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“I just finished this lovely book and feel richer for it. Meticulously researched and deeply felt, The Field House is a compelling hybrid of biography and memoir. An exploration of the life and legacy of novelist-poet Rachel Field, it is interwoven with personal reflections that reveal the influence of Field’s work ethic and passion on the biographer’s life. This book is also a meditation on the nature of creativity and a love letter to a house on Sutton Island in Maine once owned by Field and now by Wood. For both writers, the house became a touchstone and a haven, a place to reflect and rejuvenate and create.”


- #1 New York Times best-selling author Christina Baker Kline


“The Field House lures readers to ‘a long-abandoned, wood-framed house on an island off the coast of Maine.’ When author Robin Clifford Wood buys a summer cottage belonging to famed poet and award-winning author Rachel Field, Wood is haunted by Field’s sudden death, her untold stories. Discovering treasures and clues Field left behind, Wood weaves a stunning and intimate portrait of a once-prized American writer and poet who deserves to be remembered.”


—Barbara Walsh, Pulitzer Prize–winning writer and author of August Gale: A Father and Daughter’s Journey into the Storm and Sammy in the Sky


“This elegant hybrid of biography and memoir introduced me to Rachel Field and Robin Clifford Wood, whose lives, separated by generations, uncannily twine. Compelling, instructive, inspiring, and beautifully written. I was greatly moved.”


—Monica Wood, award-winning author of The One-in-a-Million Boy, When We Were the Kennedys, and Any Bitter Thing


“Robin Clifford Wood’s biography of Rachel Field is a beautiful and thorough history of an artist and writer with important connections to Maine. In The Field House, Wood doesn’t back away from the complexity of Field’s life: self-doubt, aspirations, flaws, triumphs, unrequited loves, and final losses. And yet this book is also a clear-eyed survey of the literary world of the 1920s and ’30s, Maine island life, and a woman who, transcending gender roles and notions of physical beauty, offered the world a gift that, because of Wood’s deeply personal book, will hopefully never be forgotten.”


—Jaed Coffin, author of Roughhouse Friday and A Chant to Soothe Wild Elephants


“I highly recommend Wood’s enchanting The Field House, her intensely personal reckoning with the life and work of the nearly forgotten author Rachel Field … Field left plenty of evidence for her biographer to explore—in archives across the country, and in the Maine island cottage they both called home in a curious twist of fate that enabled this charming and heartfelt narrative.”


—Megan Marshall, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of Margaret Fuller: A New American Life and Elizabeth Bishop: A Miracle for Breakfast


“Robin Clifford Wood has combined immense archival material and keen insights to create a detailed and enchanting biography of Rachel Field. The author’s skillful use of granular sources, paired with her sophisticated wordsmithing, has produced a book that is both informative and lyrical. Readers will also appreciate the author’s parallel discussion of the writing process itself—an articulate discussion that will undoubtedly seem familiar to anyone who has ever struggled to discover and tell a story. This is a delight to read.”


—historian Jacalyn Eddy, author of Bookwomen: Creating an Empire in Children’s Book Publishing, 1919–1939


“This fascinating book about the life of Newbery Medal-winning author Rachel Field lives at the intersection of seamless research and rich personal reflection. Robin Clifford Wood offers such insightful, knowing details about Field’s writing life and her personal attachment to Maine, that we come to feel we are reading the account of a close friend. Wonderfully executed, The Field House renders Field’s extraordinary life with great empathy and beautiful, lucid prose.”


—Susan Conley, critically acclaimed author of Landslide, Elsey Come Home, The Foremost Good Fortune, and Paris Was the Place


“This wonderful book—based on meticulously thorough, devoted research—is a lovingly tender, wise, and judicious account of Rachel Field and her world. Its unusual blend of memoir and biography helps to illuminate the life, even as a poignant dialogue between the author and her subject unfolds. Truly, a tour-de-force!”


—Benson Bobrick, award-winning author of Angel in the Whirlwind and Wide as the Waters: The Story of the English Bible and the Revolution it Inspired
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To my mother, who opened my heart.


To my husband, who opened my wings.




Oh, you won’t know why, and you can’t say how
Such change upon you came,
But—once you have slept on an island
You’ll never be quite the same!


—RACHEL FIELD,
“IF ONCE YOU HAVE SLEPT ON AN ISLAND”
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Silhouette illustration by Rachel Lyman Field, from The Pointed People
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Prologue


In 1994, my husband and I purchased a long-abandoned wood-frame house on an island off the coast of Maine. In the 1920s and ’30s it had been the summer house of author Rachel Field, on the island that inspired all her most successful work—the poetry, plays, children’s books, and novels that took her from struggling writer to Newbery medalist, National Book Award winner, then rising Hollywood success. At the peak of her renown she died suddenly and unexpectedly, leaving so many stories untold, including her own. When I first walked into the island home that had been her magical place, her muse, some of those stories reached out tendrils, looking for a place to attach themselves. I felt their presence in the flutters of my heart but didn’t know at the time what it meant.


Many people know the sensation of entering an old house and feeling something of its history in the air. It whispers from the corners, buzzes indecipherably in the motes of dust illuminated by a ray of sunlight through wavy glass. The building retains some indefinable quality left behind by its former inhabitants, some of their energy lingering in the atmosphere.


On an island with no roads, only footpaths and wooden wheelbarrows, the leavings of former inhabitants are not just figurative. Rachel’s weighty wooden sleigh bed is still there in the room where she slept. The old wicker chairs in front of the fireplace creak under my weight, as they creaked under hers. Her Scottie-dog trinkets and paraphernalia wait expectantly, pointy ears on alert, on shelves and in drawers. I sit on the front porch—the “covered piazza,” as Rachel called it—and I contemplate the same view of Seal Harbor and Acadia National Park’s rocky-top mountains across an expanse of sea called the Eastern Way. That same view inspired Rachel’s creative work, her joy, and her loneliness.


Rachel’s life was not easy. It was not all fairy houses and moonglow, or silver streaks of rain on city streets, or soaring gulls alighting gracefully on the barnacled rocks of an island off the coast of Maine, even though her work is alive with all those wonders. It wasn’t a life of deep deprivation either. Her family had enough means to get by and the social status to be accepted into most echelons of the stratified society of her time. The difficulties in Rachel’s life were more situational and internal. First, there was her physical presence. Many who knew her effervescent spirit on the page were shocked to meet Rachel for the first time, for she was not the elfin sprite they expected but a woman of imposing stature and heavy, masculine features. Her warmth quickly eclipsed superficial impressions. She had a lightness about her, something open and engaging that made people feel like an old friend at her kitchen table. Nevertheless, her exterior self caused her a lifetime of rue.


I also sensed that her story was weighty with much deeper disappointments, even before I’d begun my research. There were shadows of loss, heartbreak, secrecy, a sister gone mad, an “improper” marriage, infertility, a child who seemed to disappear—so many unanswered questions. But Rachel’s story, I was certain, held more than anything a prodigious share of redemption and hopefulness. I was certain not only because of Rachel’s work but because I inhabited her space.


I explored every inch of Rachel’s old house and discovered treasures. I studied a map of Paris that she brought back from Europe in 1920, browsed through a stack of magazines in the attic that arrived new when she was here, and brushed my fingertips across the faded stitches of her initials, embroidered by her own hands into an old linen dishtowel. This house that I settle into every summer is saturated with Rachel—her life, her spirit, her secrets. Why has no one told her story? Were those legions who loved her simply too undone by the ache of her loss to record the bright light that her life shed here on Earth? Was the weight of tragedy or the burden of untold secrets too great an obstacle? Why was this delightful woman, this vibrant spirit, consigned to the vaults of oblivion? No one had stepped up to share Rachel Field’s life story, but something told me it was time, and I’d been chosen to take on the task.


I tried to stick to the story, Rachel’s story, but I fell into a not uncommon trap for biographers. Something happens during the writing of a biography that feels a lot like falling in love. Some argue that this is true of the best biographies, because without a degree of passion, biography can feel overly clinical, flat. On the other hand, how can you write an accurate history if you carry that kind of bias?


You can’t. That is what I concluded at last, after the first eight years of stuttering progress. Try as I might to divorce my relationship with my subject from the writing of her life, I failed. It didn’t help that I resided for days on end amongst her things, warmed by her fireplace, immersed in that fantastically drenched atmosphere of pine scent, salt air, pounding surf, and keening gulls.


One of Rachel’s characteristic practices was to open her books with an apology. Even after winning multiple awards for her writing, she never lost her amazement that people liked her books well enough to keep buying them. So she warned her readers—anyone who might expect more than her humble scratchings could accomplish—not to overestimate her ability. I understand the inclination, so I am following Rachel’s lead.


What follows is an account of the life of Rachel Field, written by someone who never met her, yet learned to love her. I did not succeed in hiding my devotion to my subject in this biographical tale, and I hope you’ll forgive me for that. On the other hand, neither did I hide the times that she disappointed me, which were few, but real. I have done the best I could to tell all of the truth I could discover, but part of that truth is certainly refracted through the lens of a deep and abiding affection.


Because I had the advantage of the internet, I was able to find caches of Rachel’s personal history and correspondence that no one had pieced together before. In addition to browsing several private collections of Rachel Field paraphernalia at the invitation of their owners, I spent many hours studying and photographing archive collections in Maine (the Cranberry Isles, Portland, Augusta); Massachusetts (Cambridge, Stockbridge, Springfield); Connecticut (New Haven); New York (Poughkeepsie); Washington, DC; Louisiana (New Orleans); and California (Beverly Hills, Los Angeles). I visited her former homes in several states, her college campus, and the hospital in California where she died. I had long conversations with Field family historians and other Rachel Field enthusiasts who had blazed the beginnings of many trails that I was grateful to follow. After ten years of hunting, I have uncovered almost all the mysteries that I set out to solve. The greatest mystery, however, is always at the core of a human’s animated being, inaccessible to all, sometimes even to the person herself.


Rachel Field died in her forties, much too young. She had seen many successes in her writing life and quite a few, if belatedly, in her personal life. She had also suffered deeply, made sacrifices, felt profound inadequacy, and had her fathomlessly generous heart broken. No one I know has ever exceeded Rachel’s capacity to infuse souls with delight. I hear it in the bright-eyed musicality of her voice on an old radio-show recording. I see it in her plays, poetry, and prose, but also in her letters and in the letters friends wrote to and about her. A great many people loved Rachel in life. She was a sensible, practical, hardworking New Englander, but she also gave abundantly of herself—her counsel, her connections, her financial support, her prolific correspondence, and her meticulously handcrafted gifts.


I have seen the products of Rachel’s giving, held the hand-sewn books and rugs in my hands, turned the pages of her letters sideways so I could read her marginal words of affectionate parting. I even have her recipe for fish chowder. I never had the good fortune, however, to witness her face in animation, to see her blue eyes light up and recognize me as a friend. It would be logical to assume that our relationship is one-sided, but that is not so. Rachel Field gave me many gifts. One of them was a reminder to embrace life with the heart of a child and the soul of a poet. Another was the inspiration to write. This book is my gift to her.


Author’s note:


Given the casual nature of personal correspondence, some of Rachel Field’s letters and her friends’ letters contain inconsistencies in syntax, punctuation, or spelling. To preserve authenticity I have retained all correspondence as originally written.







Dear Rachel Field,


Your island home continues to stand against the ravages of time, tides, and winter storms—with a bit of help. That rustic 1898 structure of wood that you called “the Playhouse” is still there on the craggy northeastern cliffside of Sutton Island. I’ve been taking care of it with my husband for about twenty-six years now, and our four children know all its secret spaces, its boxes of old junk in vast metal chests in the attic, the creepy outdoor stairway that melts into woodsy blackness at night, the wonderful old kitchen filled with open pantry shelves, a pegboard shopping list that includes alum, lamp wicks, and lard, and the enormous woodstove that we are determined to restore to use again one day. Your house is still well loved, and it is still filled with you.


That’s how I got to know you so well, really—it was that house. Maybe you are still lingering there, waiting to catch one more glimpse of that particular blue you wrote about: in the harebells that grow out of cracks in the rocks, in the September sky, or in the sea on just the right kind of day. I read about your blue in your poetry, and I looked for it, wishing I could know if I had found exactly the right one. Then I thought maybe that wasn’t the point. It was the looking that was important, so I keep on going.


You see, that’s the kind of thing you have done for me. That’s why I started reading more of your books, your poetry (my favorite), your plays, your novels, everything. Then that wasn’t enough, so I tried to learn more about you. I got a lot of information from the Great Cranberry Island Historical Society and the registry of deeds in Ellsworth, Maine. I found two women, now elderly, who knew you when they were little girls. One thing I noticed was how many people become more animated when they begin to talk about you, whether they knew you in person or only in print. A light kindles in their eyes like imagination, or anticipation, or a sense of wonder. Did you know that there are people who have moved to Maine specifically because of you and your writing? Come to think of it, maybe you played a role in my decision to make Maine my year-round home, so that our trips to Sutton would take just over an hour instead of half a day. I spoke for hours on the phone with one woman on the West Coast who was so enthralled with your story that she had delved deeply into your personal history—although nowhere near as deeply as I delved, in the end.


Once I started looking, I found there were many mysteries about your life, shadowy bits of rumor and unconfirmed speculation. How did you die? Newspaper reports were vague. Was there a secret shame around your death? What about your sister? It appeared that you had a sister, but her presence in your life seemed to end abruptly in the 1920s. What happened to her? No one seemed to know for certain if you were able to bear a child. Did you adopt? Some stories indicated that you did, but what happened to that child? Who was the man you married? Why did you marry so late in life, and why was the marriage kept so quiet? Was there a scandal, something inappropriate? My mind was abuzz with questions.


That West Coast woman who spoke to me at such length on the phone loved your book Hitty best of all. She was one of hundreds of doll enthusiasts who still pay annual tribute to your adventurous doll heroine to this day. I thought you would be amused to know that. She was the first one to tell me I could view some of your personal records; they were available to the public. She also said she sometimes felt so overcome with connection to you that she wondered if a part of you had come to life inside of her. Wow, I thought, she’s obsessed. That was before I started to feel a little bit the same way.


There is another thing I thought would mean a lot to you, so I’m writing to tell you about it. After you died—so abruptly, so unexpectedly, at the pinnacle of success and happiness in so many parts of your life—I think the world trembled a little bit. Your loss was no small thing, and maybe you even resisted it somehow, lingering stubbornly to take care of the unfinished business of your life. Maybe you even sought help from the living, from someone like me, to finish telling your story. I spent hours in the archives at your old alma mater, in Radcliffe’s Schlesinger Library, reading piles of condolence letters to your grieving Arthur. Here is a selection:




I met your wife so seldom, and yet she meant so much—it was always exhilarating, so pleasurable to meet and talk with her. So much vitality and warmth, indeed our world is the poorer. We shall not look upon her like again. I wonder is it any comfort to know that so many countless people share your grief.


I have been thinking of you and of little Hannah all night, ever since the radio message came through. Never have I been so profoundly shaken. Rachel who had so much to live for, who meant so much to so many people. I had such a happy letter from her, not four weeks ago. She was so deeply happy with you and Hannah, she had accomplished so much and now this last wish that she had wanted so passionately for so many years, the cup quite brimming over and I know that is how she felt it. … No one, I think, had a fuller life. Fate was generous to her in all but this and I can almost hear her saying, “well I suppose it is too much for any one person.” But to us—I just cannot realize this world without her.


I felt cut in two when the most unexpected sorrow of all leapt out at me from the air, just a week ago today. … I have been trying since then to draw near to you in sympathy, but I have been numbed and stunned, and no words would come to me. It has been dear and gracious Rachel herself who has released me from this dumb imprisonment in sorrow. Today my heart turned over when I saw, which I had never again hoped to see, the dear, gracious, generous rounded handwriting on an envelope which dropped at the door.





When I arrived in the Schlesinger research room, I was only curious, but after reading these letters, I was in thrall. Who could this person have been, I wondered, to have elicited this kind of impassioned, visceral grief in so many people across the country and across oceans? That was when the seeds of my own obsession sprouted. I sought out every archive I could think of that might have records of you and your life—in Maine, Massachusetts, Connecticut—and that was only the beginning. I contacted Field family descendants and learned more about your highly accomplished relatives. Then I went to the heart of Field family history, your first childhood home in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, where your story begins.


Yours sincerely,
Robin Clifford Wood








one
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The Illustrious Field Family


In the town cemetery in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, is Rachel Field’s gravestone, seamed by a crooked scar across its middle where it was once broken and repaired. Though it reads “Rachel Field Pederson,” there is no other sign that Rachel ever had a husband or daughter. She was laid to rest with her parents and siblings, the Matthew Dickinson Field family. Within a few hundred feet are monuments of varying degrees of grandeur commemorating dozens more Fields and Field family descendants. For better or for worse, Rachel was descended from an illustrious family of great historical prominence in the nineteenth century, and their influence on her life was inescapable. This undated poem from one of Rachel’s notebooks is playful but prophetic:


MY EPITAPH




A-field she went and knew right well


Grass, daisies, berry and blue-bell;


Now their same roots do cover she


Who still in death a-Field must be!





In Laura Benét’s tribute to Rachel in the March 1942 issue of the Horn Book Magazine, she recalls an anecdote about Rachel’s childhood. William Thomas Manning, who would later become the Episcopal bishop of New York, was one of many prominent summer residents of Stockbridge. He observed young Rachel as a child, playing on a Stockbridge lawn during a birthday party. “His eyes singled her out with pleasure and he turned to her mother, saying: ‘You have a brilliant, splendid child. She will do you honor.’”


To do honor was an expectation that weighed on Rachel by virtue of both her mother’s and father’s family lines. She resented that expectation, feeling for many years that she would never measure up, and she chafed against haughty social elitism throughout her life. Nevertheless, she was fascinated by stories and personal histories, including her own. All of her novels and much of her poetry include elements of history, often her own family history, including conflict around the breaking of social barriers. In that sense, Rachel’s ancestry pushed and pulled upon her psyche throughout her lifetime in both positive and negative ways.


Rachel was named for her maternal great-great-grandmother, Rachel Lyman, wife of Noah Atwater, an influential minister in western Massachusetts. Rachel’s conflicting feelings toward her heritage—dismissive on the one hand and sentimentally attached on the other—are evident in this letter of thanks for a silver porringer that was sent to her baby daughter, Hannah: “Well, you’ve endowed her and how she will treasure it and use it always even after porridge days are over. I never had one, being the last of five and named for a great-great-grandmother I had no such things—a rather battered coffin handled soup spoon and a funereal Watts’ hymnal were my only legacy from my departed namesake, so I feel I’m being richly rewarded now in your gift to Hannah.” The Atwaters certainly left their mark on Rachel, but it was the Field family that weighed in most powerfully in the world of Stockbridge, Massachusetts.


When Rachel Lyman Field was born on September 19, 1894, her family was living in New York City. (There are rare references to uncertainty over whether Rachel was born on September 18 or 19, including one from Rachel herself. The vast majority of sources use the nineteenth, so this book will do the same.) Rachel was the fifth child born to Matthew Dickinson Field and Lucy Atwater Field, but one of only two to survive beyond childhood. One son and a daughter died in infancy, and another daughter, Katharine, died at age five. Rachel’s surviving older sister, Elizabeth, was born in 1891. Their father, Matthew Dickinson Field, was a physician specializing in mental health. Matthew battled a heart condition for much of his life. His grief over the loss of his children visibly weakened him. His suffering was particularly profound after five-year-old Katharine’s death in 1892. A colleague reports that Matthew took a trip to Europe in the hopes of regaining some of his strength. Though his health improved, he never fully recovered. Matthew Field did not live to see Rachel’s first birthday.


In spite of his absence from her life, descriptions of Dr. Matthew Field indicate that he passed on some distinct genetic characteristics to his youngest child. Descriptions of his physical presence and his character echo many of the same traits that people later described in Rachel:




Dr. Field had an ardent, generous nature, and his warm grasp of the hand, direct glance and bright smile inspired a trust and confidence which were never disappointed. His devotion to his friends was unbounded, his quick sympathies responded instantly and lavishly to the appeal of one in trouble;—in innumerable instances time, strength, skill and money were freely given, even at great personal sacrifice, to assist an unfortunate professional brother or other needy friends. … While reserve was not easy to his frank, impulsive nature, he was rarely heard to utter a harsh criticism even of persons uncongenial to him.





Rachel’s father had a “buoyancy which rose above every difficulty” and was rife with “ability, energy, strength of character, and rare sweetness of spirit.” Rachel was an apple that did not fall far from the tree.


Shortly after her husband’s death, Lucy Atwater Field packed up her household and her two young daughters and moved to Stockbridge, Massachusetts, where the roots of her own and her husband’s families were deeply woven into the fabric of the community. For the next nine years, Rachel and her sister lived with their mother, aunt, and Atwater grandparents in a world that was both a bucolic paradise and a bastion of lofty ancestry, tradition, and ponderous expectation. Though Rachel said in later years that she felt little emotional connection to Stockbridge, the impressions made on young Rachel by those early years never disappeared from her writing: the transcendent beauty of fields, woods, and streams; the love of stories in a household where reading aloud was a daily ritual; and the ever-present reminder that she was descended from a grand line of elite ancestors who had changed the world.


In the early 1800s, Rachel’s great-grandfather the Reverend David Dudley Field moved with his wife, Submit Dickinson Field, to his new position as pastor for the Congregational church in Stockbridge. The descendants of this union, beginning with their ten offspring, had such an impact on nineteenth-century American history that one historian refers to them as “the Kennedys of the 1800s.” Though history primarily highlights four of the Reverend Field’s sons—David Dudley Jr., Stephen Johnson, Cyrus West, and Henry Martyn—these four were by no means the only ones of his children to display intelligence, initiative, innovation, charisma, and creativity. Amongst them, Rachel’s great-aunts, her great-uncles, and her grandfather all left a profound impression upon the politics, law, science, religion, and circulation of ideas during their historical period.


David Dudley Field Jr. (1805–1894), the oldest of the ten children, worked for most of his life on legal reforms that widely influenced the codification of both US and international law.


Emilia Ann Field (1807–1861) was educated at three seminaries before marrying a missionary, the Reverend Josiah Brewer. They moved to Turkey for nine years, where they founded and administered a seminary for girls.


Emilia’s younger brother Stephen Johnson Field (1816–1899) came to live with them in Turkey as a teenager before returning to the United States for college. Stephen later became the longest-serving Supreme Court justice in history (a distinction he held until William O. Douglas took the number one position). Emilia and Josiah Brewer’s son David Brewer also sat on the United States Supreme Court, serving alongside his uncle for eight years.


Another of the ten Field children, Jonathan Edwards Field (1813–1868), was actively involved in law and politics in Michigan, where he took part in the drafting of the constitution of Michigan for its admission to statehood. Later he served as a state senator in Massachusetts.


Matthew Dickinson Field (1811–1870), Rachel Field’s grandfather, was a self-taught engineer, mechanic, and entrepreneur. He started a paper business near Stockbridge, which served as inspiration for the mill in Rachel’s last novel, And Now Tomorrow. Matthew also spent time in the mid-1800s building railroads and suspension bridges in the South, but they were destroyed during the Civil War. He was elected to the Massachusetts state senate and became an instrumental partner in the project to lay the first telegraph cable across the Atlantic Ocean, headed by his brother Cyrus West Field.


Cyrus (1819–1892) is arguably the Field brother who had the most permanent and far-reaching impact on the world of the late nineteenth century. Another driven soul who found great success without formal education, Cyrus left home for New York City at age fourteen to make his way in the world. His business talents led to great financial success, which allowed him to retire at age thirty-two. It was around this time that Cyrus got the notion of a transatlantic cable that would carry messages across the ocean in minutes, rather than the weeks that it took for a ship to make passage. After years of failed attempts, ridicule, and lost investments, he finally succeeded and gained worldwide fame. There are several biographies of Cyrus, one of which was written by his brother, the minister, correspondent, and family historian Henry Martyn Field (1822–1907).


Henry and his sister Mary Elizabeth (1823–1856) both became published correspondents from Europe during their travels abroad. Mary, sadly, both was widowed and died young, but Henry, a minister by profession and an avid traveler, produced a lifetime of writings about European and domestic affairs. In addition, he wrote extensive chronicles of Field family history. In many ways, her great-uncle Henry was the most influential Field family member in Rachel’s life. This was partly due to the fact that Henry was the only member of his generation who lived beyond Rachel’s early childhood. She writes in the introduction to one of her novels: “I can just remember Great-Uncle Henry as a small, elderly man with a vague smile, whose mind had a disconcerting way of wandering off without warning into labyrinths of the past where a matter-of-fact seven- or eight-year-old might not follow.”


Although Rachel had an apparent interest in her ancestry, it was an interest based largely on stories, poetic fancy, and artifact. She writes with pleasure about her two-year-old daughter wearing a dress from Madeira, a gift from her father that both she and Elizabeth had worn. In a poem titled “Family Pew,” Rachel waxes nostalgic, comparing her own childhood with those of her ancestors: “I wonder if my Great-grandmother felt / Air half so keen and sweet with salt and bay / On such a summer Sunday as she knelt / In this old pew and heard the Parson pray?” Similarly, her poem “Grandmother’s Brook” considers a childhood memory recounted to her by her grandmother: “Sometimes I ask her:—“Is it there, / That brook you played by,—the same, to-day?” / And she says she hasn’t a doubt it is— / It’s children who change and go away.”


When it came to genealogy and conspicuous achievement, however, Rachel was uninterested. In a letter to a friend after the success of her novel All This and Heaven Too, she tells of the flood of letters asking questions about Field family history. She refers with some dismay to her deficiencies as a family historian: “It’s a judgment on me, I guess, for family relationships have always bored me and I refused to listen when they were explained to me in my youth and now I wish I had listened.”


The converse to Rachel’s love for family stories was her insecurity in the face of the family’s reputation and her dismay at her physical inheritance. She felt a constant sense of inadequacy in the face of Field family accomplishments and expectations. Rachel may have appeared to others to be “a splendid, brilliant child,” but she saw herself to be deficient. She bemoaned her large frame and strong facial features, which were said to be much like her father’s. She wrote to a friend, in describing her newly adopted daughter, “You can see she has the kind of nose I could never have given her, a darling little turned up petal—not the Field variety, praise be!”


Rachel’s performance in school was neither splendid nor brilliant in her early years, and she rebelled against the burden of family legacy. In a letter to a college friend, she apologized for having been a poor conversationalist at her friend’s home on a recent visit: “Please tell your father that I do not always sit about like a log of wood, but logic and wisdom always reduce me to a wondering puppy—you see I’m not truly a Field at all—for they ‘hadda da brain,’ and I ‘no gotta one.’ But, even without it, I like the people I like, and you are one of them!” Even at age thirty-seven, she wrote to a friend, “I send you this rather sad looking four leafed clover for future luck—But it came from the Field-Estate, so too much mustn’t be expected of it.”


The legacy of Rachel’s ancestry gave her two points of strength: stories to ponder and something to push against as her developing ego battled to assert itself during those first tender years. Amongst the fields and Fields of Stockbridge, Massachusetts, both plentiful, the seeds of great success were planted in the heart of Rachel Field.


One of the most fruitful seeds planted in Rachel’s heart grew from her great-uncle Henry—or rather, from the story of his first wife, the infamous Henriette Desportes. Rachel’s great-aunt Henriette, though they never met, was the source of the utmost fascination for young Rachel. In the mid-nineteenth century, Mademoiselle Desportes had been the object of international fascination for her involvement in a dramatic scandal of murder and intrigue that had a significant impact on French politics and the French royal family. Henriette’s departure from France was an effort to escape the specter of scandal that loomed over her, in spite of her legal exoneration in the case. Henry Field had met Henriette during his travels in France, and after she came to the United States, they married. It was Henriette’s true story, part of Rachel’s family history, that turned into Rachel’s most successful novel and feature film, All This and Heaven Too. The introduction to her novel is in the form of a letter written to her great-aunt:




Dear Great-Aunt Henrietta,


Although I never knew you in life, as a child I often cracked butternuts on your tombstone. There were other more impressive monuments in our family lot, but yours for some unaccountable reason became my favorite in that group erected to the glory of God and the memory of departed relatives.





Rachel’s sister Elizabeth remembers in her memoir how Rachel used to linger amongst the Field family monuments in the Stockbridge cemetery, particularly singling out the brown stone (the others are all white) of her great-aunt.


Rachel goes on in her introductory letter to talk about lying awake in the same bed that had belonged to her great-aunt Henrietta, thinking about her past and




trying to piece together from scattered fragments of fact and hearsay all that you spent so many years of your life trying to forget.


I have grown up with your possessions about me. I know the marble-topped mahogany bureau that matches your bed; the pastel portrait you made of the little girl who became your adopted child; I know the rosewood painting table that held the brushes and paints and crayons it was your delight to use; I know your silver forks and spoons with the delicately flowing letter D on their handles. On my hand as I write is a ring that was yours, and I never take out a certain enamel pin from its worn, carnelian-studded box without wondering if it may not have been some bit of jewelry tendered as peace-offering by the Duchesse after one of her stormy outbursts. Strange that these intimate keepsakes should survive when I have never seen so much as a word in your handwriting.





It is telling that Rachel’s most profound ancestral interest was in a family member who was not blood related. Something about this woman, who had no family whatsoever, resonated with Rachel Field. Rachel admired her aunt Henriette’s independent courage, her charm, wit, and intelligence, and her air of dignified reserve. In analyzing her aunt’s portrait, Rachel betrays her own youthful vexations over her physical appearance. She talks in her letter of Henriette’s “too large and firm a mouth,” which “must have been a trial to you in your youth.” Poignantly, Rachel also felt a connection to Henriette’s inability to bear children, a pain shared by Rachel decades later. This personage from Rachel’s family tree captured her imagination and admiration more than any other, and Rachel mused over the fact that her great-aunt’s simple gravestone offered neither biblical verse nor summation of the drama of her life.


Rachel wondered, “Why is there no hint of the destiny which was reserved for you alone out of a world of other human beings?” The fact so perplexed Rachel that her early working title for Henriette’s story was “Omitted Epitaph.”


A few steps away, today, sits Rachel’s own stone. Though Rachel might have preferred that her stone be elsewhere, among other people or places that held more of her heart and soul, perhaps she might take some consolation in the parallels between her own simple grave and that of her greatly admired great-aunt. Nowhere on her stone is there any hint of the destiny and fame which were reserved for Rachel alone. It reads, simply:


Rachel Field Pederson
1894–1942







Dear Rachel Field,


The first time I stood in the town cemetery in Stockbridge, in front of your simple tombstone, I experienced a shudder of grief. You left that place behind, and yet it claimed you in death. The family and loves of your adult life—all far from Stockbridge—were nowhere to be found there, erased from your history. Where were they? I had no idea. Why weren’t you with them? Why weren’t you buried on your treasured Maine island? Why was there no reference, somewhere on this stone, to the profoundly alive person that you were?


Perhaps, though, you would appreciate the parallels between your understated stone and that of your great-aunt Henriette. The first time I read your letter to her at the beginning of your book All This and Heaven Too, I caught my breath. You knew that same feeling that I know! You are aware of that sense of connection to someone in the past through the artifacts that they left behind. Could there be a form of intercourse that transpires between the spirits of the living and the dead? Could a piece of furniture or a trinket on a shelf be the conduit through which those connections are made? Or maybe could it be a homely utensil that two separate hands grasp across time, thus sharing some indefinable pulse of life?


A Sutton Island neighbor of mine told me that when she was in grade school, she once had to memorize and recite a poem. She chose “My Inside-Self,” not realizing that it was written by you, a fellow Sutton Islander. Once she discovered your identity and your island connection, my neighbor embraced a lifetime sense of sisterhood with you. It is amazing how many people I met who experienced a similar personal resonance with you and your work. As I lived with your unfolding story and surrounded myself more and more with your life’s echoes, I felt that connection with growing insistence.


I went to Stockbridge to give a talk at a national conference about your Hitty doll and about you. It may sound funny, but I was becoming known, at least in some circles, as a Rachel Field expert. I spoke in the library across the street from your house, that same library where you read St. Nicholas magazines and dreamed of writing your own stories. I wandered around the town of Stockbridge to get a feel for the spaces you rambled through as a child, visited the church with the Field family pew where you sat and fidgeted, gazing at the swaying trees out the window. I read newspaper interviews in which you talked about your childhood, and I browsed through your earliest journals in archive collections, wearing protective white gloves as I leafed through the brittle pages. In all these ways, the child Rachel came slowly to life in my mind.


Your childish loves and trials resonated with me even more deeply than your adult life. Childhood is more eternal than adulthood; its essence is far less altered by the vicissitudes of society and culture. Your descriptions of childish forays into fantasy and rapt absorption in books could have been my own story. My heart went out to the young girl, rife with insecurity, who so keenly felt the betrayal of her physical appearance, the girl who couldn’t read until the age of ten and felt herself to be so inadequate. And yet, there was that fire of drive in you too. You were a formidable child. I sometimes wonder how you would have taken on the world if you’d been born a hundred years later, when women were more able to stretch their wings without reproach.


In learning about your early years, I also began to understand your fraught relationship with your only living sister. It was hard for me not to resent her disdain toward you, but she is a part of your story too, and she provided me with some invaluable background material. In my more forgiving moments, I feel a profound sorrow for Elizabeth Field; in other moments, her bitter jealousies infuriate me. For better or for worse, her story is inescapably bound up in yours.


Always sincerely,
Robin C. Wood








two
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Inside-Self and Outside-Self


The town of Stockbridge, Massachusetts, has taken great pains to preserve its historic authenticity. Its town center is a charming array of buildings and storefronts that still evoke the quintessential New England town of the early twentieth century. Strict ordinances disallow changes to Main Street, ever since Norman Rockwell painted his ambitious Stockbridge Main Street at Christmas in 1967. Though it was painted a few decades after Rachel Field’s Stockbridge childhood, much of the flavor of historical Stockbridge remained in the 1960s. Even today, one can get a sense of how the town appeared when Rachel lived there as a child from 1895 to 1906. The library, churches, an old country store, and the Red Lion Inn look much as they have for over a century.


Rachel Field and Norman Rockwell, both born in 1894, share an unexpected connection to Stockbridge. On Rockwell’s 1967 canvas a particular white colonial house can be seen on the same lot where it sits today, looking very much as it has for a century or more. In the 1970s, Rockwell’s artistic works went into a trust in the custodianship of the Stockbridge Historical Society, whose home at that time was the Old Corner House, the white house in Rockwell’s painting. For twenty-four years, the building housed the first Norman Rockwell Museum. That same house happens to be the home in which Rachel Field grew up.


It was known as the Dwight house in 1895 and was already over a hundred years old when the recently widowed Lucy Atwater Field moved in with her two young daughters, her parents, and her sister Katharine Atwater—Aunt Kitty. They moved in as renters from the Dwights, one family amongst the multitudinous relatives who were a perpetual presence in Rachel’s life. Thereafter, Rachel and her family lived under the eye of the soberly dressed “Auntie Dwight,” whose portrait hung in the back parlor, putting a face to some of the family stories that Rachel and Elizabeth heard so often from their mother. Another family portrait hung in their dining room, about which Rachel wrote this poem:


GREAT-UNCLE WILLIE




High on our dining-room wall,


Smiling and little and neat,


For years Great-Uncle Willie


Has watched us sit and eat.


Breakfast, dinner, supper,


Parties and afternoon tea—


I can’t help thinking sometimes


How hungry he must be!


But he never looks reproachful,


Though cruel it must seem


To be a family portrait


On days when there’s ice cream!





For nearly ten years, the two young girls lived, played, and formed their earliest impressions of the world amidst bucolic New England beauty and tradition.


The most detailed depiction of life for the two Field girls in turn-of-the-century Stockbridge is in Elizabeth Field’s book, A Stockbridge Childhood. Elizabeth wrote it in 1947, five years after Rachel’s death. In order to put Elizabeth’s narrative into its proper perspective in the context of her sister’s life, it is important to understand something of Elizabeth herself. Elizabeth Field’s life followed a vastly different path from Rachel’s, and their relationship bristled with an undercurrent of tension and resentment, mostly one-sided. Rachel envied her sister’s fair-haired, delicate beauty, the kind one finds in storybooks. Elizabeth’s jealousy of Rachel went much deeper, and lasted a lifetime.


Elizabeth never married nor had much of a social life, two facts which pained her. At some point in her adulthood, she suffered from a mental illness which preceded many years in a sanatorium in North Carolina. Rachel paid some share, if not all, of the cost of her sister’s care over time, in addition to supporting her mother and aunt for most of her life. Rachel never discussed Elizabeth’s condition publicly. On the rare occasions when she made reference to her sister in personal letters, she did so discreetly. In the 1920s and ’30s mental illness was an exquisitely delicate and private matter, something to keep hidden from view. Elizabeth’s health improved eventually, but not until shortly before Rachel’s death.


Elizabeth does not dismiss Rachel entirely from her Stockbridge history, but her younger sister is strikingly absent from most of her narrative. She makes small, grudging references to Rachel’s literary career, and her bitterness and jealousy toward her sister are evident from the first page. In the prologue to her book Elizabeth writes that it had long been her wish to bring her hometown of Stockbridge to life in her memory: “This wish has persisted even while facing the hard fact that I was not a type for conspicuous accomplishments, though these gifts had in some degree been conferred on other members of my family.” In another part of the book Elizabeth gives this lukewarm acknowledgment of Rachel’s blockbuster best-selling novel and film, part of which recounted some of the history of their Field ancestors in Stockbridge: “In … All This and Heaven Too Rachel Field tried to recreate the married life of our French great auntin-law, a portion of which was spent in Stockbridge.” Later she refers to a family anecdote that Rachel included in her novel. “My sister put this story in the second part of her book but I did not care for the way she wove it in.”


Notwithstanding her bias, Elizabeth’s accounts of her Stockbridge days are an invaluable part of the record of her own and her sister’s early lives. She had an exceptional memory for detail (very like Rachel’s), which paints a vivid picture of those early influences on her life and her sister’s. In conjunction with recollections in Rachel’s writings, letters, and interviews, Elizabeth’s book creates a lively picture of Rachel’s childhood world.


“The world of Stockbridge just before the turn of this twentieth century was very like the nineteenth century English novel,” writes Elizabeth. “The automobile had been invented but had not yet appeared in Stockbridge where tally-hoes [horse and buggy] were still in vogue.” There was no electricity, only two known typewriters, and no private telephones; daily activities consisted largely of domestic duties, walking outdoors, and visiting. An annual boat parade, guest lecturers, local dramatic performances, fairs, sewing circles, parlor games, and especially hikes around the local woods and hills are all remembered with great fondness in the book. The simplicity and beauty of Stockbridge life attracted many summer visitors seeking escape from the bustle of the city. It was (and still is) a popular retreat for artists, intellectuals, and citizens of great wealth and prominence. The likes of Herman Melville, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and Nathaniel Hawthorne (who was once a dinner guest at the table of David Dudley Field) all wrote warmly of the unrivaled beauty of the surrounding area.


“Like many other towns,” writes Elizabeth, “our village was affected by the inflow of immigrants from Europe as well as the Chinese laundrymen and the Eastern pack peddlers who often came walking through the country in native costumes trying to sell trinkets from their home countries.” Rachel used to tell a story of one memorable day when she ran in fright from a group of gypsies who were passing through town; Rachel got herself tangled in the barbed wire of a fence. A smiling gypsy extricated the frantic child and set her down on the ground. After she got over her hysteria and he was gone, Rachel realized that she was fascinated by the exotic man who rescued her. She never forgot his flashing smile and his twinkling spiritedness.


The child Rachel spent a great deal of time outdoors, where she played with See-Saw, the family fox terrier, or watched squirrels gathering nuts from the strawberry box that her grandfather had nailed to a tree in their backyard. She embraced the beauty of her environment with a poet’s sensibilities.


BLUE




There at the old wood’s edge


I saw a bluebird fly.


And its wings beat bright against


The paler blue of sky;


They seemed to burn a way


Into the sky and me,


Till my heart stood still in a hush


Of ecstasy.


I watched that bluebird fly,


And knew with a queer dull pain


That nothing now can ever seem


So blue to me again!





In summer Rachel spent hours playing and exploring near her home. In winter she and the other children in town went coasting down hills or tied their sleds to the backs of wagons for a ride. Christmastime, forever one of Rachel’s favorite times of year, saw trees decorated with strings of popcorn and handmade ornaments. The magical excitement and subsequent discarding of a Christmas tree held poignant associations for Rachel throughout her lifetime. January was a dreadful time of year, she once wrote, largely because of the “Christmas trees in ashcans along the curbs.”
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Rachel Field as a toddler (circa 1897 or 1898), posed on a sled during a childhood winter in Stockbridge, Massachusetts





Sundays were church days, when no sports were allowed. Aunt Kitty went to the Congregational church down the street. She sang the praises of the simple beauty of the white church with its graceful spire, which caught the fancy of young Rachel. Rachel, however, was obliged to attend the darker and more solemn Episcopal church with her mother and Elizabeth, who preferred the more somber building. Rachel sat dutifully in the family pew at St. Paul’s and often visited family monuments in the cemetery nearby. She “had decided ideas,” however, reports Elizabeth, and once proclaimed defiantly that she would one day belong to the Congregational church (“but of course she would be married in the Episcopal,” Elizabeth writes). Although Rachel’s poem “Family Pew” indicates a coastal Maine setting, it gives us, perhaps, a picture of how Rachel might have experienced her own days in church on a Sunday morning, longing to be out and away.


Once a week Rachel and her sister looked forward to feeding lumps of sugar to the big horses that pulled Mr. Dunham’s grocery wagon, full of supplies from nearby Pittsfield. Rachel spent plenty of time, too, at the library across the street from her home, where her “stone deaf ” grandfather was known to fall asleep for an afternoon with See-Saw in his lap. “Miss Well, the librarian, would have to wake them up at closing time.” It was in that library that Rachel was first introduced to St. Nicholas magazine, where some of her own earliest publications appeared years later.


Through a narrow basement window of their white clapboard home, Rachel would gaze at the world from a bug’s-eye view while she sat in the workshop that she had fitted out for herself. Perhaps it was here where she assembled her first book at age seven or eight. It was a sheaf of papers lovingly cut out, with one edge sewn together. She decorated the cover with roses and forget-me-nots and carefully printed her name and the letters B-O-O-K. That was the extent of the book; she never made a mark on its clean white pages. She often cited that first book in interviews. “Perhaps it was my best book, who knows?” she quipped to one interviewer. The longer she considered the immaculate blank pages in front of her, the more uncertain she became about marring their perfection with her uncertain hand, so she left it as it was. “The experience gave me a certain reverence for blank paper. It is just as well when you begin to write to make sure that you have a something worth recording. I have often thought that I should like to keep that first book of mine on my desk, as a warning.”


One thing Rachel was not doing in her basement workshop was reading. Rachel did not read until she was nearly ten years old, even after she learned how to print words. “Literally, I wrote before I could read,” she would recount. As she told one interviewer, “I liked to print, because I liked to draw. But I heard so much grown-up reading aloud that I lazily refused to learn to read myself until I wanted to for purposes of my own when I was over ten years old.”


Rachel also loved her dolls. “I had dozens—one old one I called the Empress Eugenie—and I liked to make paper ones,” she told an interviewer. “You see, I liked to make things with my hands.” Rachel sat for hours, cutting out paper dolls behind a sofa in the parlor while listening to an adult read children’s stories aloud. There were also stories she heard from family members about the colorful history of Stockbridge and New England—from the Indian legend of Monument Mountain to the shipboard romance and hurried wedding of a family ancestor and the hundred-year evolution of a local family who started as slave owners, became abolitionists, and later hosted a luncheon to honor Booker T. Washington. It was a household rich with stories both factual and fictional. The worlds conjured by those stories and the brave characters of her youth, who faced life with such courage and panache, all became as much a part of Rachel’s life as her own backyard.


Some of Rachel Field’s most popular poetry, plays, novels, and verse were particularly cherished for their vivid evocation of the heart and imagination of a child. Intriguingly, in a 1931 interview she confessed that she did not get her ideas through spending time with children: “All I really know about children is what I can remember about myself from my own childhood.” What she remembered, though, she remembered in intricate detail.




Perhaps I have the sort of memory that holds impressions; a “camera memory.” Anyway, I have many pictures in my mind, many impressions that I have carried since my childhood. I was always able to take in details. I loved old houses, and I never entered one for the first time that I did not get an exact picture in my mind of at least one of the rooms. I would know just where the windows were, how the furniture was placed, the position of a rug on the floor, what ornaments were on the mantel.





In addition to a fine memory for detail, Rachel had a healthy relationship with fairies, elves, and other magical beings all through her life. Her words in one interview could well refer to her own experience as a child:




Children live in a world of make-believe, not all of the time, but some of the time. It is a world they can pass into and out of on a moment’s notice, or without any notice at all. And who knows that it is not just as real as the matter-of-fact world in which their elders live?







Come to think of it, don’t we all of us, all our lives, live much of the time in a world of our own creating?





The interviewer asked Rachel if she believed in elves, fairies, and gnomes like the ones that appear so often in her children’s verse and stories. She responded:




Not so much in them as about them. I was willing to accept them as real characters in some of the stories I loved. When the story was finished the characters vanished, just as characters that now come to life out of the pages of a good novel are gone as soon as some other interest takes the place of the novel. As a child I could pop out of Elfland into the kitchen as quick as a wink. A moment after a fairy tale had held all my attention I could be just as deeply entranced in the cook and what she was getting for dinner, and whether or not she was going to let me stir up something to bake in her nice hot oven.
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