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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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      ‘A FIGHTING MAN’

      
      In July 1862, Minny Temple, aged seventeen, went on holiday to Vermont, ‘and then for Newport!’ she promised her friend, Helena de Kay, ‘– and for seeing you barefoot in Uncle Henry’s breakfast-room! – I
         have an old pair of boots and some stockings with holes in the toes, which I will have ready for you …’ Helena, whose brother George had died that June in the Civil War, was drooping. It would
         be a consolation to parade their toes and tatters round the properly clothed propriety of the James table.
      

      
      The previous year, Minny had cut her hair shorter than a boy’s in an age when women’s hair was regarded as a crowning glory.
         Hers was no more than half an inch long. She sent a photograph to her cousin William James at college. He was shocked at her
         ‘insanity’ and excited by the bared contour of her head and extended neck. ‘Was she alone when she did it?’ he pressed her
         sister Kitty. ‘Could no one wrest the shears from her vandal hand?’
      

      
      There were no parents to control her. Both had died when she was nine: Colonel Robert Emmet Temple, a graduate of West Point,
         died of tuberculosis in July 1854, and his wife, Catherine, daughter to Billy James of Albany and younger sister to Henry
         James Sr, died three months later of the same disease. To Henry James Jr, as a small boy, his family offered ‘a chronicle
         of early deaths’ and ‘orphaned children’. Yet the mood was not entirely grim. In contrast with the distancing and isolation of the Woolsons, the Temples were gathered into an extended family under Catherine Barber James, their widowed grandmother
         in Albany. The memoir Henry James wrote towards the end of his life elides her burden and sees her sighs as rather quaint:
         in his eyes, the Dutch house at 43 North Pearl Street was ‘so much and so sociably a nurseried and playroomed orphanage’.
         His bereft cousins seemed to him romantic, ‘somehow more thrilling than parentally provided ones’.
      

      
      The Temples left six children: Robert, who was fourteen (sent off to school in Scotland where he went to the bad); William,
         who at twelve took on the dignity of responsible manhood, good-natured, smiling, light of foot; and four girls down to Henrietta,
         who was only a year old. It was the second daughter, Mary (‘Minny’), who stood out for James. Her eagerness, her unformed
         longing for fullness of life, was to be diffused into various of his heroines who are either orphaned, like Isabel Archer
         or Milly Theale, or lack parental care, like Daisy Miller, and although none is an exact portrait of Minny Temple, all suggest
         that lack freed them to be spontaneous – not finished like other girls, but always in the making.
      

      
      Minny’s resilience held up in a more fraught situation than James owned, for the household included the unfortunate offspring
         of a widowed Albany uncle, John James, who was destroying himself with drink and gambling. In 1856, when Minny was eleven,
         he committed suicide, leaving a daughter, Helen, aged sixteen, and a son, John Vanderburgh James, who died two years later,
         aged twenty-three, in an asylum.
      

      
      Neither this nor the ruin of Minny’s eldest brother dented the dream. James set Minny apart as a soaring spirit with no place
         in a warped society. He vowed in his twenties to become the medium through which she would persist. This was one of a set
         of prophecies which propelled his work: he would outdo the master of ‘the deeper psychology’, Nathaniel Hawthorne, who died
         in 1864, the year James published his first tale; he would promote Minny Temple beyond her lifetime; and beyond his own time, his prose would ‘kick off’ the tombstones of critics, and rise from the dead.
      

      
      The ferocity of his ambition, always ‘couvé’ beneath his calm manner, took shape in the course of the 1860s at the same time as the Woman Question rose to prominence
         as a public issue. James never concerned himself with political rights, but no man was more alert to the pressure of unused
         endowment. ‘My Bible … is the female mind’, declares a diarist in an early tale, ‘A Landscape-Painter’ (1866), a man disillusioned
         by the inanimate lady of the marriage market. The remark is addressed to a sassy woman called Miriam who has some attributes
         of Minny Temple: she is ‘natural’ and outspoken, and she is also ‘careless’ in the best sense, unconcerned with proprieties.
      

      
      Minny’s rarity came home to James in their late teens when their paths converged in 1861 in Newport, Rhode Island, on the
         New England shore. ‘Shining Newport, all silver and blue,’ was then a haven for Europeanised Americans who lived with opera-glasses
         trained across the Atlantic and read the Revue des deux mondes with rapture. Henry James Sr was a new recruit to this intellectual élite, which was not unlike the Darwins, Stephens, and
         Trevelyans in Victorian England, but had its own character of moneyed leisure, and the self-conscious, rather deliberate and
         careful manners of a society committed to the democratic fiction that class does not exist.
      

      
      Henry James Sr had rebelled against his mercenary father. In 1829–30, as a student with unpaid debts and a reputation for
         drink, he ran away from Union College in Schenectady, a college his father virtually owned. ‘Distinctly Irish’, Billy James
         remained an outsider until the last years of his life when, in the manner of the rich, he bought acceptance by highly visible
         schemes of public benefit. In 1825 at the opening of the Erie Canal, linking the Hudson River on the eastern seaboard with
         the Great Lakes of the Midwest, his windy speech puffs importantly from ‘enterprise’ to ‘resources’ to ‘revenue’ to a great
         gust of ‘grandeur’ and ‘honour’. He was a ruddy man of middle height. Expressionless black eyes under heavy brows stared from
         a broad block of a face: a husband who replaced wives smartly after they died and, being preoccupied with business, glanced impatiently
         at a woman approaching his front door. ‘Mrs James is not at home,’ he told her curtly. She was a little put out, for (so it
         is said) she was Mrs James – the third.
      

      
      Their son, Henry James Sr, abandoned raw power for a life of the mind, disconnecting himself and his children from the taint
         of trade – the tobacco, snuff, cigars, shoes, hats, coffee, molasses, and soap which his father had sold. Quantity of money
         was to be transformed instantly into quality of mind and character. He went at this headlong; we can’t hope to grasp the phenomenon
         of the James family without marking this ferment that composed its gentility. Oliver Wendell Holmes (1841–1935), a proper
         Bostonian who distinguished himself as a judge in the Supreme Court, said you would have to ‘invent a word’ for the odd atmosphere
         of the James household. He recalled ‘its keen personal intuitions, the optimistic anarchising of the old man (a spiritual,
         unpractical anarchism), its general go-as-you-please but demand-nothing, apotheotic Irishry’. Emerson, too, saw the anarchy.
         He was amused to hear that his friend’s daughter, Alice, was highly moral. ‘How in the world does her father get on with her?’
         he wanted to know.
      

      
      When, in his youth, Henry had run away, he had landed in the Boston office of the Christian Examiner. It was as though, with that dash across country on his peg leg, he exchanged the undeflected force of his father’s material
         drive for an equally undeflected urge for spiritual gain. He seized on inward divinity, the message of Emerson’s heretical
         ‘Divinity School Address’. Henry senior spoke in similar terms of ‘the actual life of God himself in human nature’. He disliked
         the institutional aspect of religion, which interfered with spiritual freedom; he thought all ceremonials to do with birth,
         marriage, and death were damned nonsense; and he came to believe in a radical equality of the soul (‘no difference between
         the most virtuous lady and the vilest prostitute’), a godlike position unencouraging to moral codes. No doctrine, until he came upon Swedenborg, could fit his wafting thoughts. His talk rolled out as if there was no end to it,
         and he wrote books with long, solemn titles and woolly content (which he published himself). His son Henry praised the fervid
         energy of these unrewarded efforts. Another son, William, designed a title page with a woodcut of a man flogging a dead horse.
      

      
      A strongly built man, with a grey beard, and keen eyes above wire-rimmed glasses, Henry senior was a variety of failed prophet,
         and not the harmless kind, though he may have appeared so when he flung about rather precariously on one leg with the aid
         of an ivory-tipped cane. He was harmless enough when he ranted to another radical, Bronson Alcott, about the subserviency
         of priests, pedants, and fine folks – even Emerson did not come up to his mark. He was on very easy terms with God. ‘My dear
         Madame,’ he remarked to the Boston Brahmin Julia Ward Howe, ‘God is working all the time in his shirt-sleeves with all his
         might.’ But Henry senior was not harmless as the scourge of sin – then, he was mad. In 1844 he experienced a fit of demoniacal
         possession – evil seemed to be supreme and irresistible in the universe – and he was drawn to men with similar obsessions,
         like Dr Joseph T. Curtis, a New York physician who heard voices from the spirit world commanding him, amongst other things,
         to kill his children. Curtis was twice sent to an insane asylum, and committed suicide in 1857, but Henry senior continued
         to assert that Curtis had been ‘no more insane that I am at this moment’. A dubious assertion for a father who would say to
         God incessantly, ‘take these dear children away before they know the evil of sin’. In Substance and Shadow (1863) Henry senior said: ‘If by any one act I could fully express, i.e. satisfy, the affection I bear my wife, child, my friend … my next act towards them would logically be one of extermination.’
      

      
      When he found his brother John James in the clutches of Pat Hearne, barracuda of New York gamblers, he tried to be a scourge
         of gambling: in February 1855 he wrote anti-gambling pieces for the New York Tribune. His biographer, Alfred Habegger, wonders if fear of retaliation was the real reason Henry senior left town in 1855. He took his family to Europe. At this time the eldest son, William (‘Willy’),
         was fourteen; Henry (‘Harry’), twelve; Garth Wilkinson (‘Wilky’), ten; Robertson (‘Bob’), nine; and the only girl, Alice,
         seven. The restless journeyings abroad, where the Jameses lived for years at a stretch without close companions, locked the
         children in the family unit as their sole home.
      

      
      On their return to America in 1858, they gravitated to Newport; but after a year, the children were jerked abroad once more.
         The reason, this time, was to bring William ‘into contact with books and teachers’ (as though these were unavailable in American
         colleges), and to keep his children pure and obedient by removing them from the free social mingling of boys and girls in
         America. The real reason was the father’s own sense of failure. In the autumn of 1858 he visited Emerson in Concord and laid
         down his views at a gathering which included Bronson Alcott and Thoreau. ‘He charges society with all the crime committed,’
         noted Thoreau, ‘and praises the criminal for committing it. But I think that all the remedies he suggests out of his head
         … would leave us about where we are now.’ Emerson’s aunt, Mary Moody Emerson, who suffered no fools, became so irritated by
         James senior that she scolded him for his ‘lax notions’: the visit was not a success. Later, his son Henry complained of his
         ‘scant and miserable education and educative opportunity’. William was to be the star. Henry spoke of himself in the third
         person: ‘No one took any interest whatever in his development, except to neglect or snub it …’ He was a voracious reader of novels, his father noted with some unease, and
         as a corrective to a ‘loose’ imagination, and also because his Latin was not up to European standards, in the autumn of 1859
         he was tossed into a technical school in Geneva, with a pure science curriculum, mainly mathematics, for boys going on to
         careers in engineering. In a cancelled fragment from his memoirs, he said that his abhorrence of mathematics had made the
         Institution Rochette entirely ‘waste and anguish’. From eight in the morning to five in the afternoon, with only one hour’s
         break, he sat blank and helpless, while his classmates prepared for ‘dreadful ordeals’, those of mining and the higher mechanics. Except for a part-time English boy, none of his
         classmates spoke to him. The Institution Rochette was a dilapidated old stone house opposite the Cathedral of St Peter, where
         Calvin had preached. It was now a run-down quarter of Geneva, abandoned it seemed except for a prison next door. From his
         seat, James could watch the prisoners, who looked the meekest of men; he had no eye for abstractions on the blackboard.
      

      
      He was a solid enough failure to be allowed to leave in 1860. Instead, he attended literature classes for a few months at
         what is now the University of Geneva.
      

      
      In Geneva in the spring of 1860 his younger brother Wilky became intrigued by the persistently locked door of Harry’s room.
         One day he managed to peek inside and saw, as he put it, poetical-looking manuscripts on the table and his brother with an
         authorlike air – it was the start of ‘the private life’, the novelist’s phrase for the invisible space in which an artist
         sheds his public character. Officially, the family’s return to Newport the following September was intended to further William’s
         knack for drawing. In that light, it appears an odd move but, in truth, Henry senior was at last tired of Europe, and inclined
         to think America would suit them all. In no time he had floated back to the easy optimism of his generation of New England
         Transcendentalists, and placed Wilky and Bob under Franklin B. Sanborn, of sweeping cheer, who had recently founded an abolitionist
         school in Concord. Fellow-pupils were the children of Concord residents Emerson and Hawthorne, and Louisa May Alcott, daughter
         of Bronson Alcott, attended a few classes.
      

      
      Henry senior was blithely unaware that his second son remained incapable of the ‘long jump’ of adaptation. Henry junior felt
         they had broken ‘all but catastrophically’ with Europe: ‘we had landed somewhere in quite another world or at least on the
         sharp edge of one …’ He saved the sharp edge of America amidst a hoard of ‘impressions’. Though he took up art with William
         in the Hunt studio in Newport, he soon recognised the inferiority of his talent, and went on writing – a long and secret apprenticeship (for he showed nothing to his family, and there is no evidence that he submitted tales for
         publication before the latter half of 1863). It was this apparently mild but secretly directed and intransigently alien youth
         of seventeen who went out walking on 13 January 1861 with his cousins, the Misses Temple, when they arrived in Newport.
      

      
      By this time, the four Temple sisters, Katherine (‘Kitty’), Minny, Ellen (‘Elly’), and Henrietta, had outgrown the nursery
         in Albany. Their grandmother had died in 1859. As wards of their father’s sister Mary Tweedy, they now spent school holidays
         with her – perhaps some consolation for the three children she had lost. In 1848 she had married wealthy Edmund Tweedy, a
         friend of Henry senior. The James and Tweedy families were therefore doubly tied by friendship and Uncle Henry’s attentions
         to the orphaned daughters of his favourite sister. The Tweedys, like the Jameses, defined themselves in relation to Europe;
         immediately after their marriage they had spent the requisite few years in Italy that gave such Americans their gloss of detachment
         from their own country. Newport, alone in America, provided some ground for reattachment. It was looked on as a watering place,
         comparable in England to eighteenth-century Bath or Regency Brighton, where the well-to-do might repair their health, know
         one another, and take their ease. Henry senior suggested that Mr Tweedy take a house there too. So, in the New Year of 1861,
         the Tweedys settled on the fashionable Bellevue Avenue, with the James household nearby on an offshoot of this avenue, 13
         Kay Street, a modest clapboard house conveniently near to the Redwood library, a toy-sized Palladian building tucked in a
         quiet corner.
      

      
      All shingle and clapboard, rustic lanes and stables, with barouches clattering up and down an unpaved drive along the sea,
         Newport of the 1860s had as yet none of the opulence of the later nineteenth century when Edith Wharton lived there. The westward
         expanse of beach and salt-brown meadow – later covered with palaces – was a solitary place for a walker, as Henry junior described
         it: ‘For miles and miles you see at your feet, in mingled shades of yellow and gray, a desolate waste of moss-clad rock and sand-starved grass. At
         your left is nothing but the shine and surge of the ocean …’ Beyond the wharves of the harbour was the old residential quarter,
         the Point, built by people of ‘severe simplicity’: the houses were bare, shingled boxes, with homely notches and splinters,
         steep grey roofs, barnacled with lichens, like barges left on the beach to dry. For James, the low, uninhabited headlands,
         densely shrubbed, had a hidden beauty that ‘triumphs in impalpable purity’. This landscape, with its ‘precarious tracks’ that
         led him across country and returned him ‘through the darkling voids’, a space guarded by ‘a sense of margin and of mystery’,
         was imprinted on his mind and work.
      

      
      In the newer part of town, centred on the Avenue, each snug villa with its shutters and flower-beds was enclosed in its own
         variety of wooden palings. Newport as yet retained the unspoilt atmosphere of small-town America with a mid-century influx
         of serious, unshowy Bostonians: some were summer inhabitants like Charles Eliot Norton, William Greenough (the sculptor),
         Julia Ward Howe (soon to write the famous ‘Battle Hymn of the Republic’), and the historian George Bancroft, sleekly angular
         with a jutting white-tipped chin, long legs beautifully pointed, and high sharp elbows, as he bowled along the drive against
         a sunset sky. Others, like the Jameses and Tweedys, lived in Newport all the year round. There was Henry junior’s first real
         friend, Thomas Sergeant Perry (1845–1928), a descendant of Commodore Perry, the hero of the battle of Lake Erie in the War
         of 1812. The two took long walks every afternoon to the Point or along the cliffs to Spouting Rock and Lily Pond. Once, at
         Lily Pond, they discussed Fourier’s plan for regenerating the world. Henry junior tried to back his father’s discipleship
         but failed to convince Perry, who was already a sophisticated reader. Then there was the artist John La Farge (who married
         Perry’s sister Margaret) and, not least, the four Temple sisters, in narrow-buttoned, wide-gathered dresses, who now made
         Newport their home.
      

      
      
      Here, the settled circle welcomed the return to America of a supremely cultured father and daughter who were to enter James’s
         fiction (and, later, through him, to befriend Fenimore). Francis Boott (1813–1904), an heir to New England textile mills who
         had graduated from Harvard in 1831, was a musician and composer, and dabbled also in book reviews, letters to editors, and
         light verse. His daughter, Elizabeth (‘Lizzie’), born in 1846, was a painter. She had a patient air, slightly drooping lips
         and the luxuriant hair sometimes rather surprisingly attached to pale young women, as though much of their animation had been
         channelled into that heavy growth. It was immaculately plaited and wound like an abstract sculpture of polished knobs attached,
         as it were, to the whole back of her head and balancing, in profile, her long, elegant nose. She painted with a professionalism
         unusual in a girl, encouraged by her exquisitely tasteful father with his soft beard and crossed knee. The Bootts were the
         ultimate in Europeanised America, outdoing the Jameses, having lived all Lizzie’s life in Italy.
      

      
      Lizzie and Minny made friends, though they were altogether different. Lizzie, for all her polish, struck Henry junior as too
         limp, too passive, too ‘produced in the manner of European girls. She was admired by everyone else, including Mrs James, as a model of her sex. By such standards,
         Minny appeared unchecked, uncultivated, even lazy. In the eyes of Mrs James, nursing her emotionally dependent husband and
         doting children, Minny, with her careless, laughing ways, had a long way to go.
      

      
      To less conventional eyes, what was special about Minny was her ease, unlike her cousin Alice, born in 1848, a proper product
         of her limited mother. Mrs James’s limitations were never acknowledged by her family, but they pervade her very conventional
         letters. She and her sister giggled together when they visited the Carlyles in London. Of the husband, Carlyle might remark,
         ‘Not a bad man nor altogether a fool,’ but of his wife, as Jane Carlyle put it, ‘what could anybody say?’ The truth was Mary James had
         not much in her mind beyond maternal nursing. In his memoirs, her son recalled ‘her complete availability’, accomplished with ‘a smoothness of surrender’ so complete
         that she ‘was each of us’. Her children found it hard to grow up; three of the five, Willy, Henry, and Alice, became long-term invalids.
         This, in turn, allowed Mrs James to extend her sway as an angel who gave herself so entirely to others that there was (her
         menfolk told themselves, admiring and humbled) nothing else. In this way, her abnegation was absorbed into family myth: a
         service to great men, rewarded by their uncritical love. Not surprisingly, the most damaged was the daughter.
      

      
      Photographs of Alice as a young woman show a round, uncommunicative face, like an empty plate, and lips firmly closed in a
         downward curve. She was immaculately dressed and smoothed in the tidy-doll fashion of the day. With such a mother as her model,
         yet seething with the intellectual gifts of her eldest brothers, Alice was in a straitjacket; and intense rivalry, combined
         with the rectitude of her domestic training, led her to tighten that straitjacket to maximal pressure. The James family practised
         the self-conscious refinement of those new to it. If ladies were constricted, then Alice James had to be the most constricted
         of all. There followed a succession of breakdowns – attacks of nervous ‘hysteria’ in the jargon of the day – fuelled by suppressed
         rage which surfaced only in cutting judgements: she was particularly hard on her cousin Minny for allowing herself what Alice
         chose to see as shallow freedoms. She deplored Minny’s flares of thought as mental promiscuity, erratic, light-weight. Alice
         had judgements like iron, reinforced by unusual strength of mind, and into these bars she locked herself: imprisoned as much
         by her own mental powers as by gentility. It is possible that her resentment of Minny, as later her resentment of Fenimore,
         arose from the different alternatives they presented to constriction – alternatives intriguing to Henry James, but shut off
         in Alice.
      

      
      Did Alice set herself to be too perfect a daughter to her parents? Was Mrs James the type of ‘maternal paralysis’ James called
         ‘Mrs Morte’? He was alert to ‘the obscure heroine her daughter (so the reverse of the maternal paralysis!)’: a lively girl caught in the coils
         of a deadening mother. Alice proposed to kill herself, she told her father at the age of fifteen. Instead of enquiring into
         this, he told her she was at liberty to do so whenever she pleased; all he asked was that she choose a humane method to spare
         others’ feelings. Alice sat ‘immovable reading in the library’, where violent impulses filled her (she later recalled) ‘such
         as throwing myself out of the window, or knocking off the head of the benignant pater as he sat with his silver locks, writing
         at his table’. An imitative effacement compelled by her mother was reinforced continually by William, her eldest brother,
         with all the force of the family’s star, dark, sardonic, with a dazzling vivacity of mind.
      

      
      William’s admonitions to Alice, at fifteen, about how a girl should present herself, show his conventionality. ‘Chérie charmante’,
         William addresses Alice in 1863 in the flirtatious tone of a busy man in a museum, surrounded by fearsome skeletons and mastodons,
         taking the trouble to teach his sister a few necessary lessons. Lesson number one is to efface herself like ‘timid little
         girls’ in the museum ‘(reminding me of thee, my love, only they are less fashionably dressed), who whisper “Is folks allowed
         here?” It pains me to remark, however, that not all the little girls are of this pleasing type, many being bold-faced jades.’
         Pleasing girls, ignorant of grammar, don’t presume to speak; at most they ‘whisper’. And here is William again in 1868, once
         more dictating the finer nuances of the angelic code, this time to their parents as agents of his sister’s construction: ‘Let
         Alice cultivate a manner clinging yet self sustained, reserved yet confidential, let her face beam with serious beauty, &
         glow with quiet delight at having you speak to her; let her exhibit short glimpses of a soul with wings …’ Quiet. Short. These adjectives police the limits of his sister’s existence.
      

      
      Invalidism dominated his own undirected existence – he was slower than Henry to settle to a career, and slower than all his
         brothers to think of supporting himself. In the meantime he exercised his mastery within the family, transforming the edgy
         tone of family exchanges into flashing wit. Like his father, he craved attention, and there was an element of performance in his readiness
         to engage others. He combined the emotional energy of his father with a clearer head. His warmth, the informal freshness of
         his intelligence, and comfortable, not too glossy, good looks made him, as a man, extremely attractive. His letters play on
         others with seductive hilarity. ‘The loveress of W.J’ is his teasing caption to a drawing of Alice in 1860 as a girl-child
         with down-cast eyes. For his sister, aged twelve, her entrancingly jocular brother had a repertoire of gallantries. ‘I lay
         entranced & dreaming / My Alice, sweet, of thee’, he warbles. The song goes on:
      

      
      

         Upon the Sea-shore lying

         Upon the yellow sand

         The foaming waves replying

         I vowed to ask thy hand

         I swore to ask thy hand, my love

         I vowed to ask thy hand

         I wished to join myself to thee

         By matrimonial band.

      



      
      Despairing of her ‘childlike form’, he prepares to drown himself: ‘Since I may not have thee / My Alice sweet, to be my wife.’

      
      ‘Alice took it very coolly’, William reassured their father. When she became visibly disturbed, William passed it off as idle
         fret: ‘I hope your neuralgia, or whatever you believe the thing was, has gone and that you are back at school instead of languishing
         and lolling about the house.’ He was extraordinarily blind to his effect on Alice. Her helplessness served to build up his
         agency, granting him the delicious exercise of authority. She was ‘the lovely babe’ with a temper that left something to be
         desired; she was ‘my apricot-nosed sister’ whose letters were so precocious she must think herself a little Mme de Sévigné.
         Alice had the quirky force that can be crushed when it comes into conflict with puberty and its overwhelming pressure to conform to what men say.
      

      
      Minny’s vivacity was the opposite of expressionless Alice in her Parisian-doll dress – to the annoyance of Mrs James. She
         was a girl ‘with whom everyone was desperately in love’ (according to Perry, gratified to get a valentine from Minny with
         an adroit rhyme: ‘his form … alone is / In beauty the match of Adonis’). Girls vied for her friendship. Miss Paige, who accompanied
         her on a visit to Albany, lost her ladylike control, Minny observed to her friend, Helena de Kay: ‘It is the most amusing
         thing to see her “get on the rampage” when I speak of you. The other night, after we had retired, she informed me in great wrath, that “she would, without doubt, kick me out of bed,” if I mentioned your name again.’
      

      
      This was no impeccable Alice, no mousy miss in a corner like Emerson’s daughters, bent over their sewing, ‘saying never a
         word nor looking a look’. Minny did more than participate; she lit up conversation, posing questions with an alacrity that
         made James call her the ‘amateur priestess of rash speculation’. In old age, William remarked that he never again met anyone
         like her. Compared with Fenimore’s dainty and regular features, Minny’s were large, especially her teeth, but their mobility
         gave an impression of lightness.
      

      
      Well-bred women in that period adopted a frozen manner. It was a sign you were a lady, a creature of low vitality and virtuous
         reserve. Henry senior took the view that the virtue of woman ‘disqualifies her for all didactic dignity. Learning and wisdom
         do not become her.’ The solemnity of this pronouncement recalls Jane Austen’s advice to women: ‘Where people wish to attach,
         they should always be ignorant. To come with a well-informed mind is to come with an inability of administering to the vanity
         of others which a sensible person would always wish to avoid. A woman especially, if she have the misfortune of knowing anything
         should conceal it as well as she can … I will only add in justice to men, that though to the larger and more trifling part
         of the sex, imbecility in females is a great enhancement of their personal charms, there is a portion of them too reasonable and too well informed themselves to desire anything more in woman than ignorance.’
         Jane Austen herself had the encouragement of an enlightened father. It is easy to see why less fortunate young women of active
         intellect, like Alice James, felt monstrous. Florence Nightingale reports that when middle-class mid-Victorian women went
         to bed at night they felt they were going mad and were obliged to lie down by day in an effort to subdue themselves to modish
         icons of domestic devotion or frail femininity.
      

      
      Though tumults of emotion – was it hate? – surged through Alice James, she never rebelled. In her diary, Alice looked back
         to the winter of 1862–3 when she wandered along the cliffs under ‘the low grey Newport sky’ and felt her ‘young soul struggling
         out of its swaddling-clothes’ as she saw how she was to be: destined ‘to clothe myself in neutral tints, walk by still waters,
         and possess one’s soul in silence’. Charlotte Brontë, who had no mother to tell her what not to say, could utter the inward
         speech of women with a vehemence that shocked many in the nineteenth century who called her ‘coarse’. To be ‘coarse’ was above
         all what ladies feared, like Alice and Fenimore, who caged themselves with relentless severity, Alice’s hair neatly netted,
         Fenimore’s dresses subdued, tailored to be inconspicuous, both muted by their guard on correctness and bringing their vast
         reserves of strength to that vigilance. Thoughts, bold and fearful, lurked in the secret space of their minds; it was rare
         for anyone to reach them.
      

      
      Unlike them, Minny was ‘absolutely afraid of nothing’, as James recalled, one who advanced over a horizon unimagined by others.
         Her hunger was not for learning, but for people and scenes. It appealed to James as a prospective novelist, hungry for ‘impressions’
         and impatient with formal study. Minny, though, was higher-spirited and more out-spoken than her cousin, who was slow of speech
         and halting in his choice of words. She also had grand connections, always interesting to him. When she visited Canada she
         stayed with Sir John Rose (1820–88), a statesman and financier, known as ‘Rose of Montreal’. He had married Minny’s aunt Charlotte Temple Rose, sister to Minny’s father and to her guardian, Mary Temple Tweedy. The Temple
         history was a matter of both pride and shame.
      

      
      Minny’s grandfather was a man the family wished to forget. Robert Temple the elder (1783–1834) was ‘a bastard son of Sir John Temple, the “founder” of the family in America, & he hanged himself after burning the public office of which
         he was in charge, to cover the tracks of his peculations’, Henry James relayed the history to his brother William. Robert
         Temple the elder was a lawyer who collected pensions in the name of veterans of the Revolutionary War, and failed to hand
         over the money. He shot (not hanged) himself after burning his papers. His children, Minny’s father, Aunt Mary, and Lady Rose,
         naturally preferred to associate themselves with remoter and more respectable branches of the family.
      

      
      The English Temples were a noble family whose pedigree is sometimes said to go back to Lady Godiva. The most distinguished
         was Sir William Temple (1628–99), a statesman and writer who in about 1680 built Moor Park with a canal and Dutch garden,
         near Farnham in Surrey. It became famous through Jonathan Swift, who, as Temple’s secretary, lived there for many years. The
         founder of the family in America, John Temple (1731–98), was not a descendant of the famous Sir William, and the relation
         of the British Temples to their American namesakes remains unclear. John Temple’s descendants, Henry James thought, tended
         to make too much of their great name ‘under circumstances which would, had they been wiser, made them keep silent or even
         drop it. They came about it through illegitimacy & through an individual who was horribly dishonoured.’
      

      
      He spoke with distaste of ‘THAT strain’ in the Temple blood. It reappeared in Minny’s eldest brother, Robert Temple III, a charming rogue, leaning to the
         wrong side of the law. Years later, in England, James felt ashamed when a son of the Roses eventually bought Moor Park in
         1891. He felt that all the family should present themselves as ‘solid burgess’ class, not ask for sneers from the genuine
         nobility (with whom he mingled). The unusual heat of this opinion suggests the complexity of his attitude to the Temples. James would dearly
         have liked an English forebear – anyone, let alone the ruling class. He fantasised that Catherine Barber James came from English
         stock but, alas, his grandmother was as Irish as the Jameses. The ‘aristocratic’ pretensions of the Temples (James used inverted
         commas) could have put them above their cousins, a source of friction in a family full of disturbance and failure, of one
         kind or another, in the early sixties.
      

      
      Henry junior’s failure at mathematics in Geneva, then in the art studio in Newport, was followed by a misguided enrolment
         in Harvard’s Law School for 1862–3. He attended lectures with obedient regularity but, listening to the quavering accents
         of Dr Theophilus Parsons, not one ray of the subject entered his mind. Professor Joel Parker had a head in the shape of an
         oblong dome, edged with a fringe of ringlets, and his dry, hard prose was ‘prose unrelieved’. From a ‘meanly retentive’ mouth,
         ‘ignorant of style’, issued what seemed to the student the deadliest language he had ever heard – all the more deadly when
         Parker demonstrated his mastery of law. Then, on 10 March 1863, James failed to defend a case before a ‘moot court’, a confirmation
         of his incompetence in a profession for which he had never had the slightest leaning. Yet law school offered an acceptable
         substitute for a more unthinkable activity: fighting in the Civil War. Obviously, what he wished to do was write, but his
         father had warned of possible ‘damage to what might be best in a man by the professional pursuit of “art”’.
      

      
      At the very time James lost face at law school, Minny was in trouble in her school for young ladies at Farmington, Connecticut.
         In February–March 1863, she and her friend, Helena, were ‘inattentive and disobedient’. They complained of bigotry and narrowness
         in a teacher called Miss Fanny and in the school’s clergyman.
      

      
      Mrs de Kay, Helena’s mother, tried in vain to invoke ‘Christian duty’ and sympathy for Miss Fanny, who had to work for a living.
         Helena was not disposed to bow her head when her mother, conceding that ‘bigots and narrow-minded people are very unlovable’, appealed to the two girls to set an example by not being intolerant themselves.
      

      
      ‘… We must forgive [bigots] as we would forgive our enemies – they almost seem to be such to those whose views are truly liberal
         –’.
      

      
      Mrs de Kay, who had written in this temperate way, was astonished by Helena’s reply, accusing her mother of taking the school’s
         side. ‘I did not think you would have answered my letter with so much vehemence dear daughter. You could not have taken time
         to consider, I am sure.’ She advised Helena to calm herself, or she would ‘use up’ her life all too soon.
      

      
      It was the familiar struggle of girls who want to think for themselves. Helena had lived abroad in Dresden from 1859 to 1861,
         and was unaccustomed to the small world of a girls’ school. Nor, as her mother reminded her gently, was her nature submissive:
         from her mother’s point of view, this made regulation all the more desirable.
      

      
      So, Mrs de Kay was not quite pleased that Helena had discovered a twin spirit. She and Minny developed a cult of friendship,
         and the school’s head, Miss Margaret, confronted with such fervour, was unable to cope. In a ‘sad, grieved’ tone, she sent
         out two formal complaints: one to Mrs de Kay; the other to Minny’s uncle, Henry James Sr. The complaint gave Mrs de Kay ‘more
         pain than anything I have known for a long while’, and she begged Helena to ‘go to Miss M and tell her you are sorry to have
         caused her so much … trouble’. Assuming Minny, two years older, was behind this trouble, Mrs de Kay issued a warning.
      

      
      ‘You are doing a wrong and dangerous thing in allowing your fondness for Minnie to become an engrossing passion. Do not surrender
         your self your convictions of Truth – justice – piety & honour to any one – much less to a young and undeveloped perhaps, mistaken person of your own age –’
      

      
      But the two were closer than ever. Helena was in her own way as compelling as Minny. She had the social ease of an old family:
         Willem de Kay, born in London in 1589, grew up in Haarlem, where his Huguenot family had settled after fleeing from France. In 1640 he migrated to New Amsterdam (later New York). Helena’s mother,
         Janet Halleck Drake (1814–90), had married Commodore de Kay when she was fourteen and he much older: their eldest daughter,
         Katharine, comes into this story at a later stage, as a friend of Henry James and Fenimore. Thirteen years older than Helena,
         Katharine recalled a tomboy childhood on their father’s estate on Staten Island, New York. He believed children should be
         close to nature and not over-tutored. In 1855, Katharine, whose scholarly bent had been encouraged by a convent school in
         Washington, married a cultured, sickly man called Arthur Bronson. Helena thought him ‘coarse’ – for this reason, she later
         declined to accompany the Bronsons to Paris in 1869. The Bronsons had one child, Edith, born in Newport in 1861, and it was
         for the sake of Katharine and the baby that Mrs de Kay took a house in Clay Street, Newport. During school vacations, the
         proximity of Clay Street to Bellevue Avenue reinforced the bond Helena and Minny had formed at school.
      

      
      Two little dents of concentration above Helena’s dark eyes and the tender curves of her upper lip invited intimacy as she
         talked in a low voice with a vibration of feeling. John La Farge, who was to be her mentor as an artist, called her a ‘good
         counsellor’. The writer Mary Hallock Foote, who was to meet her at art school and remain a lifelong friend, recalled how people
         ‘said things to her with absolute recklessness’. Her colouring was warm: a crest of brown hair with a deep wave as it turned
         off her forehead and a soft, peachy cheek, set off by the dark browns she tended to wear, with glints of gold or pale yellow
         and sometimes a flash of pure red. One of her appealing ways was to share a poem with a friend, half-sounding the words as
         though too deep for utterance – two voices murmuring ‘Let me not to the marriage of true minds / Admit impediments …’ That
         shaded, beneath-the-surface quality was there in her drawing, which felt its way towards form, avoiding hard, precise lines.
         The opposite of cocksure, she lent herself to her subject as to people. Minny was ‘a passion’, Helena said in after years, ‘– lasting forever as my passions do I think – So was I to her …’
      

      
      As Minny saw it, Helena gave her ‘dear, motherly care’; as Mrs de Kay saw it, Minny was stirring rebellion in a way that challenged the controlled passionlessness of good
         little women. Minny had the spontaneity and verve of Jo March, without any ‘Marmee’ to admonish her. Mrs de Kay warned her
         daughter that a girl who resisted the social code lost her ‘honour’.
      

      
      Minny was not inclined to bend to the social code when she encountered her cousin William James in Newport in the first week
         of March 1863. Instead of propping a clever young man, Minny went on about Montreal the previous summer. On a cloudless day,
         5 March, they took a walk which William reports in a letter to Alice: ‘I have just returned from a walk with Min to Spouting
         Rock. The foam lathered the coast all round with its suds. Minny sped along in front of me, digging her heels into the ground,
         and kept me so out of breath that I couldn’t talk.’ He felt that he never wanted to come again.
      

      
      There were hidden causes of friction. One was Minny’s brother Will Temple, a captain in the Civil War, who had been sent home
         to Newport with fever in December 1862. While his sisters had nursed him over the winter, he had been impatient to resume
         his part in the action. A strapping soldier, ambitious to turn his men into a ‘crack regiment’, Will Temple scorned contemporaries
         who did not enlist. The nearest man who did not enlist was his cousin Willy James, exactly Temple’s age (both born in 1842),
         a nervy scholar shielded by doting parents. On 1 February, Temple had waved his last goodbye, and returned to the field in
         his brushed blue uniform, polished boots, and white gloves. Minny adored her brother and, at this time, must have feared for
         his health and safety on the long marches that characterised the Civil War. And here was Willy James, unable to keep pace
         on a walk.
      

      
      There was, however, another and stronger reason for Minny to dig in her heels and walk fast: Willy James had done something
         of which there’s no record except one letter from Minny to Helena: ‘And now my dear, I am going to tell you the result of that Counterfeit bill’, she wrote. ‘It was a Counterfeit. You were right and I was utterly wrong. I got a long and lively letter from Willy on Christmas Day, telling me all about it. You may imagine how I felt! – I cannot describe my emotions! If it had been anyone but Willy, anyone less manly less entirely generous than he I should have felt
         horribly and never wanted to see him again, but he wrote me such a dear kind letter, just like himself that it made it all as right
         as it could possibly be under the circumstances.’ Though Minny held to her belief in his fundamental goodness, William had
         been called into question. He did not forgive Minny for a long time.
      

      
      She returned to Newport, with Elly, a month after her walk with William, and recounts a visit from ‘Harry’, all the way from
         Harvard, as soon as she arrived. Within a day, he asked her to analyse Helena, ‘body and mind’. Minny responded with a torrent of information, as she owned to Helena with her easy candour in an unpublished letter which
         bears the breath of this moment like a scene in a drama:
      



      Newport
April 3rd, 1863
Friday evening
Uncle Henry’s table


         (Harry sitting by me reading)

         … We got to Newport safely, and found Willy James waiting for us. We came directly to Uncle Henry’s, because Aunt Mary Tweedy
            is very ill, and we could not go there now, on account of the noise … I found dear old Harry here, he had come from Cambridge
            for a day or two expressly to see me, which renders me quite happy.
         

         Willy James is the same strange youth as ever, stranger if possible, but good as ever. He is not cross to me, but I think he has rather renounced me, in the depths of his heart, as a bad thing. Harry is as lovely as ever, verily the goodness of that boy passeth human comprehension. I found Kitty and Henriette delighted to see us. Small Henriette is to sleep with me tonight, and I expect
            to be mauled within an inch of my life. I have been tearing up the Avenue and over the beach to Spouting Rock today with Kitty … Harry requested a short description of you, body and mind, and I told him loads about you. Now don’t go and pretend you’re angry, for you’re not. How could I help talking about you to any one so dear as Harry? Willy is perambulating this room like an uneasy spirit.
         

      



      
      There is tension in the air, the brothers opposed in their view of Minny. The younger’s bond with the ‘bad thing’, and his interest in the ‘loads’ she could tell him, came from a prospective novelist at a critical moment when he realised he was no use at law and would
         drop out soon with the end of the academic year. Minny, for her part, dismissed ‘weak-minded’ boys and welcomed the ‘lovely’ alternative ‘Harry’ presented. She had a feeling for what he called ‘verity of character’: you were expected to fulfil the
         character she discerned; if you did not, she withdrew her attention. She was to remain for James ‘the supreme case of a taste
         for life as life’. They shared a taste for the inward life – Minny as searching ‘as her splendid shifting sensibility, moral,
         personal, nervous … might at any moment determine’. She was ‘psychologic’ in her approach, he noticed, with little interest
         in society.
      

      
      During Minny’s stay in the James house in April 1863, she was shown Miss Margaret’s accusation. She laughed it off as ‘a marvellous
         production’. Miss Margaret had written: ‘those two … do each other a great deal of good, and also a great deal of harm.’ The harm, as Minny reported it to Helena, was ‘in our forgetting the rest of the Human race, etc. etc. Ha! ha! ha! – I don’t agree with her. Do you think we love each other too much? For my part, I know that it is just this one thought of you and your love that makes me feel myself blessed beyond the common lot; for I do not think dearie, that people often have so much happiness in each other.’
      

      
      This comes at the end of the letter that singles out ‘Harry’ as her friend. The rest of those who mattered in the James family – her uncle, aunt, Alice, and William, all holding to the model
         of passive refinement – would not have taken kindly to ha-ha’s and impenitence. A boy could be packed off to war (the oncoming
         answer for Bob James, who loathed school), but what might be done with an uncontrolled girl?
      

      
      The ‘bad thing’ and the law school failure: when Minny Temple and Henry junior met in the spring break of 1863 neither was fitting
         in. The following autumn both stayed on in Newport: Henry, ostensibly, with nothing to do and no plans; Minny reading Dante,
         together with Helena, under a schoolmaster, George Bradford, a classmate and friend of Emerson, whom Alice recalled in her
         diary as ‘the flower of New England maidenly bachelorhood, the very last … of his very special kind’. The schoolmaster, aged fifty-six,
         bookish but ineffective, and inclined to be sentimental about the charmers in his advanced group, found himself ‘hassled’,
         as he put it, by Minny and Helena, whose ‘obstinate questionings’ he was unable to satisfy.
      

      
      There is no surviving fact about Henry junior in the autumn of 1863, except that he stayed at home and had not yet found a
         voice. William noticed ‘Harry’s stoic visage’ – it must have been hard. Yet Minny was there, obstinate as ever. Readers familiar
         with Henry James will think of Daisy Miller, his portrait of an American girl who denies social rules, and brings on her own death as a result of persistent defiance.
         One of the many ways in which the fiction of Daisy is different from actual life is that Daisy acts alone in her defiance;
         she dies unknown, unmatched. In actuality, James was as determined as Minny, if less openly so, and if we are to understand
         the making of the novelist, we must explore the progress and outcome of this unconventional bond. We must go far back to the
         early 1860s when Minny was ordinarily and flagrantly alive, and not yet the material of art. In what James would remember
         ever after as ‘the pure Newport time’ – ‘the so considerably prolonged formative, tentative, imaginative Newport time’ which,
         he said, ‘I have reasons for thinking sacred’ – they backed each other. We must enter into a time when the outcome was in question – the question, in play throughout the
         1860s, how James would act as a man. This issue of manliness was opened up by the pressing test of the Civil War.
      

      
      One after another of his companions – brothers, cousins, classmates – marched into battle, and not all returned. Some were
         wounded repeatedly, like Oliver Wendell Holmes, who shared the Harvard and abolitionist background. Wendell, as they called
         him, was not a natural solider but stuck it out. In 1863, young men in the James family were flinging themselves at death;
         and for Henry junior to turn aside to cultivate the aesthetic aims of a writer would have appeared, in the patriotic heat
         of that year, too unmanly and also, at that point, too improbable, to voice. In the course of 1863, he had to face the truth
         that he was no fighter – or not in the usual sense. He could not join the battles of his generation, like his younger brothers,
         nor could he succeed in one of the professions, like his older brother, who appeared to be pressing on with science at Harvard.
         For proper men, at that time, there were only two plots, and neither would do.
      

      
      The American Civil War was not at the periphery of his life: he was drafted for the Union Army, and not at once released.
         There is no mention of this fact in his memoirs, though he may have referred to it obliquely when he declared that the early
         1860s were ‘more coercive to the imagination’ than anything Americans of his generation were ever again to know. Three million
         fought, and two per cent of the total population gave their lives. ‘In our youth our hearts were touched with fire’, Wendell
         Holmes recalled, and Henry junior was not exempt from the impact of the war and the challenge it presented. In Paris in 1856,
         American newspapers had brought the report of a Southerner’s assault on Charles Sumner when he made a speech against slavery
         in the House of Representatives. To thirteen-year-old Henry, who had just read Uncle Tom’s Cabin, it had been ‘like a welt raised by the lash itself across the face of the North’. War was inevitable, the boy felt, ‘for
         what but fighting had for its sign great men lying prone in their blood?’ He was ‘drenched’ in feeling for Lincoln as suffering
         giant, and heard the ‘insuperable’ anti-slavery eloquence of the preacher Wendell Phillips. He said that external appearances
         were ‘never to hold out for me as they held during those four years [1861–5]. Wondrous this force in them …’ This external
         force reached its peak for him in the course of 1863.
      

      
      The war opened when Confederate troops (from slave-owning Southern states which had seceded from the Union) fired on the Federal
         arsenal at Fort Sumter, in Charleston Bay, on 12 April 1861. On 18 April, twelve hours after the first soldiers left Newport,
         a fire broke out in the town. In the effort to extinguish it, James claimed an ‘obscure hurt’ which he never explained but
         which was to exclude him from physical action for the duration of the war (as he seemed to know at once). The fact that a
         Boston specialist (probably Thomas Bigelow, who attended Henry senior) pooh-poohed the injury suggests it was minor – no more
         than back strain while James manoeuvred at an awkward angle between two fences, bending and pulling at Newport’s ancient pump
         in the effort to synchronise with other fire-fighters. His hurt was an odd parallel to his father’s boyhood injury in an Albany
         fire, resulting in long illness and amputation.
      

      
      William James, aged twenty, enlisted in the Rhode Island Artillery Company on 26 April. There is no further record beyond
         the silent fact that his name gets obliterated during the period when the term of recruitment lengthened from ninety days
         to three years or the duration of the war. Henry senior supported his two eldest sons as they backed out of war. These two
         were his spiritual heirs with the nervous energy to carry forward his own self-transforming leap. He taught them to find a
         promise of transfiguration in the least likely situations. As Henry junior understood this, it was not to be achieved through
         ‘blood and fire’ but ‘in the quietest of all quiet ways’ through enjoyed contact. Meanwhile, Henry senior swung noisily from one position to its opposite in the course of the war. In the first phase,
         while his younger sons were schoolboys and only the two eldest eligible to fight, he took the line that the war was not worth one ‘clean’
         life. On 4 July 1861, he denounced Lincoln for failing to take a stand on slavery. Here was another reason not to fight: it
         was not a just cause. In his Independence Day oration, Henry senior stated that he would prefer to see the United States fall
         to pieces than see it corrupted by slavery.
      

      
      Protected by this position, William entered the Lawrence Scientific School at Harvard in the autumn, and Henry remained at
         home another year, participating in the family’s move to a larger house, covered in ivy, on the corner of Spring Street and
         Lee Avenue. It had a lawn with several large willows; an added third storey allowed the family to invite Emerson’s daughters
         to stay in the summer of 1862. They were amused by adversarial talk at the James table. When, that August, Minny declared
         herself ‘highly disgusted’ with Lincoln, she was voicing the current abolitionist position in the James household.
      

      
      Late in August, following Minny’s example, Henry junior and Perry visited wounded soldiers at Portsmouth Grove, a newly improvised
         hospital of tents and shanties along the Rhode Island shore. There, he decided that his own lingering pains gave him some
         sort of ‘share’ in the national experience. Exalted by his notion, he went round the wards, inviting soldiers’ stories, and
         offering them money from his ‘poor pocket’. He was grateful not one coin was refused. It was not conscience money but an offer
         and acceptance of his notion that he and the wounded were as one: emblems of their suffering country. Going home on the steamer,
         his hurt began to ache as he sat on a deck stool and leant against the bulwark, a not unwelcome vindication of his fancy that
         he had measured ‘wounds against wounds’ in a common fact of endurance. That late summer afternoon, in the second year of the
         war, it seemed to him he shed at last his Europeanised self in a recognition, wonderfully fresh and strange, of ‘our common
         Americanism’, as he reached out across ‘gulfs of dissociation’ to other hurt men whose stoic reserve could melt in communicative
         confidence.
      

      
      
      ‘I drew from each his troubled tale …’ This was the heart of it: a prospective writer in touch, at last, with real material.
         During that long sail home – long in thought – down the mouth of the Sakonnet though the slow summer dusk, James saw that
         he might participate, after all, through an alternative form of action, the imaginative response that would create a national
         bond, a real Union of ‘consecrated association’. In after years, he aligned this experience with Whitman’s visits to Civil War hospitals, and those communions
         of ‘dear old Walt’ which issued in lasting poems. In James, it was perhaps the first flicker of a power to lend himself imaginatively
         to sick soldiers in his Civil War tales, ‘The Story of a Year’ (1865) and ‘A Most Extraordinary Case’ (1867). In each, a soldier’s
         recovery turns on whether a woman can respond to him as a man, and, in each case, she cannot. She pities him, but does not
         want him. So, the soldier’s life fades without the marital union which Henry senior urged on his sons as the vital experience
         in life. One of his arguments against their enlistment was that neither should risk his life until he had known this fulfilment.
         Henry junior’s ‘obscure hurt’ and the declining soldiers of his Civil War fiction underlie a recurrent figure in the great
         works of his maturity: a sensitive man who is all the more compelling for his unused powers, from the acutely aware invalid,
         Ralph Touchett, in The Portrait of a Lady (1881) to the waiting John Marcher in ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ (1902).
      

      
      His identification with the troops continued when James entered Harvard on 3 September 1862. He saw himself as a ‘recruit’
         while, as he put it, ‘the bristling horde of my Law School comrades fairly produced the illusion of a mustered army. The Cambridge
         campus was tented field enough for a conscript …’ In fact, he found a reassuring abundance of ‘fine fierce young men’, the
         forty per cent who, like himself, ‘hadn’t flown to arms’. Yet before the month was out, the anti-war position of the New England
         elite changed utterly.
      

      
      On 22 September, following a limited victory at Antietam, Maryland, Lincoln made a Preliminary Proclamation that all slaves
         in the Rebel states – fourteen million out of the country’s population of thirty-one million – would be formally emancipated on 1 January 1863, and be ‘thenceforward, and forever free’.
      

      
      This changed the war from what had been primarily a political struggle to preserve the Union into a crusade for human freedom
         –as Lincoln put it in his Gettysburg Address, a little over a year later, a test whether a new nation, conceived in Liberty,
         and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal, could sustain itself. Abolitionist opinion in New England
         now swung behind the war, and Henry James Sr went with it – or, more accurately, preceded it. For, with sudden enthusiasm,
         ten days before the Proclamation, he took his third son to the recruiting station on 12 September when Wilky enlisted in the 44th Massachusetts
         Infantry. At seventeen, a product of Sanborn’s school, he was the most idealistic of the James children and eager for war.
         His father encouraged Wilky’s enlistment at the same time as he continued to assure William it was wrong for a young man to
         throw away his life before he had lived. The apparent contradiction might be explained by the father’s claim to encourage
         each son to develop by his own lights, but it was not to prove the case with his youngest son, Bob, as events will show, and
         Wilky himself was increasingly pained at the thought of his father’s alacrity. And well he might be, for Wilky lacked William’s
         intellectual promise, even though he had his quota of James sensitivity. Wilky, who had once been warm and genial, tucking
         an arm under that of a prospective friend and walking him off, became, in time, a broken man and carried his bitterness to
         the grave.
      

      
      From Harvard, Henry junior visited Wilky at Readville, a training camp near Boston, where he saw his ‘soft companion’ of childhood,
         his particular partner in the domestic schoolroom, metamorphosed as a soldier amidst other blue-togged, sunburnt, laughing
         young men who seemed ‘to bristle … with Boston genealogies’. His own apartness lurks in the interstices of these observations,
         as he tries out a posture he was to make his own: the gaping observer. Here he ‘gapes’ at the sudden superiority of his junior
         brother, as he draws out the element of fiction in facts: ‘such a fairy-tale’. Battles and bodies remained remote; nothing as yet jarred the dreaming mood of his return journey
         from Portsmouth Grove or the consoling fantasy of Harvard as tented field. It delighted his eye to watch his agile, red-headed
         cousin Gus Barker receding across Harvard Square, on his last leave, in the dashing uniform of the 5th New York Cavalry.
      

      
      William and Henry James devised a plan to salve their conscience. In January 1863 the legal emancipation of slaves opened
         up a new role for abolitionists: William and Henry now applied to go south to help contrabands (a term for freed slaves, deriving
         from the fact that during the Civil War many escaping slaves took refuge with the Union Army; in 1862, General Butler argued
         that they were no longer the property of Southern owners but ‘contraband of war’). It was an unlikely plan for two undergraduates
         with no experience of law, medicine, or education, an attempt to sidestep their youth which was the only qualification required
         to face the sword and the newly invented machine-gun. The threat of these came closer in February 1863 when Lincoln pushed
         a draft law through Congress. He was desperate to replace the nine thousand casualties at Fredericksburg and to counteract
         a substantial anti-war movement of ‘Copperheads’, Northern men who had been prepared to fight for the Union but were not prepared
         to fight for slaves. The main purpose of the draft was to encourage voluntary enlistment.
      

      
      The brothers’ withdrawal from the battleground of their generation continued to cast their manhood into question. In March–April
         1863, William’s ‘renunciation’ of Minny immediately preceded Henry’s approach to her: the one a fretful visit, provoking indifference;
         the other a fruitful one with intimate talk. In the context of war with its inflated images of manliness, the brothers took
         up opposed positions towards this heroine of their scene – investing her with alternative meaning – at the very time their
         younger and, till then, less promising brother Wilky prepared to sail south to the arena of the war, crowned with their father’s
         pride.
      

      
      
      At this very point, a new demand appeared: the state home guard. All men of Rhode Island between the ages of eighteen and
         forty-five, ‘liable to perform military duty’, were to register by 20 April. William’s name appeared on the enrolment list;
         Henry’s did not.
      

      
      Unlike them, Will Temple was restless for action. ‘I hope that we will have a battle soon’, he wrote in a letter at that time.
         ‘We have been getting lazy this winter, and want something to stir us up. If we do meet the enemy, I will get a brevet or
         go under.’ In another letter he said, ‘I would give a leg for a brevet.’ His thoughts were all of glories to be won, and he
         talked in this vein to the comrade who shared his blankets the night before the battle of Chancellorsville, Virginia, where
         the Union Army suffered a humiliating defeat on 1 May 1863, trapped by the unexpected tactics of the Southern commander General
         Robert E. Lee. Disdaining to take cover, Temple stood within range of snipers, considering his next move. He was struck fatally
         by a musket-ball which entered his lung and passed through his back. Two of his men carried him to a farmhouse, his beautiful
         face hanging back towards the ground. Seventeen thousand Northerners died or suffered under one of their bungling leaders,
         General Hooker. ‘My God, my God!’ groaned Lincoln when he heard the frightful news. All Minny could see was her brother’s
         ‘sweet heavenly smile’ which made her think of Mama.
      

      
      It took three weeks for his body to be recovered; he was buried in the family vault in Albany. In the meantime Minny, at home
         in Newport, wrote to Helena at school.
      

 
  
      Newport
May 12th, 1863


                … I have found out, I believe it now, that Willy is dead. Yes he is dead, and I am never going to see my boy again in this
            world. I see it now plainly, what at first seemed too terrible to think of, or believe. At first it was only the terrible
            blow that I felt, the awakening to the feeling he had been taken away from me by a strong and irresistible hand, and that I could not keep him, that it was possible
            to live on without my darling, that all my life I had loved and leaned on and trusted in. I could not breathe when I thought of it; it seemed as if everything had been torn out of life and yet I lived. But you know the feeling my child, the first fearful feeling; which thank God, Helena has not lasted … Our Home is very desolate
            without him. He was all, everything – and it has left a great void, a vacancy that makes me feel like dying when I think of it … Oh, Helena, he was so full of life, and hope and beauty, that I almost thought he could not die, and
            the feeling that I have of him now is not as of Death. I cannot think of death in connection with him … Dearie, our friends are never so truly ours as when we seem to have lost
            them in death. Nothing can take them from us then … I feel a peaceful feeling that I am not separated really from my boy, that he is always with me …
         

         Henriette is standing by me, and sends her love to you and thanks you for the doll. Goodnight my dear one, my own Helena –
            Love to Miss M. Miss C. and the girls. I have you in my heart, my precious one.
         

         God keep you and bless you.

         Yr aff. M. Temple

      



      
      Henry senior tried to persuade her that her brother’s death was for the best: ‘Uncle Henry says that no human-being can stand
         for a life time without almost superhuman strength the spontaneous worship almost that every one gave him.’
      

      
      Privately, she rejected her uncle and aunt’s advice: ‘Uncle Henry and Aunt Mary think I ought to go back to school again –
         At first I could not make up my mind to go – Kitty needed me, and I could not summon up enough courage to go back to my old
         course of study, my old everyday life, with only this terrible blank in my life, but Uncle Henry told me it was my duty to go, and urged me to overcome my feeling by my sense of Right’. She obeyed, not ‘from any real feeling that it was right in itself, but because grief drained her power of resistance: ‘I could not bear controversy or opposition just now …’
      

      
      At this time of Union defeat, Wilky switched from the 44th Massachusetts to the first black regiment, the 54th Massachusetts,
         under Colonel Robert Gould Shaw. It had been formed in response to Lincoln’s announcement (in the Emancipation Proclamation
         of 1 January) that blacks ‘will be received into the armed services of the United States’. The blacks’ spokesman Frederick
         Douglass had argued that it was absurd not to use their offer to fight in a cause so close to their hearts. But there was
         also a pragmatic reason to use them: the resistance to the draft law, with riots in cities by the poor who resented the ease
         with which the rich could buy themselves out. To join the blacks was a brave gesture on Wilky’s part, for the South vowed
         to put to death any officer from this regiment whom they captured. On another visit to Readville, Henry junior detected ‘an
         air of sacrifice’ – prophetic, as it turned out. ‘Two months after marching through Boston, / half the regiment was dead’,
         Robert Lowell commemorated them with nostalgic piety in ‘For the Union Dead’ a century later. It was not a survivor but the
         non-combatant William James who was to unveil St Gaudens’s relief in their honour in 1897, more than thirty years after the
         Civil War: ‘at the dedication, / William James could almost hear the bronze negroes breathe’, Lowell went on. At the head
         of the doomed, on 28 May 1863, Wilky marched through Boston, with banners, benedictions, and the driving thump of bands, cheered
         by some crowds, booed by others. What did he know about the barbarism of war? He was little more than a schoolboy, pumped
         full of his father’s airy verbiage, and as unprepared as his commander for the uncontrollable violence of their men, whose
         first achievement was to pillage and burn Darien, Georgia – no better than white troops elsewhere. Which fact Boston, Lowell,
         and William James chose not to remember, but witnessed by Wilky.
      

      
      In Charleston, he was interviewed by the Tribune for an article syndicated in the Boston Journal. It pictured Wilky sitting against the flagstaff at Fort Sumter, gazing in a melancholy way at Fort Wagner. His brother William gave out that Wilky was behaving
         ‘in a very theatrical way’, and sent Wilky a cartoon of himself swollen with self-importance, brandishing a fat foot at Fort
         Wagner. From his foot drip three drops of blood, his measly badge of courage.
      

      
      The defeat at Chancellorsville opened the way into Northern territory via the Shenandoah Valley. To halt the Southern advance,
         a major battle was in the offing. Gus Barker, the athlete of the family whose head wagged with energy, was at the ready with
         a dashing record: he had enlisted in October 1861 as a second lieutenant, and had been promoted first lieutenant in May 1862.
         He made the same heroic declarations as his Temple cousin: ‘To-day or to-morrow I would gladly go to fight, either to distinguish
         myself or die … I will be in a battle … or never go home.’ In August he took three prisoners single-handed, came down with typhoid, was
         fetched home by his father, recovered, and rejoined his regiment as a captain in November 1862. In March 1863 he was outwitted
         by a woman, Miss Antonia J. Ford, ‘Honorary Aide-de-Camp’ to the Rebels, who led him into a trap. Taken prisoner, and in the
         midst of his captors, he tried to escape, wheeling round and galloping off through the mud in the thick pine woods of Virginia.
         In the end he was caught and cast into Libby Prison. There, amidst the gloom, he retained his bounce, and in May was exchanged
         for a Southern prisoner. As ever, he was eager for action.
      

      
      The James family, aware Gus was to fight, held its breath as the battle began at Gettysburg on 1 July. Henry junior never
         forgot that long, hot day, when he and New York cousins stood about in the garden at Newport, daring neither to move nor rest,
         as they listened together for ‘the boom of faraway guns’ in southern Pennsylvania. One hundred and fifty thousand men fought muzzle to muzzle,
         at lethal range, over three days. Gus went into battle with thirty-two men and came out with three; his horse was killed;
         and a round-shot struck the ground near him, almost burying him with earth, but he escaped without a scratch. For the first
         time, Lee was defeated. He lost twenty-eight thousand; the North, twenty-three thousand, which was called a victory. A soldier from Massachusetts called it,
         more truly, ‘a perfect hell on earth’ – and photographs and telegraphs proved this with a promptness never known before in
         the reporting of war.
      

      
      Suddenly, for Henry junior, war was no longer a distant dream of bristling hordes and tented field; it was there, in his garden;
         he felt the heat of its menace. And then, soon after, the hot breath of war was upon him: on 11 July, the Newport Mercury named him as one of eighty-six drafted by lot, under federal law, out of 287 men of eligible age in Newport’s fifth ward.
      

      
      His draft notice arrived on 16 July. Two days later, Wilky was wounded in his side, back, and foot at the battle of Fort Wagner,
         South Carolina, which is where half the regiment was killed, including Robert Gould Shaw and Wilky’s friend Cabot Russell.
         One of the two men who tried to drag Wilky to the rear had his head shot off; the other fell too. A danger, at this moment,
         was to be captured: as an officer in the black regiment, Wilky could not expect to be saved as a prisoner. He would be executed
         or punished by a military tribunal infuriated by Darien. Passing out and coming to, Wilky crawled feebly towards the ambulance
         and found himself next day in a field hospital.
      

      
      He was carried back to Newport by the sad father of Cabot Russell, arriving at the front door of his home on 31 July, so near
         death that the doctor ordered his stretcher to remain just inside the door. The wound in his side had to be cut open to remove
         gathering pus. His foot had to be sliced through at the sole to remove a bullet. In his delirium, Wilky would cry out for
         Shaw, Russell, and the rest of the Union dead. Louisa May Alcott, who had nursed soldiers in Washington until she succumbed
         to fever, made Wilky an afghan. Kitty Temple, depressed by her brother’s death, spent two or three hours a day in the James
         house, tending her wounded cousin.
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