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      I think of her feverish earthly lot exchanged for this serene promotion into pure fellowship with our memories, thoughts and
         fancies.
      

      
      HENRY JAMES (29 March 1870),
after Mary Temple’s death
      

      
      He cherishes for the silent … dead, a tenderness in which all his private need … finds a sacred, and almost secret, expression.

      
      HENRY JAMES (29 September 1894),
after ‘Fenimore’s’ death

(writing in her room)





      



      
      
      For Linn Cary Mehta
in friendship
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      A BIOGRAPHIC MYSTERY

      
      In April 1894, a middle-aged gentleman, bearing a load of dresses, was rowed to the deepest part of the Venetian lagoon. A
         strange scene followed: he began to drown the dresses, one by one. There were a good many, well-made, tasteful, and all dark,
         suggesting a lady of quiet habits and some reserve. The gondolier’s pole would have been useful for pushing them under the
         still water. But the dresses refused to drown. One by one they rose to the surface, their busts and sleeves swelling like
         black balloons. Purposefully, the gentleman pushed them under, but silent, reproachful, they rose before his eyes.
      

      
      The dresses belonged to a writer, widely read at that time, called Constance Fenimore Woolson. She was a great-niece of James
         Fenimore Cooper, author of The Last of the Mohicans (1826) and other frontier tales, and the first American writer to achieve worldwide fame. ‘Fenimore’, as she was known to
         choice friends, had combined Western vigour with the quiet manner of a patrician family strongly rooted in the New World.
         In 1879 she had settled in Europe, and a few months later met a fellow-expatriate, the distinguished but less popular novelist
         Henry James. The course of their long friendship was rudely broken when, on the night of 24 January 1894, Fenimore, aged fifty-three,
         had fallen to her death from her bedroom window in Venice.
      

      
      A mystery has always surrounded this death, but James believed it was no accident. It was suicide. He, alone, was certain.
         What exactly it was that James knew of Fenimore which convinced him, remains obscure, blurred by his claims that Fenimore, contrary to appearance,
         had been mad – beyond help. The very urgency of his repeated denials of responsibility calls attention to their tie. So does
         his attempt to drown her clothes. Henry James was a bachelor of fifty-one at this time, with a high forehead, accentuated
         by receding hair and a high nose with the faintest bend to it. He had a mobile, sensitive mouth, with a fuller lower lip,
         firm, not petulant. It was exceptionally wide; parallel to the edge of his eyes. In repose, it would have shown a long line,
         slicing through the lower half of his face, had it not been hidden by a brown beard – a natural-looking growth, neither unruly
         nor too clipped. He dressed in English clothes with too much care to be an Englishman. Some thought he looked like a Russian
         count; others, a bishop. What friends noticed first were the eyes: light grey and extraordinarily keen (when they were not
         veiled by his lids), looking at them with complicit amusement or with scorching intensity as though he could see into their
         secret selves. He was known for explorations of the inward life: the unvoiced exchange and the drama of hidden motives. These
         were his skills, as well as a power, beyond that of any other man, to plumb the unknown potentialities of women. Two women,
         in particular, provoked his attention – a creative attention which claimed them through their untimely deaths.
      

      
      Fenimore* was the second of these two women. The first was his cousin Mary Temple, known as Minny,* who had died in 1870 at the early age of twenty-four. Where Fenimore was part of his middle years in Europe, Minny had been
         the real-life ‘heroine’ of his youth in Newport, Rhode Island. James saw her as a free spirit, ‘a plant of pure American growth’,
         amongst the polished ladies of their time. The very air of Newport was ‘vocal with her accents, alive with her movements’.
         Fenimore was free in a different way: a solitary, mature woman who pursued her ambitions with an intentness that matched his
         own. In her, James encountered the kind of writer with whom he might share, now and then, the privacy of the artist.
      

      
      The freedoms of these two women went masked, as most nineteenth-century women were masked (whether they knew it or not) by
         the demands of social consensus: publicly, they fitted themselves to approved models of womanhood. Fenimore appeared to everyone
         as the needy gentlewoman she in fact was, and this helped to establish her in her career. Her need did her no harm with editors,
         who found they could combine profit with gallantry towards a lady with a widowed mother and broken-down brother. She disarmed
         editors and fellow-writers with modest, self-deprecating letters which go out of their way to stress how inferior was the
         fortune of a single woman who must write for her living to that of a cherished wife. It is uncertain to what extent she actually
         believed this in the loneliness she certainly endured, but her best stories subvert contemporary pieties about wifehood and
         womanly dependence. For herself, Fenimore was strong, serious, and determined to put her work first. She published fifty-eight
         stories (amongst them her best work), five novels, poems, and travel-writing.
      

      
      Where the freedoms of Fenimore passed scrutiny in the guise of retiring gentlewoman, the freedoms of Mary Temple were acceptable
         in the guise of vivacious young girl. Intelligent men, all destined for public distinction, surround her in the woods of New Hampshire or on Newport verandahs. Their eyes follow her advance in her
         buttoned, high-necked dress. She holds her slight form erect as she hugs her arms. Her eagerness for ideas, her directness,
         and wide laugh showing all her teeth, seemed to Henry James the embodiment of innocence and untried youth. Yet, with others
         – his brother, the future psychologist William James, and a law graduate, John Chipman Gray – she was different: less playful,
         more troubled. Overwhelming questions about human possibility in the face of fate disturb her letters to these men. Why was
         she less serious towards Henry James? Why did she make fewer demands on her favourite, her ‘dearest Harry’, who was the fittest
         to gauge her depth?
      

      
      Mary Temple left behind the mystery of those with promise who die young. An unfinished life cries out for form: this challenge
         took hold of James with Isabel Archer in The Portrait of a Lady (1881), Milly Theale in The Wings of the Dove (1902), and in a memoir he published in 1914. There was something uncategorisable in Minny. Like his brother William and
         other gifted men, he saw an uncommon spirit behind the girlish vivacity; but the uncommon was, of course, unwelcome to guardians
         of gender. Henry’s mother – Mrs James, the ruling angel in the James house – deplored the expanse of Minny’s laugh, while
         Henry’s sister, Alice, seething with correct repression, scorned her eager response to every idea. Given the obscurity and
         brevity of her existence, it is hard to find the woman behind the fictions. Barring access is the safe label of girlish charm
         or the unsafe label of ‘aggressive’: one implies that Mary Temple knew her place as a woman; the other, that she did not.
         Yet her questions – a dying plea to James or query about the purpose of living – open up an order of existence not to be defined
         in reductive ways.
      

      
      Fenimore began to publish in 1870, the year of Minny’s death. Though she differed in many ways from Minny, she provided a
         second model of independence. Her looks displeased her, or so she said, but photographs reveal delicate features, curly hair,
         and a classic profile, set off by a narrow velvet band about her throat. As a ‘local colorist’ of the latter half of the nineteenth century, Constance
         Fenimore Woolson did participate in a genre going out of fashion at the time of her death, yet as a watcher of women’s lives
         – the single woman, the exile, the artist – she now invites renewed attention. Her innovative fables of artists precede those
         of Henry James.
      

      
      This biography will draw out these two women in their own terms, marking the points at which they intersect with the shaping
         consciousness of Henry James.* It is easy to see how he put his stamp on them, and made them ‘Jamesian’. The mystery is why he kept them under wraps: his
         reasons for doing so, and for the weird behaviour which the circumstances of Fenimore’s death provoked, remain to be uncovered.
         He did not forget them; on the contrary, they return obsessively in his works.
      

      
      James is the most elusive and unwilling of subjects. He rejected the prospect of biography, not only to protect his privacy,
         but also, we might guess, because he was so much a biographer himself – he well knew the excitements and dangers of biographic
         power. He drew out others with intent curiosity. In his attaching way, he ‘preyed … upon living beings’, as T. S. Eliot recognised.
         His experiments in human chemistry, ‘those curious precipitates and explosive gases which are suddenly formed by the contact
         of mind with mind’, have in them ‘something terrible, as disconcerting as quicksand’, which make the character he comes to
         know, ‘uneasily the victim of a merciless clairvoyance’. His awareness of buried possibilities, the gifts of the obscure,
         and gaps between the facts, invites the infinite challenge of his own life.
      

      
      To approach James at precisely the points he screened raises the issue of the biographer’s right to know. Questionable as
         this is, it does grant access to a more compelling and dangerous character, as well as a new reading of the major novels and
         a host of puzzling tales. James was a man of secrets, sunk from sight a hundred years ago. Why did he lock away his photograph
         of Minny Temple? Why, when ten and a half thousand letters of Henry James were allowed to survive, did he make a pact with
         Fenimore to destroy their correspondence? No other such pact is known. And why, when Fenimore died, did he travel all the
         way to Venice to ensure secrecy in April 1894? Sinking her dresses at that time was not, I believe, a casual act, but sign
         of a strange bond which James guarded with discretion, and which suicide almost exposed. At the height of their relationship,
         in 1887, they shared a house on the hill of Bellosguardo near Florence. Few knew of this arrangement, and it didn’t last –
         one reason being the scope for scandal. Two other stays abroad were kept wholly secret, as were many short visits. And we
         might wonder, too, why James, as an old man, forty-four years after Mary Temple’s death, destroyed a batch of her letters
         – philosophic letters, written with undimmed spirit in the face of death – after he had used what he wanted for his memoir.
      

      
      Researchers are increasingly aware ‘that interpretation has already been built into the documents allowed to survive’. Yet some residue of an alternative story does remain: amongst the leavings, four letters
         from Mary Temple to Henry James, and a large batch of her letters to John Chipman Gray, the ones James destroyed but Mrs William
         James had the forethought to copy before handing them over. Her copy is amongst the James papers at Harvard together with
         an unnoticed batch of letters from James to Minny’s niece Bay Emmet, which bear on the closest fictional re-creation of Minny
         in The Wings of the Dove. In Ohio, there are two records of Fenimore’s last days where facts fit with revealing clarity. Four letters from Fenimore to James in the early 1880s fell through the net, while many letters from Fenimore
         to others lay buried for more than a century amongst the papers of various men of some importance in their day.
      

      
      James’s own letters are, for the most part, too public, too busy, too fulsome to give much away. Now and then, he cast off
         this social being with raging impatience. The crowded engagements, the comedies of manners in his letters and their effusions
         of fondness, were a façade for the private action of this most private of lives. His fables of a writer’s life instruct us
         to start with the work. ‘My dear sir, the best interviewer’s the best reader’ is the message of a literary lion for a pleading
         journalist. ‘This last book … is full of revelations.’
      

      
      ‘Revelations?’ pants the journalist.

      
      ‘The only kind that count. It tells you with a perfection that seems to me quite final all the author thinks …’

      
      James tells us that he understood women almost better than we understood ourselves. ‘You see what I am,’ says the Jamesian
         woman to the Jamesian man who befriends her in one of the novels. Minny and Fenimore, and in a sicker way his brilliant sister,
         Alice, allowed James to ‘see’ their frustration, their fund of unused ‘life’, their alertness to the unspoken, and unanswered,
         passions – as though they had agreed to participate in the form he gave to the potent shadow in which women of the past lived;
         as though he understood, with them, that what is distinctive in women’s lives is precisely what is hidden, not only from the
         glare of publicity, but from the daylight aspect which women present for their protection – or, it may be, for the protection
         of those who can’t face what they are. James was irresistible to women because he met authenticity without fear, possessed
         himself of it, and put it out to play on the stage of his imagination. His knowing, supremely intelligent, ageless, and –
         yes – irresistible, is what makes James increasingly pertinent.
      

      
      It was necessary to his purpose to engage certain women in ways which remain to be defined. The man who did so is not the
         socialite James who is exhaustively documented, nor the aesthete, nor the detached observer, nor the Anglicised expatriate – all faces of the legendary Master. Instead, we shall follow an inchoate,
         troubled man who remained in the making to the end of his life. As such he had two rules: art must have passion, and it must
         be hard as nails, ‘hard as the heart of the writer’. This James is not passive; he is wilful, even ruthless, and stranger
         than he appeared respectably clothed under an umbrella of benevolence. The real James remained an American: a visionary moralist,
         he did not indulge in the European vogue for decadence. He was not a cynic. With him, virtue is seen to hold in a period when
         art-for-art’s sake debunks Victorian morality, and Modernism with its array of ineffectual men – Prufrock, Petroushka, Chaplin’s
         little tramp – takes the stage. The vision of James has outlived the disillusion of the twentieth century; as the Moderns
         move farther into the past, he is with us, more than ever our contemporary. Only now do we approach the kinds of manhood and
         womanhood he proposed, not viable in his own age, but possible – essential – in ours. A reinvention of manhood began with
         Civil War tales where wounded, dying men discover a higher form of manhood than may be found on the battlefield or in the
         drawing-room. He marked the capacity of men and women to transcend themselves in the face of mortality. The otherness of women
         made them a focus for an alternative to the pressure of wartime ideals of masculinity: this alternative manhood could take
         on qualities traditionally assigned to women.
      

      
      James looked beyond the Woman Question, as it was framed in his time, the question of the vote and education in the nineteenth
         century, the question of professional advance in the twentieth century. When Isabel Archer ‘affronts her destiny’, she approaches
         the evolutionary frontier with the question of woman’s nature, yet to be addressed. The depths of her nature are ‘a very out-of-the-way
         place, between which and the surface, communication was interrupted’. James wished to promote the power of innocence, a conscious
         innocence without ignorance or naïvety. The twentieth century favoured The Turn of the Screw which toys with perversions of innocence, but his extraordinary women, Isabel Archer and Milly Theale, await a farther future – Milly’s wings bear her beyond her lifetime.
      

      
      The women who adored James and whom he came to know in his special way were not submissive, not the helpless muse. Minny and
         Fenimore had the strength not to relinquish their sense of being. Minny was freer, more familiar with James than anyone would
         be again. And Fenimore undertook a dialogue with him in stories that recreate him as a beguiling authority who proves a destroyer.
         Their friction fed on gender reinforced by the antagonisms of popular and high art.
      

      
      Alone, it seems, Mary Temple and Constance Fenimore Woolson were bold enough to cross the uncrossable boundary of that private
         life. Somewhere lies the clue to what they gave him. Henry James was not shielding some form of love; he was fading out the
         ghostly companions of his art. And this may have been necessary because he did not acknowledge them, openly and visibly, as they perhaps wished and certainly deserved. If there was love, it was not the usual
         love of men and women but an intuitive closeness that remained unspoken.
      

      
      We approach, here, ties more intimate than sex, closer than those of family and friends. Genius appears to soar above such
         ties, a lone phenomenon, but this is romantic myth, perpetuated by James himself in the rarefied solitude of a writer in ‘The
         Private Life’. Genius, though, cannot emerge in a void. Here is a starting point: to challenge the myth of the artist with
         a truer story of what we might call, for want of a better word, collaboration. To some extent, of course, James invented himself,
         but he could not have written as he did without partners – female partners, posthumous partners – in that unseen space in
         which life is transformed into art.
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      TO THE FRONTIER

      
      Stories of the James and Cooper families have often been told. Their descendants were to gain worldwide distinction, outstripping
         that of father or grandfather as the case might be. But less is known about the parts played by Constance Fenimore Woolson,
         born in 1840, and Mary Temple, born in 1845. Henry James spoke of Mary Temple in terms of ‘noble flights’, by which he meant
         a spontaneous freedom like the promise written into the American Declaration of Independence – something, he could not quite
         say, of that high order. Fenimore was also indefinable in ordinary terms. In photographs she averts her head. In what remains
         of her history, her back recedes through the woods, leaving no message where she is going.
      

      
      All three were born within five years of each other in the early 1840s, but their stories go back to the end of the eighteenth
         century when two families established themselves in upstate New York. With the end of the Revolutionary War in 1783, the possibilities
         for expansion and enterprise were so favourable in the area of Albany, stretching westward, that the leading figures of these
         families became legends in their own lifetime. William Cooper, a wheelwright without money or property but with a taste for
         reading and a sense of adventure, became ‘Judge Cooper of Cooperstown’, the settlement he blocked out on the southern shore
         of Lake Otsego, the frontier, in 1786. William James, an Irish emigrant from Bailieborough in County Cavan, some fifty miles north-west of Dublin, who sailed to America in 1789, became ‘Billy James of Albany’. By 1832 – the end of his
         life – he was one of the richest men in the state, leaving a net amount of $1,300,000, and vast tracts of the new state of
         Illinois as well as western New York stretching to Buffalo. He literally bought Syracuse, then a poisonous swamp, with a shrewd
         eye to its salt springs. The spoils of Syracuse were to aid his grandson Henry James through much of his writing career.
      

      
      The wilderness of western New York, in the last years of the eighteenth century, was rather different from the popular image
         of the frontier at other times. In the seventeenth century, when colonists were carried off by native Americans, they internalised
         the wilderness in allegorical terms of trial, punishment, and salvation; in the nineteenth century, the frontier took its
         character from the loner, the scrambler, or trickster. But William Cooper went to the frontier with an eighteenth-century
         ideal of fraternity. He meant to bring together a close-clustering society based on responsible bonds of interdependence,
         commerce, and shared prosperity. It was part of his masterplan, in fact, to resist any impulse to self-reliance, by refusing
         to sell larger lots to townsmen: in his view, the blacksmith should get on with his trade and not waste time trying to grow
         his own vegetables. He does not own this in his record, but his theory nearly wrecked a precarious settlement in the winter
         of 1788–9 when famine set in. There came a point when ‘not a morsel of bread’ was left, and settlers resorted to living off
         wild leeks and maple syrup. His story has the plot of a Western: two hundred families are saved by a huge shoal of herrings
         which arrives miraculously in the Susquehanna River.
      

      
      American myth took off in this place. There was the myth of an uninhabited wilderness, though in actual fact the land had
         been wrested from Iroquois peoples displaced from hilltop settlements where women had conducted a flourishing agriculture
         – women’s work did not impress the invaders as a claim to land. The diminishing Iroquois were then devastated during the war
         by American raids in 1779, and abandoned by their British allies in 1783. At the heart of the myth of the untrammelled wilderness stalked a mythical
         character whom Constance Fenimore Woolson was to call ‘the most original creation in American literature’: the wandering backwoodsman
         who precedes the settlers. James Fenimore Cooper, the Judge’s son, created this figure as Natty Bumppo, bonded in spirit and
         the dignity of nature to his red brother, Chingachgook or Great ‘Sarpent’. Chingachgook has the virtues ‘of a man’, these
         virtues being the alacrity with which he ‘did lay about him like a man!’ in fights with enemy tribes. ‘I met him’, Natty recalls
         admiringly, ‘with eleven Mingo scalps on his pole.’ The westward footsteps of the shifting woodsman move ‘far towards the
         setting sun – the foremost in that band of pioneers who are opening the way for the march of the nation across the continent’.
      

      
      On the heels of the lone woodsman comes the practical man with ready fists in the cause of civilisation – the image the Judge
         projects in his own story. A Guide in the Wilderness (1810), written in his fifties, tells the primordial frontier story with the unfussed brevity of a man of action:
      

      
      

         In 1785 I visited the rough and hilly country of Otsego, where there existed not an inhabitant nor any trace of a road; I
            was alone three hundred miles from home, without bread, meat, or food of any kind; fire and fishing tackle were my only means
            of subsistence. I caught trout in the brook, and roasted them on the ashes … I laid me down to sleep in my watch-coat, nothing
            but the melancholy Wilderness around me. In this way I explored the country, formed my plans of future settlement and meditated
            upon the spot where a place of trade or a village should afterwards be established.
         

      



      
      Other land agents had failed, the Judge thought, because they rented land instead of selling it. By offering a poor man a
         hundred acres and an encouraging mortgage, he hoped to give him a permanent stake in the settlement’s future: ‘He then feels himself, if I may use the phrase, a man upon record. His views extend themselves to
         his posterity … His spirit is enlivened; his industry quickened; every new object he attains brings a new ray of hope and
         courage …’
      

      
      These are men’s stories. Women are invisible or peripheral, locked in the dominant plot of enterprise and political battle.
         Beyond that plot, their lives and feelings are not on record, as though they had no meaning in their own right; there is not
         a word on the experience of women in William Cooper’s account of his settlement, though without women such a community could
         not have existed. At the age of twenty, in 1774, he had eloped with Elizabeth Fenimore, a Quaker heiress from Burlington,
         New Jersey, because her father opposed the match. William’s deep laugh as he ‘lightened his way with his anecdotes and fun’,
         his sweet voice, songs, and ‘fine, rich eye’, had the appeal of conviction. His impudence sat easily on a rather innocent
         face, round and pleasant; though tall, his manner was not overbearing, his purpose contained by an air of repose, reflecting
         the genial and eloquent confidence of the foremost revolutionary gentlemen. Like them, he acted on his ideas.
      

      
      He believed that a frontier settlement could work only if he lived amongst his settlers – he did think of them as ‘my’ settlers
         on ‘my’ land, though legally they owned their holdings. By November 1790, he was ready to move his wife, seven children, two
         slaves, and five servants (including a man to run the store) from the long-settled Burlington to the remote Cooperstown whose
         main street was filled with tree stumps. At the last moment, so the story goes, when the wagon was piled high with household
         goods and the children had climbed aboard, Elizabeth could not bear to go. Seated on a remaining chair – a Queen Anne chair
         which had belonged to her father – she would not hear her husband’s arguments. So, being the man he was, he lifted her, still
         in the chair, and carried her to the waiting wagon. A family wit interpreted this as a ploy to retain his father-in-law’s
         library chair. There is no record of her helplessness (for was it not the duty of wives to accompany their husbands?). All we know for certain is that she was borne off along muddy, rain-soaked trails; that she carried
         a baby, the future James Fenimore Cooper, born in 1789; and that she had one more child in 1792. In the manner of wilful men
         who like to think well of themselves, her husband hoped to console her for the loss of civilisation with a dramatic gesture:
         he had the latest musical invention, an enormous early form of barrel organ (designed as a piece of domestic furniture), lugged
         through miles upon miles of woods to grace her drawing-room.
      

      
      There is a glimpse of her ten years later in a letter written by her elder daughter, Hannah: ‘It is very late at night – nobody
         in the house up, save myself and mama, who is playing upon the organ. The amusement engages her every night after the family
         have separated …’
      

      
      Did it cheer her? She did mind her husband’s long absences in Albany, New York, and Washington when he went into politics.
         She sent messages (she could not write) begging him to return: she was ‘weakly & very low-spirited’; she was ‘desirous that
         you should engage a House at Burlington before your return as it is her determination never to spend another winter in this
         Country’. In 1798 her husband did buy the house in Burlington; then, a month later, she returned to Otsego. James Fenimore
         Cooper believed this was a sacrifice for her children, who missed the landscape of the frontier; another notion is that it
         was a response to the death of her youngest child in Burlington. And there is yet another possibility: it is in the nature
         of exile to dream of a return and to find it impossible in reality, for the past is no longer there, and the exile no longer
         the person who left. The Judge tried to appease her with a grand brick Hall built to his own design between 1796 and 1799,
         but as the years passed she was increasingly reclusive.
      

      
      The sole residual fact, coming down to us from their son James, is that his mother was the last of the Fenimores, and when
         she came to die, eventually, in 1816 or 1817 (even the date of her death is obscure), she cared enough to beg him to exchange
         the name of Cooper for Fenimore. By the time he attempted to do so, in 1826 when he was departing for an extended stay in Europe, he had already published The Spy, The Pioneers, and The Last of the Mohicans under the name of Cooper. The legislature at Albany therefore refused to allow him to abandon his name, but ruled that ‘Fenimore’
         might be added.
      

      
      Constance Fenimore Woolson, a great-granddaughter of Elizabeth Fenimore, also remains obscure – in her case, deliberately
         so. She was as determinedly private as Henry James: a pact with her sister to destroy their letters suggests that her pact
         with James to do the same would have pleased her, for it freed her writing to a distinguished man whose papers would pass
         to posterity. Though she was widely known to readers of her time, her name faded. In February 1995, when I visited a restored
         boarding house in St Augustine, Florida, where she stayed in the mid-1870s, the guides had not heard of her. This blank was
         repeated in nearly every archive. And yet, back in 1884, James wrote to his friend and fellow-novelist William Dean Howells,
         ‘You are the only English novelist I read (except Miss Woolson) …’ To see this woman, to enter the fogs and labyrinths of
         her fiction, and hear its soundless pain, we must open up a space between the facts.
      

      
      There is, on the other hand, the physical fact of the American frontier moving inexorably westward, from Albany on the Hudson
         River, to Cooperstown in 1786, and onwards to Cleveland on Lake Erie in 1796. There, in Fenimore’s childhood in the 1840s,
         she saw the frontier stretch to the remoter waterways of the Great Lakes, with their island outposts and terrifying winters,
         as the Western Reserve became the industrialised states of Ohio and Michigan. And then there is the apparently disconnected
         fact that Henry James, at one point in his irreproachable existence, risked scandal by living alone with an unmarried woman.
         Though he was too sophisticated to be secretive – after all, they were within easy reach of Florence with its large expatriate
         community of literary lion-hunters – James did not see any reason to mention this arrangement in letters to his family except
         once as a matter of convenience. What, if anything, connects the American frontier and the Europeanised convergence of Fenimore and James on the hill of Bellosguardo in 1887?
      

      
      When Fenimore began writing for publication she often chose frontier settings, under the aegis of ‘Uncle Fenimore’; later,
         she took up the Jamesian drama of Americans in Europe. She was, then, a mediator between these traditions, linking James with
         native grit. She embodied the independent, endlessly shifting America of the frontier – the real America, some would say –
         otherwise beyond his reach. Wandering, adventurous, she offered James an imaginative gain of this kind. His father, Henry
         James Sr, churned out unreadable philosophical tomes, overblown with verbosity; for all his ambitious high-mindedness, he
         simply could not compare as a predecessor with Fenimore Cooper. So Fenimore, as James persisted in calling her, had an importance
         for him that extended beyond simple regard; she mattered as a frontiering extension to his far-reaching self.
      

      
      The vital edge of Fenimore’s America was not primarily that of men; she rewrote the edge of existence in terms of women. In
         Cooper’s novels women are beauties clinging to men as they are carried through war-torn woods; fifty years later, his great-niece
         parodies Cooper in ‘St Clair Flats’ (1873), where all the men are ineffectual in the wilderness and dependent on Roxana, a
         sturdy woman from Maine who has created a domestic refuge there. She supports her husband, an idle, self-absorbed visionary
         who, long ago, had been an object of senseless instinct – she had thrown herself at him (‘a-crying with my hair down, and
         my face all red and swollen’). This is reality, not Cooper romance: Roxana now seems ‘commonplace’ – her dress limp, her hands
         roughened, and her small, dull eyes, as she thinks of her buried child, struggling ‘to express the grief that lies within,
         like a prisoner behind the bars of his small dull window’. The ‘commonplace’ fits the findings of de Tocqueville: ‘In the
         utmost confines of the wilderness I have often met young wives, brought up in all the refinement of life in the towns of New
         England, who have passed almost without transition from their parents’ prosperous houses to leaky cabins in the depths of
         the forest. Fever, solitude, and boredom had not broken the resilience of their courage. Their features were changed and faded,
         but their looks were firm. They seemed both sad and resolute.’
      

      
      Where Cooper fixed on the physical dangers of the wilderness, Woolson turned to mental dangers: the vacancy of lives locked
         off from all contact with the outside world by months of ice; the emotional constrictions of self-reliance; the small-mindedness
         of those who entrench themselves in a conventionality which secures them from question, but leaves them warped; and, not least,
         the capitulation of almost all free-minded women to matrimony. Her view of this plot could not be bleaker, as it glides into
         place with ominous inevitability under cover of the blandness which was her sop to sentimental readers and magazine editors
         (on whom she depended for her living). Her almost unrelenting darkness can be traced to an extraordinary series of family
         tragedies.
      

      
      Judge Cooper’s two daughters, Hannah and Ann, were educated at New York schools, and with their intelligence and loveliness
         the two girls proved a blessing to him, unlike his eldest son, William, expelled from Princeton, or his youngest son, James,
         withdrawn from Yale (at the request of the College) and sent to sea. Hannah, brilliant, yellow-haired, evoked verses in her
         honour from the urbane French emissary Talleyrand. She was her father’s favourite companion when he travelled to New York.
         In September 1800, aged eighteen, she was riding to visit a young neighbour called Morris, when she was thrown by her horse:
         her head was flung against a tree; her neck broken. The Judge wrote a verse for her grave which calls her ‘Thou more than
         daughter of my fondest care’; she was his ‘kindred soul’.
      

      
      Her younger sister, Ann, named her second daughter Hannah. The name pleased the Judge, who designated the child his future
         comfort, but as it happened he died the following year. Hannah, the namesake, was born in 1808 in the two-storey stone house,
         Pomeroy Place, which the Judge had built for Ann and her husband, George Pomeroy, on the corner of River Street and Main Street in Cooperstown, after their marriage in 1803. Some years earlier he had built a stone
         wall on the west side of River Street, which never held firm. James Fenimore Cooper told his children – Hannah’s generation
         – that behind this wall sat an Indian who resented it. A new owner of the plot decided to replace the bulging wall, but when
         it came down, the story goes, there sat an Indian skeleton, gaunt and hollow-eyed, with his chin on his knees, and about him
         his pots and weapons. He was left in place, but the new masonry wall, a stay against his anger, duly cracked for all to see.
         In Hannah’s lifetime, the town was thick with ghosts, especially River Street with its overhanging trees, favoured by the
         dead when the unlit village was wrapped in silence – the only sound the croak of frogs.
      

      
      The Historical Society in Cooperstown owns an old notebook with a mottled brown cover and leather spine. Its original owner,
         one Mary Morris Cooper, has dated it May 24th 1826. This book passed to Hannah Pomeroy, who was eighteen in 1826. She cut
         the used pages, tried out various signatures on the flyleaf, and at the back copied out the inscription from Hannah Cooper’s
         tomb. The notebook is filled with death, as if the owner felt fated by her name. She opens with a poem by William Cullen Bryant
         whose message is to approach the grave deliberately so that it does not snatch one like a runaway slave.
      

      
      Hannah was not morbid by nature: humour pervades a journal written after her marriage in 1830 to Charles Jarvis Woolson. Their
         first years were spent with his family in Claremont, in the hill country of western New Hampshire. The journal spoofs her
         New England in-laws: the grim father, Thomas Woolson, who sat in silence at meals, and her first Thanksgiving, broken up by
         the abruptness with which every single member of the family (including her new husband) escaped, each to his own pursuit,
         leaving her, a stranger amongst them, to shed a few tears in her room. Though she complied with custom out of courtesy, she
         was not submissive, nor spare of flesh or words, nor given to moral pulse-taking. She remained unabashed by her lack of interest
         in the minutiae of domesticity.
      

      
      
      A portrait of Hannah shows a handsome, dark-haired woman, the strong column of her neck rising from the narrow square of her
         dress edged with a narrow film of white lace. The simplicity of dress and hair offsets her statuesque features: the shapely,
         almost tactile substance of her lips, the sheen of her warm cheek, her darkly luminous gaze. This woman had a bodily presence,
         a rounded physical ease, glowing, dignified. In the summer of 1839, at the age of thirty-one and pregnant with the child who
         was to become Constance Fenimore Woolson, she took this portrait to Cooperstown, as she records in her journal: ‘I am pleased
         to find that my portrait is generally liked. Uncle Fenimore calls it an excellent likeness …’
      

      
      A journey from New Hampshire was not undertaken lightly when, as yet, the railroad stretched only seventeen miles from Albany
         to Schenectady. The Woolsons travelled for several days by coach via Bennington, Vermont, and Troy; a few miles beyond Schenectady,
         Hannah rejoicing to see the Mohawk Valley open out before them. Taking possession of her old room at Edgewater, a large house
         occupied by her elder sister, she greeted ‘dear, dear Otsego lake, with its beautiful bays, its projecting points and wooded
         hills and mirror-like waters’. James Fenimore Cooper called it the Glimmerglass in The Deerslayer (1841) ‘seeing that its whole basin is so often fringed with pines, cast upward from its face; as if it would throw back
         the hills that hang over it’. At her mother’s, Hannah ‘tried again the swing in the garret’ and ‘took tea from the same old
         fashioned blue china cups’ with numbers of callers. She returned calls to houses called Woodside, Apple Hill, and Doughnut
         Hall, renowned for its baking. ‘Cooperstown is the most hospitable place I know of,’ she thought. Her welcome included a boating
         picnic to Three Mile Point, where they heard the echo of ‘the Lady of the Rock’ – to Hannah, a familiar and benign call, but
         frightening to her four-year-old daughter, Annie. On 8 August her father, George Pomeroy, celebrated his sixtieth birthday:
         Hannah records a feast of roast ducks, broiled chickens, boiled chickens, new potatoes, corn, succotash, squash, onions, bread
         pudding, raspberry pie, strawberry tarts, and champagne, which was followed by an evening tea at Uncle Fenimore’s. Calling included
         a visit to the family burial ground ‘to look at the last resting places of those we loved in life. I often think’, she adds,
         ‘how short a time it may be ere I too am laid under the shadow of the old stately pines.’ Occasionally, Hannah kept to her
         room with the ills of early pregnancy.
      

      
      Although childbirth had its perpetual hazards, she produced six girls without mishap between 1831 and 1840 – her only regret
         that she had no son. But six months after that happy summer and two days after she gave birth to her sixth child, the dread
         disease of scarlet fever hit the household.
      

      
      Constance Fenimore Woolson was born on 5 March. Within a month, the three middle girls lay dead – Gertrude, aged four, and
         Julia, aged two, died on 22 and 24 March; then Annie, aged five, died on 3 April. The newborn was protected by her mother’s
         immunity, and the two eldest, Georgiana and Emma, aged nine and seven, recovered. Hannah was in a state of collapse – almost
         demented. Her husband was advised to remove her from the scene of death.
      

      
      In the fall of 1790, Elizabeth Fenimore had been lifted bodily on to the wagon heading for the frontier of western New York.
         Fifty years later, in the fall of 1840, her granddaughter Hannah was helped into a coach, bound for the Great Lakes. Where
         Elizabeth had left home in a state of protest, her granddaughter left in stricken inertia – en route for the unknown. Her
         furniture followed in the spring: a mahogany bed; a sewing table with twisted legs and a deep, rounded drawer which had been
         a wedding present; a wardrobe which was once a bookcase from Cooperstown. So it was that the Woolsons took their path to the
         West where there were no associations. They took off into the unstoried distance, the coach rolling away from a row of three
         identical graves in Claremont, New Hampshire. Behind them they left, also, all the props of family and the familiar faces
         of Claremont and Cooperstown. And with them went that baby who grew up to be a loner who would turn her back on familiar people
         again and again. Cleveland, where they settled, was a ‘Forest-City’ (as Hannah called it) with a population of six thousand in 1840, not yet
         industrialised but no longer the frontier. Charles Jarvis Woolson established an iron foundry and manufactured stoves. The
         family’s first home was on Rockwell Street, opposite the post office; then on the corner of Prospect and Perry Streets, known
         as ‘Cheerful Corner’; and afterwards they lived in the Kelley house on Euclid Avenue, a large stone house with a porch, the
         setting for Woolson’s prizewinning story for children, The Old Stone House (1873).
      

      
      In Cleveland, three more children were born to Charles and Hannah: first Clara in December 1841, then Alida, who died aged
         one in 1843. Alida’s ‘lovely, caressing ways’ was the only characterisation of a dead child that ever came from Hannah’s tight
         lips. Her journal laments ‘a year of grief and anguish … in our sorely smitten household’. Those who had known Hannah before
         her children died said that she was never the same. At last, after eight girls, the longed-for son, Charley, was born in 1846.
         Congratulations poured in with verses in his honour and predictions of wonderful things a boy would accomplish. Years later,
         when Charley was always in trouble, Hannah recalled his birth in early September as a time ‘when flies buzzed and mosquitoes
         stung’. The boy cried loudly, refused to be petted, and wanted toys that made a noise.
      

      
      Hannah sang Scottish ballads to her more receptive girls: ‘I used to sit on one arm of the old rocking chair,’ Clara recalled,
         ‘Connie on the other arm, Mother’s arms holding us on, and the toe of her slipper just touching the floor to keep the chair
         rocking in time …’ There is a photograph of the sisters, aged nine and seven, facing the camera solemnly in 1849 in dresses
         with scooped necks, gathered from shoulder to waist. Their long ringlets fall from their centre partings – Connie’s pushed
         back behind her ears. She sits rather stiffly, with her hand closed upon her lap, her mouth tight, and her rather fey, slanted
         eyes facing the camera with a gravity beyond her years. She was called ‘And Why’ because she asked so many questions. Clara
         is fair, more languid as she leans against her sister. She has her mother’s shapely lips, rounded eyes, and tactile presence with exposed shoulders – the
         unconsciously nubile little-angel of so many nineteenth-century photographers. Clara has the flat prettiness of a child who
         is content to be looked at; Connie is already a person – but what that person may be is elusive. She is more than self-contained;
         in order to face the camera, she has locked herself away.
      

      
      Their father encouraged their powers of observation. He would interrogate his daughters, and when he would say to Clara, ‘is
         that all you saw?’ she felt shamed. Both daughters were to be keen note-takers abroad; their avidity for ‘Europe’, a sign
         of superiority amongst Americans of that time, was also implanted by their father. By the age of eleven, Connie had ‘a very
         strong desire to see the old world’. She wrote to a schoolfriend who was taken abroad: ‘I wish I could be in “exile” too,
         if I could visit the most beautiful and famous places the world can show!’ She did not ‘care to be forced into quiescence
         yet awhile. But whether we will or no, we are quiet to the depths of stagnation … I am Rhine-mad …’ In her copy of Hawthorne’s Italian novel, The Marble Faun, she read of a wish gradually absorbing all of one’s life: ‘Yes; for instance, Europe!’ she scribbled in the margin.
      

      
      She flared up, backed by Clara, when her father remarked, ‘Only one woman in a thousand is logical.’

      
      He conceded with mocking lameness: ‘both Connie and you, Clara, are logical.’

      
      In contrast to the Coopers, Mr Woolson was as unremarkable as his forebears. The Woolsons were proud to go back to seventeenth-century
         New England. But though nothing unworthy appears in their records, there is nothing of interest either beyond the fact that
         Eleanor H. Porter, the creator of Pollyanna, was a third cousin, and that in about 1818 Connie’s grandfather, Thomas Woolson,
         invented the first iron cooking stove that had any success. In 1828 he was elected state senator, supporting the Eastern patrician
         John Quincy Adams against the frontier democrat Andrew Jackson. There was a vein of gloom in the Woolsons as well as a rigorous work ethic which Connie inherited, and which may have bound her to her father. Both were
         depressed by cold, and Mr Woolson used to warn his daughters that occupation was the way to fight it. ‘Now you are just beginning
         life’, he said, ‘and I can tell you that wherever you live there will be rain, snow, fog, and cold; don’t let it cloud you, have things to do when it does rain, and don’t grumble.’
      

      
      He seems to have been more didactic than inspiring – an instigator of worthy goals. Nowhere is there a suggestion that he
         encouraged his daughter’s writing. It was Hannah who passed on the verbal facility, and when Connie selected the pen-name
         of ‘Fenimore’, briefly at the outset of her career, she aligned herself with her maternal inheritance. It is telling what
         she recalled of her father many years later: not his mind, nor his influence, but his extraordinary capacity to love her despite
         her conviction that she was unlovable – this memory filled her with intense and almost pathetic gratitude.
      

      
      Childhood summers were marked by returns to Cooperstown, a family base that was to remain for Connie a place to which she
         might, one day, return. Her favourite aunts, unmarried daughters of Fenimore Cooper, lived at Byberry Cottage on River Street.
         They were called ‘the girls’ (until they protested in their sixties). In 1850, Aunt Susan, who was Cooper’s assistant and
         a great raconteur, published her own work, Rural Hours, a chronicle of village life during 1848. There was an encompassing domesticity to those summers in Cooperstown where women,
         rooted in extended families, exchanged daily calls, recipes for raspberry vinegar and indelible ink, and advice on how to
         cure skins with the wool on or keep a gun from rusting. At Pomeroy Place there was a cellar with bunks for runaway slaves,
         part of the underground railroad, a network of safe houses in the 1840s and 1850s for slaves trying to reach Canada where
         the British Act of Emancipation became the law from 1833. (It remained part of family lore that the Judge had freed his slave,
         Joseph Stewart, who as a ‘faithful free servant’ was eventually buried in the family plot.)
      

      
      
      A few blocks away, the focal point of Cooperstown, lived famous Uncle Fenimore and his wife, Susan De Lancey, who came from
         a Tory family which had been pro-British during the Revolutionary War. (Her sister, who had been in England during the war,
         had refused to return to an independent America, and had married McAdam, the road-maker.) The couple lived at Otsego Hall,
         now oddly renovated with Gothic crenellations in imitation of Abbotsford, the seat of Cooper’s friend and model Sir Walter
         Scott. For Connie, Otsego was haunted by Cooper’s scenes; she saw, ‘at dusk, the campfires of the Iroquois gleam from the
         gravelly points of the eastern shore’, and Natty ‘gliding in his canoe’. She learnt to row, and as she grew stronger it was
         her habit to row for miles – first, Otsego; later, inlets in Florida, infested with snakes and alligators, where no human
         had ever been. She went alone, part of her wandering, intrepid existence – a female Natty.
      

      
      At school, the Cleveland Female Seminary, she was singled out by her teacher, Linda Guilford, an early graduate of Mount Holyoke,
         the first women’s college in America. Miss Guilford read out weekly essays during her Wednesday composition class, and a fellow-pupil
         recalled the flush of pleasure on Connie’s face when the circle of listeners broke into applause. As an advocate of Temperance,
         Miss Guilford’s style was excessively fervent, but she served as a model for the new breed of professional woman. Her pupils
         read Corinne, ou l’Italie (1807), a novel about a woman writer who finds glory in an Italy of dreamland. Her genius is manifest more in her impetuous
         ardour than in her craft. Corinne’s talk is brilliant, as was that of her creator, Mme Anne-Louise-Germaine de Staël (1766–1817),
         identified with Corinne and visited by the foremost men of the age: Jefferson, Goethe, Talleyrand, and Napoleon (who found
         her sufficiently dangerous to exile her from Paris). Most gifted girls in the nineteenth century had that dream of independence
         called Corinne – including Margaret Fuller in the early 1840s, whom Emerson called the ‘Yankee Corinna’, Kate Chopin ‘the
         Corinne of St Louis’, and the actress Fanny Kemble (who wished to write more than act) – and none wanted this more than quiet
         Connie Woolson of Cleveland, whose great-grandfather, Judge Cooper, had corresponded with Mme de Staël after the death of her father,
         Jacques Necker (banker of Geneva and finance minister to Louis XVI), with whom the Judge had a partnership in Canadian land.
      

      
      Adolescence was marked by another bout of tragedy. In September 1850, when Connie was ten, her eldest sister, Georgiana (often
         called Georgie), married Samuel Livingstone Mather, who founded an Iron Mining Company in 1847. He came from a distinguished
         line of Puritan divines, and his grandfather Samuel Mather (1745–1809) had been a director of the Connecticut Land Company
         which first surveyed the Western Reserve. Soon after this marriage, the second Woolson sister, Emma, became obsessed with
         a handsome, sick minister, the Revd Timothy Jarvis Carter. At the age of eighteen, she was determined to marry him. Her parents
         sent Emma off to school. There, she pined so badly that her parents gave way, and she was married in May 1851. The next we
         hear of her, in August 1851, is that she had not slept for twelve weeks, nursing her husband; he died of tuberculosis and
         Emma caught the disease. A widow of nineteen, she returned to her parents’ home, much changed – even her voice had changed
         – and when she was dying in 1852, she asked for her sisters: Connie, aged twelve, and Clara, aged ten, were brought to her
         bedside, where their stricken mother sat.
      

      
      Georgie had been a lively child, a favourite with Cooper, who had called her ‘Romping Granite’. As a young woman she tossed
         off cheerful, rather clumsy rhymes. Suddenly, in the middle of her second pregnancy, in July 1853, a rhyme for her husband
         on his thirty-fifth birthday sounds a different note: in the mirror, she looks ‘forlorn’ and ‘changed’, so much so he might
         well disown her. She cannot summon strength, coughs, and pants when she climbs a hill. Georgie died of tuberculosis on 3 November
         1853, four months after the birth of Katherine (known as Kate). Connie was then thirteen. The Mathers were to be her only
         tie to Cleveland, largely because Georgie’s children remained there.
      

      
      
      The teenage Connie walked for miles, with more affinity for rocks, precipices, and the dense undergrowth of the woods than
         for society. She lived from the winter of 1840–1 until the early 1870s in Cleveland – more than thirty years – and no attachment
         beyond the family remained from that time and, apart from one teacher, nothing much in the way of friendship. Instead, her
         lasting bond was with Mackinac Island in Upper Michigan in the straits between Lake Huron and Lake Michigan, near the Canadian
         border, where the Woolsons began to summer from the time she was fifteen. At this age she still wore her hair falling in long
         ringlets from a centre parting: the dark curls falling over a wide lace collar and the delicate features – a small nose, wide
         eyes, and perfectly even mouth – present an image of romantic purity. During her second summer at Mackinac, when she was sixteen,
         she was gripped by Thomas Moore’s ballad ‘The Lake of the Dismal Swamp’ about a posthumous love affair. The forlorn hero follows
         a ‘death-cold maid’ to the Dismal Lake where he hears her paddling her ‘white canoe’. After his death they paddle together.
      

      
      Within the family, the bond was strongest with her father. She accompanied him on business to the shores of Lake Superior,
         through the farming districts of the Western Reserve, and up and down the Ohio Valley. Cleveland was within reach of the thinly
         populated islands of the Lakes, stretching to the wilds of the Northwest Territory. These were settings for her early stories
         of people fighting their way through winters – storm, fog, ice, appalling cold – calling forth ingenuity or bare endurance.
         In one story, the roughs lose their respect for a female preacher when she falls in love. The men feel betrayed by her desire:
         if she’s not above it – ‘our Lady’ in her dove-coloured dress and hair-concealing cap, who is ‘dropped from heaven’ – then
         she’s nothing, ‘only a woman like any other’.
      

      
      In accordance with family tradition, Connie was sent to a finishing school in New York. Mme Chegaray’s was a French school
         dominated by Southern girls, daughters of Old Virginia and Carolina families who ruled their neighbourhoods. They introduced
         themselves grandly as ‘The Daughters of Carolina’, to the astonishment of the new pupil, one of only three Northerners, ‘(who had never thought
         of styling herself “The Daughter of Ohio”)’. Connie observed the languor of her schoolmates with the amusement of her mother
         observing the rigidity of New England. Once, a Southerner called to a cleaner two floors below to come up and shut her bedroom
         door rather than shut it herself. In winter, to each of these girls there came, by express, great boxes containing four large
         black plum cakes, thickly iced, made by slave cooks. The girls thought nothing of eating solid wedges, weighing a pound or
         two, every day. They were proud of their feet and boasted that water could run under their insteps. The experiment was tried
         in the dormitory to the discomfiture of Connie, who took her revenge by pointing to her wide forehead and remarking that Northerners
         were ‘not in the habit of carrying their brains in their heels!’
      

      
      At Mme Chegaray’s she became proficient in French, her first step towards a life in Europe. She graduated in 1858 at the top
         of her class in languages, music, and botany.
      

      
      As a young woman, she carried out her father’s plan for an extended tour of the eastern seaboard. Clara’s memory of her sister
         as a social winner does not ring true, but it does tell us about the marriage market. Connie seems to have shielded herself
         with a sheaf of paper and a bottle of ink; carrying these about one morning, she spilled ink over a fine new dress. With outward
         politeness and inward determination, she wrote every morning during this expensive tour. There is no suggestion that any man
         singled her out; no proposals. She was reserved but not cold: she owned to a passionate nature, coexisting with an absolute
         and perhaps withering conviction that no man could match her idea of love.
      

      
      When, exactly, did she decide not to marry? Did the deaths of her older sisters when she passed through puberty bear on this
         decision? In so far as she took a position, it was the standard line that marriage provided the only happiness for women.
         When a Cleveland friend became engaged, she wrote: ‘A man’s true, earnest love is a great gift. If you do not accept it and enjoy it, I shall – shake
         you! … Everything else is trivial compared to it. You and he are really alone in the world together. Two souls in love always
         are.’ Her most eligible years, from twenty-one to twenty-five, coincided with the Civil War: men of her own age marched off
         and died. After Clara’s marriage to George Stone Benedict when Connie was twenty-eight, she saw herself ‘a desolate spinster’,
         adding, ‘I have drawn myself into my shell …’
      

      
      What she said, though, is not to be taken at face value. She was a devotee of Browning’s impersonations. A persistent enigma
         lurks behind her performance of unlovability. It was enacted so repeatedly that she came to believe in her lack of appeal,
         an image contradicted by all her photographs. One, with hair drawn back, shows a tilted chin, a shy hint of a smile, and those
         mysterious slanted eyes. The sculptor Horatio Greenough, who modelled a bust of her after an illness when her hair had fallen
         out and then regrown in curls all over her shapely head, called her ‘my lovely boy’. Why, then, call herself ‘an ugly woman’?
         Later photographs show a womanly bloom; she was, if anything, even more lovely in her mature blend of softness and strength.
         With any other woman, it might be argued that self-deprecation invited reassurance, but she spoke explosively with the bitterness
         of suppressed feeling. The implication, as in her stories, is that men prefer a frail empty-head of transient prettiness.
      

      
      Gradually, family ties became her stronghold against the whole outer world with its social distractions and impossible norms
         of womanhood. She might be said to have been a native of her family – more so, in fact, than Henry James was a native of the
         James family (in his brother’s well-known phrase). James always embedded himself in a wider social network that provided a
         context for his fiction; Constance Fenimore Woolson was more exclusive and excluding, and more rigorous about her rules. As
         far as other writers were concerned, she preferred letters to meetings. Until she met Henry James, she admitted no one to
         the privacy of her writer’s life.
      

      
      
      The writer who emerges from this story was a child of tragedy. Her birthday, each year, began a month-long anniversary of
         three sisters’ deaths. Given her unfortunate place in the sequence of children, she had been at the centre, though not the
         focus, of a mother’s nightmare. Twelve to thirteen years later, at the outset of adolescence, she had witnessed the deaths
         of her eldest sisters as they ventured on marriage. In her early twenties, from 1861 to 1865, men of her generation were cut
         down in close-fought battles. These cruelties of fate (as she would have seen them, for she was not religious) shaped a stoic
         and solitary. Nothing is known of her activities during the war; there is an odd blank in her twenties – at a guess, she was
         writing early versions of the stories she was to publish rapidly in her thirties. She may also have resented her mother’s
         preference for the wastrel Charley. As her father’s companion, sharing his bookishness, she enjoyed an attachment she was
         never to experience again. Years later, in one of her bursts of confidence to sensitive men, she said that her father had
         petted her as no one else would, and that his death in 1869, when she was twenty-nine, had hit her the hardest.
      

      
      Yet the pathos of this story was only half the truth. It was the disarming partial truth of an able woman who could not exist
         without the cover of conventional womanhood. She was constructing a vulnerable image, inviting chivalry in almost literal
         terms when she told a friendly doctor that she feared horses, ‘having been run away with and terribly injured when a child’.
         It is through that cover of helplessness that we approach the enigma she presents: the child of tragedy who became a sealed
         tower of resolution.
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