grain: Female Warriors, Legends Of Their Time 
An Exclusive Report By BladesPro - www.bladespro.co.uk // www.americanbladespro.com 

  

 

 

Against The Grain:  
Female Warriors, Legends Of Their Time 
An insider’s look into strong women in sword history. 

Ever wondered which women had the most impact on sword 
history?  What were their stories?   

 
How did they operate? 

 
In this unique historical guide, we’ll delve into 5 of history’s most 

important female warriors, and their stories.  
 

- The BladesPro Team 
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Introduction: Women Warriors 
While fewer than their male counterparts, some strong women have managed to 
make their mark on history, with stories still sung of their legendary deeds.  Today 
we are going to look at some of these brave women who defied the traditional 
roles of their time for familial piety, patriotism, or even greed. 

 

Mulan: Paving The Way 
One of the first legendary 
women is the famous 
Mulan.  Set in the first half 
of the first millennium, 
Mulan’s story chronicles 
a girl who takes her 
father’s place and joins 
the army. 

While it recently gained 
fame as a Disney movie 
worldwide, the story has 
been popular in China for 
millennia.  
 

From Loom To Sword: Mulan’s Story 

The poem starts with Mulan working at her loom. She is asked whom she longs for; 
she says no-one, and instead worries for her father whose name is on every draft 
notice in town. She laments that her family has no older male to serve, and she 
wishes she could take her father’s place. 

She buys a horse and tack, leaves her family’s home at dawn and travels to the 
army camp.  She serves for ten years, traveling over ten thousand kilometers 
through China, Mongolia, and Russia.  She fights in over a hundred battles, and 
many of the army's leaders are killed over the course of the campaign.   
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When the long and bloody campaign is finally over, the army travels to the 
capital where she meets the emperor as part of a celebration. He hands out 
rewards to all and official posts to distinguished commanders.  When asked what 
she wants, she refuses a post, but asks simply to be allowed leave to return home 
and be given a fast horse to take her there. 

Her family receives word of her imminent arrival.  Her parents go out to see her, 
her sister dresses up, and her younger brother goes to slaughter some of the 
livestock for a feast in her honor.  Mulan arrives and makes her way to her room 
where she trades her armor and battle clothes for a lady's dress and cosmetics. 
Her hair is white, signaling just how stressful the campaign had been and how it 
had aged her. 

Her companions who had traveled with her are amazed and astonished when 
they see her, for in all the years of traveling together they had never suspected 
who she was.  The poem ends with an analogy from Mulan relating how when 
rabbits run together, it is impossible to tell their sex. 

Fu Hao: An Emperor’s Wife 
Fu Hao was one of Shang Dynasty King Wu 
Ding’s 64 political wives, and rose to 
become a wife in truth, the second in rank 
of only 3.  While she did have a child, Prince 
Jie, it seems her primary role was as a 
military leader.   

She commanded a retinue of 13 thousand 
soldiers with at least two generals serving 
under her, making her the most powerful 
Shang leader of the time. Her people had 
been fighting a group known as the 
Tu-Fang for generations.   

She managed to end the generational 
conflict in a single decisive battle.  She also 
fought numerous engagements with other 
nearby nations. 

It seems she was particularly revered by the emperor – after her death, he would 
offer ritual sacrifices at her burial place, asking her spirit for help in battle.   
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Strangely, she was buried away from the royal family across a river. Luckily for us, 
this means her tomb is the only royal Shang dynasty burial place that has 
survived unlooted, letting us learn about her through oracle bone inscriptions as 
well as the many personal items filling her tomb. 

The Onna Bugeisha: A New Kind Of Warrior 
Continuing our trek through time, we move 
across the sea where a very different type of 
female warrior was emerging: The Onna 
Bugeisha. 

Japan’s past is filled with internal and 
domestic strife, with attacks between 
villages being quite common. Because of 
this, in ancient Japan, women were trained 
to defend their villages alongside the men, 
or without them if the villages lacked male 
fighters.  After the formation of the Samurai, 
some of these women became warriors in 
their own right. 
 
One of the earliest Onna Bugeisha, Empress 
Jingū is a figure shrouded in legend. Her 

story is important as it embodies the very spirit of what it means to be a female 
samurai.   According to some chronicles, she led Japan after the death of her late 
husband, the fourteenth emperor, until her son was old enough to take the throne. 
During this time, she not only improved Japan by making influential economic 
and social changes, but personally led a victorious invasion of Korea over the 
course of a three-year campaign. 

The legacy of the Onna Bugeisha stretches over one and a half millennia, from 
legends to modern history.  
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Julie d’Aubigny: A Life Of Intrigue 
A few centuries later, on the other side of the world, emerged a person who 
achieved more notoriety in just two short decades than most women will 
throughout their entire lifetime: Julie d'Aubigny.  Famous for her insatiable sexual 
appetite and martial prowess, two things that regularly got her into trouble, she 
would have perished early in life if not for her father’s close contacts with the king. 

Teenage Duelist 
Julie d'Aubigny was effectively raised as a man, 
the son of the secretary to Horse Master Louis de 
Lorraine-Guisea.  Her father’s job was to train the 
court pages, and she was raised under his 
tutelage as well.  From him, she learned dueling, 
horseback riding, dancing, and reading, among 
other traditionally “manly” skills.  Her choice of 
men’s clothes reflected her upbringing. 

Her dress didn’t stop her from attracting the eye 
of the Count d'Armagnac, who took her as his 
mistress when she was only 14 years old.  For 
some reason, the Count decided to marry her off 
to Sieur de Maupin, to whom she stayed married 
for life, though ne’er faithful.  When her husband 
moved to the South of France, she stayed in 
Paris (possibly at the Count’s request), and 
began to engage in antics that would make the 
ears of the noble class ring. 

The very same year, she hooked up with an assistant fencing master who had 
similar proclivities as she.  After he killed a man in a duel (dueling was illegal in 
Paris by the King’s edict), they had to flee.  Making a living by singing duets and 
demonstrating their fencing skills, they traveled through the countryside. 
Because Julie’s fencing skills were so incredible, she was occasionally accused of 
being a man pretending to be a woman.  According to one story, she got so tired 
of this that, one day, she tore open her blouse in order to prove that she was 
indeed a woman. 

It wasn’t long before she tired of her traveling lover and decided to try her luck 
with a woman.  Her new choice’s parents were less-than-pleased with this 
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decision and sent the woman away to a nunnery.  Undeterred, Julie managed to 
enter the same convent by pretending to be an initiate, then arranged their 
escape by placing the corpse of a recently-deceased nun in her girlfriend’s room, 
setting it on fire, then fleeing during the chaos. 

This affair lasted only 3 months, but it was not without consequences.  For her 
deed, Julie was charged with arson, kidnapping, body-snatching, and failing to 
show up to court. Possibly because of the inability to comprehend bisexuality at 
the time (“Why would a woman run off with another woman? Only a man would 
do so.”), she was charged as a man, so the sentence was severe – death by fire. 

Opera Singer 
During her adventures trooping around the county, she had managed to attract 
the attention of some opera talent scouts who pushed for her to join the Paris 
Opera.  She headed toward Paris but first had to first deal with the charges 
hanging over her head.  Luckily for her, her father was able to contact the King 
and get the charges cleared.  She joined the Opera, playing some very strong 
female parts, and her voice attracted renown. 

Of course, being Julie d'Aubigny, she couldn’t quite blend in with the other 
performers.  At one ball, she publicly kissed a woman, which attracted the 
attention of three men who dueled her.  She won every duel.  She had to flee Paris 
due to the anti-dueling laws, until she was once again able to obtain a royal 
pardon, with the King rationalizing that the laws only applied to men. Even during 
all this, she somehow found the time to seduce the then-governor of the 
Netherlands. 

Returning to the Opera, she challenged a man known for bothering female 
singers, and when he tried to refuse, she mugged him.  Not wanting to admit to 
the embarrassment, he made up a story that he had been attacked, which she 
quickly refuted by producing a pocket watch she had taken from him. 

True Love And Heartbreak 
Julie was fated to die young.  She fell for a mistress Marquise de Florensac, whose 
death after two years proved too much for the still-young Julie, who had finally 
found love at long last.  Joining a convent for real this time, she lived there 
another few years until her death at the young age of 33. 
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Wu Zetian: Sole Female Chinese Emperor 
The final of the five, Empress Wu is the only recognized female Emperor in all of Chinese 
history, and the first of only two women to wear the yellow robes of the Emperor. 

*Note to the Reader: Some of the people in this story have names that are very similar or 

identical in written English.  Thus, we refer to such people mostly by their titles and position* 

 

From Lavish 
Beginnings 

Wu Zetian was born in the same year 
as a total solar eclipse seen across 
China.  Her father was a successful 
businessman, and her mother was 
from a powerful family.  Li Yuan, a 
future Emperor, was close to the Wu 
family, and on his accession granted 
her father many senior managerial 
roles. 

Because Wu’s family was so well-off, 
she was not expected to do the 

menial labor that women normally did.  So, while the servants did the work, she had to find 
something else to occupy her time.  Luckily for her, her father, unlike most men, 
encouraged her to read and develop an education, and luckily for him, she proved quite 
capable and interested. 

At the young age of 14, she was taken as an imperial concubine. Because of her ability to 
read and write, she became a type of secretary as well.  While she did not seem to be much 
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favored by the Emperor (only rank 5 out of 9), she did manage to attract the eye of one of 
the Emperor’s sons, and the two of them had an affair. 

The Emperor died, and, as Wu had not had any children by him, she was consigned to a 
monastery to live out the remainder of her life. Fortunately for her, the prince she had an 
affair with, due to two disgraceful older brothers, ended up becoming the next Emperor, 
even though he was the youngest son. One day, the former prince came to offer incense to 
the late Emperor, saw her and remembered.  His Empress Wang was there too and saw his 
reaction.  Now, Empress Wang was not highly favored by the Emperor, who preferred 
Consort Xiao to Empress Wang.  Hoping that the arrival of a new concubine would distract 
the Emperor from Xiao, Wang told Wu to clean up and brought her back to the palace as a 
new concubine. 

To the Top 

Within a few years, Wu was of the first 
rank of concubines.  As time passed, the 
Emperor favored her more and more. 
When Wang and Xiao, who had been 
rivals, combined forces to counter this 
rising threat, it was too late and cost them 
dearly. 

Wu was not one to take challenges to her 
power lying down.  By this point Wu had 
had two sons and a daughter by the 
emperor.  Soon after, Wu’s daughter died 

in suspicious circumstances, and Wang was framed, with Wu accusing Wang and her 
family of using witchcraft to kill the child. (Because of Wu’s later ruthlessness, some think 
she deliberately murdered her own daughter to remove Wang as a rival.)  Wang had no 
children, and the Emperor used this as a convenient excuse to depose her.  Wu took 
Wang’s place as the new Empress. 
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Wu stayed busy behind the scenes.  During the following year, the heir apparent was 
changed from Xiao’s oldest son to Wu’s.  The next year saw many officials who had spoken 
out against Wu’s replacement of Wang exiled to remote provinces or killed.  3 years after 
that, and Xiao’s oldest son was arrested and exiled as well.  Also, during this time, the 
Emperor began to suffer from a debilitating illness.  Wu proved capable of helping with state 
affairs, and, over time, began to make more and more decisions for the Emperor until they 
were considered equal in power. 

Eliminating the Competition 

This continued for 4 years, and, eventually, the Emperor himself began to see Wu as a 
threat.  He asked a servant for advice, and the servant suggested that he depose Empress 
Wu.  The Emperor had that servant draft an edict deposing Wu as Empress.  Wu got wind 
of this and managed to arrive in person and plead her case.  The Emperor, always having a 
soft spot for Wu, could not go through with it.  Unfortunately for the servant, the Emperor 
chose to blame him to save face.  Furthermore, the servant had served on the staff of 
Xiao’s oldest son, the former heir-apparent.  Wu used this fact to link the servant with the 
former heir in a fabricated treasonous plot, causing the servant to be executed and the 
former heir to commit suicide. 

Wu was intensely loyal to her mother (to whom the Emperor had lavished great honors, as 
well as to Wu’s late father), but not to anyone else in the family.  The Emperor decided to 
honor Wu’s older sister and her two brothers.  The brothers mentioned that they did not feel 
they deserved to receive the posts based solely on their relation to Empress Wu.  Wu’s 
mother was not happy, so Wu, in order to avenge her mother’s unhappiness, saw fit to exile 
her brothers to remote provinces.   Wu’s older sister had attracted the attention of the 
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Emperor, and he considered taking her to the palace as another concubine.  Wu got wind of 
this and had her older sister poisoned and accused her brothers of doing it!  Thus, with one 
stroke, she got rid of her siblings.  After Wu’s mother died a few years later, her older 
sister’s son made it clear he suspected Wu of killing his mother.  Wu had him accused of 
dishonoring her mother’s memory and raping the daughter of an official.  He was then exiled 
and there eventually died. 

The Death of Sons 

The Emperor’s health eventually deteriorated enough that he considered making her regent. 
However, he reconsidered when two officials advised against it.  Empress Wu continued 
eliminating all rivals.  The Emperor had shown favor to his aunt, whose daughter was 
married to Wu’s third son.  So, Wu had her own daughter-in-law arrested and starved to 
death.  Her first son, the heir, urged her to not take so much power to herself, and to allow 
his half-sisters, the daughters of Consort Xiao to marry.  Wu poisoned her son and his 
half-sisters quickly died.  Two more of the Emperor’s sons were accused of crimes and 
demoted. 

Li Xian, her second son, became heir-apparent.  He heard some (untrue) rumors that he 
was not Wu’s son but Wu’s older sister’s and began to question his heritage.  Li also had a 
sorcerer that both Wu and the Emperor respected killed (probably because the sorcerer 
said he was not fit to be Emperor).  So, Wu had him accused of treason and planted a large 
number of weapons at his residence to back up her claim.  He was deposed and exiled, 
making his younger brother the new heir. 

Around 8 years passed, and the Emperor died.  Her third son Li Zhe took the throne, and 
Wu became Empress Dowager, the official title of the mother of the Emperor.  The late 
Emperor had written in his will for his son to take immediate power on his death and look to 
Wu for advice.  His son did the first part, but not the latter, instead being controlled by his 
wife.  He was caught wondering aloud if it would be bad to just give the Empire to his 
father-in-law. This was reported to Wu, and she took quick action, deposing her son and 
installing her fourth-and-youngest son as the new Emperor.  Wu took this time to execute 
her still-exiled second son. 
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Emperor in Truth 

By this time, Wu was done with appearances.  While it was customary for the regent to still 
have the too-young-to-serve Emperor issue commands, even if they were crafted by the 
regent, Wu did away with this and just issued them herself.  The new Emperor never even 
got to move to the Imperial Suite, instead living in basic house arrest.  At one point, she 
offered to turn the Empire over to him, but at this point, fully aware of who she was, the 
“Emperor” declined to take power.  4 Years later, and she disposed with all pretense, taking 
the throne for herself and founding her own dynasty. 

She was a great and terrible ruler.  Not terrible as in bad, she was eminently capable, as 
acknowledged by even her fiercest critics, but as in terrifying.   She had a secret police 
force that helped her take total control over the government.  In a far-off province, one of 
her exiles started a rebellion, and the same official who had told her of her son’s musing of 
turning over the Empire suggested she step down, as that should quell the rebellion.  He 
had apparently forgotten whom he was talking to and was summarily executed, along with 
all those who tried to defend him. 

Her Empire began to corrode from within due to her constant paranoia of losing power.  Her 
secret police force was used by some unscrupulous men to gain power, making false 
arrests and executions in the name of maintaining order.  She summoned officials, but they 
were afraid of being falsely accused and executed, so they started a rebellion.  However, 
they did not coordinate very well, causing Wu’s forces to easily crush them.  Ironically, their 
very fear caused the thing they dreaded: their executions. 

Wu’s deeds are too numerous to account, and most of them are quite interesting.  However, 
we do not have the space to recount them all here.  Suffice it to say, they followed much in 
the vein of what we have already told, with much terror, executions, paranoia, more 
executions, and, through it all, remarkable competence.   
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Losing the Empire 

Toward the end of her reign, Wu was 
getting old, and two of her nephews 
were pressuring her to name one of 
them as her successor.  However, her 
chief adviser thought the heir should be 
someone descended from the late 
Emperor instead and advised Wu to 
recall her third son Li Zhe from exile. 
Wu changed the successorship from 
the Emperor-turned-crown prince back 
to Li Zhe. 

Wu began to think of what would happen to the Empire after her death and foresaw a 
coming conflict between the Wu clan and the heir-apparent.  To try and prevent this, she 
had them swear an oath for peace.  Wu had fallen in love with two brothers, and as she 
grew older, their power waxed greatly, for she relied on them to handle an increasing 
amount of matters of state.  When her grandchildren saw this and began discussing it 
amongst themselves, one of the brothers found about it and told Wu; as punishment she 
had her grandchildren commit suicide. 

The brothers began to worry what would happen to them if Wu died, so they falsely accused 
some of their rivals who were top officials and advisers of Wu.  They persuaded one of the 
servants of the accused to help them, but when he got before Wu to give witness, he told 
the truth.  Wu still exiled the accused but did not kill them. 

The brothers and their brothers were accused of corruption, so Wu demoted the brothers’ 
brothers, but the two she was close to she did not.  She began to fall ill, and only the two 
were allowed to see her, even though her advisers asked her to see only her sons instead. 
Wu eventually allowed one of her officials to investigate the corruption charges but rendered 
the investigation superfluous by pardoning one of them. 
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As her health declined, a coup was formed.  Men who were loyal to the heir Li Zhe killed the 
two brothers, then forced her to yield the throne to him.  Her son still honored her, and she 
was allowed to live in a palace.  When she died, he had her entombed with his father. 

Conclusion 
These are a small sample of the many women who achieved greatness 
throughout history. In total, there are too many to count, and there are many 
more whom we don’t know for their stories have been lost to the ravages of time. 
We felt these leaders’ stories were not very well-known, and yet deserved to be 
told to a new audience who probably hadn’t heard of them. 

Want to learn more, or buy your very own sword like 
these warriors? 

   
(UK) Visit us at BladesPro.co.uk > 

(USA) Visit us at americanbladespro.com > 

 

→ See our Chinese & Dao Swords 

→ See our Samurai Swords 

→ See all our Swords 

 

 

We hope you enjoyed this inside look at some of history’s strongest 
women. Thanks for reading! 

- The Bladespro Team  
www.bladespro.co.uk // https://www.americanbladespro.com/ 
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