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					Tell us all about yourself we pray—

					For as yet we can’t make out in the least

					If you’re Fish or Insect, or Bird or Beast.

					—from “The Scroobious Pip,”

					by Edward Lear

				

			

		

	
		
		
			Author’s Note

			In writing this account, I made use of a vast array of archival sources, which, as any writer grappling with the past understands, have their limitations, largely due to unjust implicit and explicit biases. Still, I have, when up against the limitations of the historical record, endeavored to accurately understand and re-create the motivations of the historical figures herein.

		

	
		
			
			
				Prologue

				It began with a plant collection.

				1687. A young Anglo-Irish physician by the name of Hans Sloane sailed from Britain for Jamaica to be the personal physician to its new governor. The unfortunate fact that the governor died not long after should not be held against Sloane.

				Sloane was also a devoted collector of flora: during his relatively short stay in the Caribbean, he collected one thousand specimens of plants—eight hundred of which were unknown to British academics—and found time enough to marry Elizabeth Langley Rose, the extremely wealthy heiress of sugar plantations. Returning to England with his newly minted wife, Sloane packed a large supply of cacao (some credit him with the invention of chocolate milk), Peruvian bark (from which he would later extract quinine to treat eye ailments), and the many detailed journals he had written. In London, he established a lucrative medical practice catering to its upper classes, serving three successive sovereigns and eventually replacing Isaac Newton as president of the Royal Society.

				Throughout his illustrious career, Hans Sloane expanded his collection well beyond plants to include an eclectic assortment of objects and books. That he would become one of the most prolific collectors of his time was due largely to Britain’s seagoing trade routes that cut through the Atlantic and Indian Oceans. British imperialism and an international network of correspondents enabled him to amass more than eighty thousand natural objects and ancient rarities, over forty thousand books and manuscripts, and thirty-two thousand coins and medals. Subsidizing what would become one of the most astonishing curiosity cabinets of the age was the combination of his income as a physician, his wife’s inheritance, and his ongoing investments in the Royal African Company and South Sea Company, both of which traded in slaves.

				Sir Hans Sloane died in 1753 and bequeathed his vast collection to the nation on two conditions: Parliament would pay his executors an amount equivalent to no more than one-fourth the value of the collection, and the collection would be seen by anyone who wished to see it. The powers that be had no problem agreeing to the first proviso, but the second one challenged their belief that scholarship and natural history were activities that should remain with the educated and members of the upper classes. Nonetheless, on June 7, 1753, an Act of Parliament establishing the British Museum received royal assent and the first free, national, and public museum was created with Sloane’s collection as its nucleus. In 1759, the museum opened in a seventeenth-century London mansion called Montagu House. It took nearly one hundred years before a permanent building on Great Russell Street was designated. By that time other patrons had donated their personal libraries and the number of manuscripts and books swelled to 520,000. More space was necessary. The solution presented itself when the museum’s trustees were informed that there wasn’t sufficient sunlight to grow anything in the building’s inner courtyard, which had been intended as a garden. Inspired by the Pantheon in Rome, they decided to install a domed edifice in the courtyard to house the museum’s book collection.

				His Majesty’s Treasury granted the funds for an ambitious construction of what, despite its grand scale, would be referred to with English understatement as “the Reading Room.” It was opened to the public for special viewings the first week of May 1857, and more than sixty-two thousand visitors came to marvel at what was hailed as one of the great sights of London.

				The Reading Room was a masterpiece of mid-nineteenth-century technology featuring modern heating, ventilation, and fire protection systems. Its floor was covered in special material designed to reduce noise. Cast-iron shelves distributed the weight of the books in an area that could accommodate 302 readers seated at thirty-eight tables radiating out from the keyhole-shaped catalog desk. Each table was covered in black leather and had two inkwells sunken side by side: one for quill pens, and one for “steel pens,” which were metal nibs in pencil holders.

				Members of the public wishing access to the Reading Room after its debut were required to apply in writing and issued a ticket (or not) by the principal librarian.

			

		

	
		
		
			Part I

			Unmarked graves, child clairvoyants, and an ungovernable woman.

		

	
		
		
			Chapter One

			A man who never put personal inclination above duty.

			Mr. Garnett was sixteen years old when he began his lifelong career at the British Museum’s Reading Room. He was so encased in propriety that, even at that young age, he didn’t seem to have a first name.

			It has been said that there are two distinct systems of problem-solving: the fast-processing way solves quickly but can careen into error; the slower, carefully ordered way grinds out a probable right answer using a more precise method. Mr. Garnett’s fondness for order placed him comfortably in the second category. Whenever it was suggested that he might be quibbling over the minutia, he would point out the importance of being as precise as possible. His exactitude was rewarded in 1872—he was given the role of “placer” in the British Museum Library. In 1875 he was promoted to superintendent, with the responsibility of arranging thousands of books on the three separate tiers that circumnavigated the Reading Room.

			Despite its staunch utility, the Reading Room would pose a logistical problem for Mr. Garnett when, in 1881, he became the editor of the General Catalogue of Printed Books and discovered that the library’s handwritten catalog system had outgrown its allotted space. The Remington Sewing Machine Company suggested the solution was its promising invention—the typewriter. Mr. Garnett rejected the machine because it lacked Latin keys, pointing out that the English language uses the Latin alphabet, but Latin has more variants. Like it or not (and, by and large, Mr. Garnett did not like it), the typewriter was the future. His shortsighted decision to discount it did not, however, prevent his promotion in 1890, when he was given the prestigious title of keeper of printed books at the British Museum.
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					Mr. Garnett’s role at the British Museum placed some twenty-five miles of shelved books and periodicals under his watchful eye.

				
			
			During the years it took Mr. Garnett to rise to the rarefied upper regions of the British Museum Library, he became a man admired for his amazing power to concentrate his thoughts. Prodigious in output and versatile in range, Mr. Garnett was variously a poet, a writer of short stories, and a biographer. His unerring grasp of his mother tongue and his relish for foreign languages transformed him into a prolific translator of works from Greek, German, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese. Added to this academic plate spinning were his contributions to several encyclopedias whose editors were grateful for the meticulous nature of his marginal notations.

			Mr. Garnett’s numerous achievements did not sway his temperament in any one direction—it was constant to an almost metaphorical degree. He had a dislike for surprises and an adversity to conflict. He was dedicated to rational debate and was able to navigate controversy with an evenhandedness that helped him avoid sensationalism. He was committed to courtesy, the ritual by which one person avoids hurting another’s feelings by satisfying his own ego. Mr. Garnett never erred against decorum. He seldom raised his voice and believed that a person’s highest prerogative was dignity. The library—with its silence and order that removed him from life’s disarray—is where he spent most of his time. It situated him within the consoling proximity to books that took him everywhere without the need to ever leave London.

			The lives of quiet people are rarely quiet for those living them, and it is possible that Mr. Garnett had fanciful thoughts. We shall never know, for he didn’t discuss them or put them to paper. Of one thing we can be certain: he was not a libertine. Eschewing bohemian adventure and foreign travel, he lived in a private apartment within the calming confines of the museum and was at ease in the contemplative company of colleagues, who knew very little about his personal choices other than that he preferred savories over sweets. If forced to socialize outside its intellectual orbit, he would clasp his hands behind his back, offer a polite head nod, and rely on an infallible topic of British conversation—The Weather.

			Photographs of Mr. Garnett show a man whose physical appearance was unassuming in every way. He was neither tall nor short, neither fat nor thin. Behind his spectacles were kind eyes—a little sad, perhaps, but kind. His greying hair was side combed in an anguished attempt to cover a spreading bald spot. The wide muttonchops flanking either side of his unremarkable face had an agreement to meet at his chin. His mouth rested in a downward-turned position, suggesting that he didn’t partake in a great deal of impulsive levity.
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					Mr. Garnett’s profile was dominated by a forehead that seemed to depict the process of reason itself.

				
			
			A living master class in consistency, slow to chide, thrill-free, impervious to vulgarity, well-intentioned, discreet and earnest in conviction, uncomplaining, disciplined, acclimated to order—these were the qualities that defined Mr. Garnett as a man with an unblemished record of respectability who regulated his conduct on lofty principles. No one—absolutely no one—could have predicted that, in 1893, he would be accused of libel.

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Two

			Mrs. Woodhull, a law unto herself.

			Just as unexpected as the accusation of libel levied against Mr. Garnett was the identity of his accuser. The claimant was a fifty-four-year-old American by the name of Mrs. Victoria Claflin Woodhull, who, having lived a controversial life in the United States before moving to London, discovered that the British Museum was cataloging archival material she insisted contained unflattering references to her.

			The events Mrs. Woodhull set in motion were preposterous enough that rumor of them surpassed Mr. Garnett’s belief until a subpoena was staring him in his flabbergasted face. Had he been wrongfully blamed for committing murder he could scarcely have been more stunned. Years of self-restraint prevented him from showing any visible signs of panic, but he was grateful for being seated behind a desk while reading the summons so that his knees could shake in secret.

			Nothing remotely similar had ever happened to Mr. Garnett before and, with no other comparison, he struggled to find his bearings. So bewildering—no, so alien—was the claim that he was convinced his accuser must be deranged. The written material to which she objected appeared in a cataloged pamphlet that featured various news items from America recounting her past life, but he could find no immediate evidence that she’d taken legal action against those very newspapers at the time they ran the stories.

			Mrs. Woodhull’s solicitor presented the details of her case: the proceedings would be stayed if (1) the museum were to remove the offending publications; (2) the museum’s trustees revealed the name of the vendor who supplied the publications to the museum; and (3) if the museum ran a public apology for having circulated libelous material. “Mrs. Woodhull will incur any inconvenience to obtain justice,” was her solicitor’s fair warning.

			The costs of defending a libel suit in Britain were markedly greater than in America and comparable European countries. Most people on the receiving end of the kind of letter sent by Mrs. Woodhull’s solicitor would have relented, not because they had a weak case, but because of the often-crippling expense of fighting the claim. The museum’s response was unequivocal: its duty was to provide a wide selection of literature to the public. Acquiescing to any one of the three demands would have profound consequences. As for Mr. Garnett, he deemed it to be an affront to the foundational principles of a public institution. He would not—could not—sanction that the material be withdrawn from the British Library simply because an evidently irrational female objected to it.

			The fact that Mrs. Woodhull came from a bizarre, try-anything country with radical individualism at its heart encouraged him to believe that her nationality was the reason for this breach of civilized behavior and reasonable thought. He had not been to America, and the few impressions he had of its people were limited to what he read about them. Mr. Garnett had heard of the legendary Davy Crockett, whose distinctly American attitude was captured in a few short words: “If it’s right do it.” The French diplomat and political historian Alexis de Tocqueville’s book Democracy in America suggested that an American’s conduct was thought to be a proving ground for character. Charles Dickens embarked on a speaking tour in America and wrote of his admiration for its protean energies and the fact that an ambitious man in possession of a clever idea could become rich, but he came to the conclusion that its overstimulated inhabitants were ill-mannered. Anthony Trollope’s mother, Frances Milton Trollope, offered enlightenment on matters pertaining to America in her recently published book, Domestic Manners of the Americans, which recounted her travels there. It described the country’s raw immaturity and reported tendencies of enthusiastic handshakes, first-name informality, and oversharing. As women often do, Mrs. Trollope assumed that when she judged something or someone to be unattractive, that something or someone should be unattractive to others; still, Mr. Garnett decided it probable that her observations were not ill-conceived. She provided two general warnings: first, that because the foundation stone of liberty in America hinged on the truism that every man is theoretically free to form his own opinions, Americans consider self-importance their birthright; and, second, that they did not share the Englishmen’s keen zest to be well-bred.

			Despite the benefits that came from his reading about America and its people, Mr. Garnett was certain that there must have been an unknown something else, possibly a hidden depravity, that had stained Mrs. Woodhull’s reputation (even by American standards). He put aside his scorn for her and focused on the gravity of the situation after learning that, despite her last name, her litigious English husband was John Biddulph Martin, a partner in the fifth-generation private bank, Martins.

			The situation was grave indeed. It was the first time that a suit of libel had been brought against the museum and its esteemed trustees. As the museum’s keeper of the printed books, Mr. Garnett was charged with that same crime. Libel covers any published statement alleged to defame a named or identifiable individual in a way that causes loss in their profession or damages their standing in the community. The burden falls upon the accused party to prove that the material deemed libel is, in fact alone, true.

			Not only was the American woman seeking damages for libel, she demanded an injunction against further issuance of the material in question.

			“I shall not change my course because those who assume to be better than I desire it,” she had let it be known.

			A trial by jury was scheduled at the Old Bailey—a stalwartly handsome and airless building where the Queen’s Bench Division deals with contract and tort (civil wrongs), judicial review, and libel. Mr. Garnett, along with the British Museum and its trustees, would be represented by Britain’s attorney general, Sir Charles Russell, QC, who was himself a trustee of the British Museum. Reputed to be the most adept cross-examiner in England, Sir Charles was renowned for his fierce intelligence, powerful recall, and verbal dexterity. Further, he demonstrated confidence in his understanding of the world, an unshakable sense of self-worth, a polite demeanor that belied a steeliness in confronting opponents, unflagging energy, a mastery of both nuance and detailed analysis, and, if needs must, an unsettling stare.

			What no one was aware of—and what no one would have believed anyway—was that Victoria Woodhull possessed these same defining traits.

			

			•   •   •

			The trial began on February 23, 1894.

			The Old Bailey was named after the street on which it was located, which follows the line of the original fortified wall (or “bailey”) of the City of London. It had been constructed close enough to Newgate Prison to enable easy transfer of prisoners for trial.

			On one side of its courtroom was a raised witness box called the dock. Before the installation of gas lighting, mirrors were strategically positioned to reflect the daylight from the windows and onto the individual in the dock; a board was positioned above to amplify his or her voice.

			Members of the jury were seated in stalls to the right of the dock and sufficiently close together to consult one another.

			Facing the dock on the opposite side of the room and telegraphing authority from a raised platform of equal height was Sir Edward Pollock, a distinguished seventy-year-old judge with the august title of Baron of the Court of the Exchequer.

			Seated behind a long table below the dock were clerks and lawyers whose shorthand notes formed the basis of the Proceedings, a daily transcript of what had happened in court that lent credence to the suggestion that the history of man is a register of his crimes, follies, and misfortunes.

			Relegated to the oak benches in the balcony were members of the curious public and those valiant seekers of truth—members of the press.

			Like all aspects of Mr. Garnett’s personality, he was set in his ways when it came to his attire. He appeared daily in a pressed white shirt with cuffed sleeves, a subdued silk tie, and dark trousers that fell loosely to his ankles. Not one to chase trends, he wore an out-of-fashion frock coat and a single-breasted waistcoat rather than the newer double-breasted style. His attire the first day of the trial was what it would have been any other day.
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					Inside the Old Bailey

				
			
			The imposingly tall Sir Charles cut a dash in the traditional formal court wear of a long black gown that was meant to bring a sense of solemnity to the proceedings. Around his neck and covering his shirt collar was a jabot—a white linen bib the shape of two simple rectangles said to represent the tablets of Moses in the Old Testament. Perching on his head while he ignored the itch it caused was a wig made of whitish-grey horsehair. This, too, had no proven practical purpose but was meant to establish a visual separation between the law and those before it.

			Then, of course, there was Mrs. Woodhull. Given what Mr. Garnett considered to be her aggressively unattractive intention to defame the library, it was easy for him to imagine her as a malevolent-looking, odious threat to all things civilized. What walked into the courtroom instead was a dignified woman who had not lost her beauty and vitality to middle age. She was wearing an elegant dress of pigeon grey moiré trimmed with delicate lace and a ruffled flounce. The fresh white rose at her breast added allure without being indecorous. She was of medium height. Her skin was smooth and pale. Distinguishing her broad face were high cheekbones, an aquiline nose, a full but delicate mouth, and luminous blue eyes. Abundant henna-colored tresses wound about her shapely head.

			Once seated, Mrs. Woodhull’s straight posture anchored her as she gazed out at the sea of men and caught the eye of Sir Charles. The look she gave him was both detached and penetrating. His response was to offer a slight smile, which, try as it might, appeared unamiable.

			The face-off that would occur between the two could be compared to an unstoppable force slamming into an immovable object.

			Only one was prepared for the collision.
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					Victoria Woodhull wasn’t remotely what Mr. Garnett expected her to be.

				
			
		

	
		
		
			Chapter Three

			Courting danger.

			Mr. Garnett had been wrong to imagine Mrs. Woodhull as a bitter, carping creature, but he had been right to believe that the reason behind her accusation of libel was to shed a part of her past. Her barrister explained that she was compelled to clear her name after discovering that the museum had material in its circulation accusing her of immorality.

			His opening statement hinted at the drama to come.

			“May it please your Lordship, Gentlemen of the Jury, to fully understand the context of this trial, you must permit me to trespass upon your time and describe in sufficient fullness the incidences of the life of this lady in which sorrow has taken no small part.”

			There exists an unspoken understanding among many English people that any questionable aspect of one’s background is not meant to be aired, which is why there was collective dismay in the courtroom when Mrs. Woodhull’s barrister began to relay details of his client’s primitive upbringing. In what resembled a series of controlled explosions, he laid out the miseries of her hand-to-mouth childhood, describing her indolent parents as “ignorant and violent” people, and volunteering that she had been denied any real education and had often slept in the same clothes she wore during the day.

			

			•   •   •

			If ever there were a contrast in background, it was that of Mrs. Woodhull’s and Sir Charles’s.

			One advantage after another had paved the way to Sir Charles’s privileged station. Authority and responsibility came easily to him; the only thing that didn’t was self-doubt. To be clear, Sir Charles was not overly proud of himself. An upper-class Englishman could be proud of his wife, his wine, his property, but not himself. “Gravely confident” is how one would describe him. Yes, of course, he took the charge of libel seriously, but he wasn’t prepared to consider Mrs. Woodhull in any way serious, and, even if he had, he was bound to underestimate her for reasons he thought obvious. This was likely not a conscious prejudice on his part—it was more a matter of habit than intent.
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					A portrait by John Singer Sargent of Sir Charles Russell, the representation of all that is illustriously English. He would be appointed the lord chief justice of England and called Baron Russell of Killowen.

				
			
			“Am I correct in stating that you minister to the belief in spirits?” was the first question Sir Charles put to Mrs. Woodhull in a cross-examination designed to systematically reveal the facts. A yes from Mrs. Woodhull would enable him to build a straightforward argument that would set him on a course to discredit her claim of libel. A yes was what he was expecting, because there was no other possible answer.

			Unfortunately for Sir Charles, his strategy hadn’t calculated the likelihood that Mrs. Woodhull also had one. Hers was a game of emotive hide-and-seek. She could play it at a masterly level by deploying creative ambiguity and withholding as much as she shared.

			“Spirits have been believed by many people during the course of human history,” she replied.

			“Are we to assume that you do not reject the notion of the supernatural?” asked Sir Charles.

			Mrs. Woodhull reflected for a moment.

			“The broader question might be whether there exists anything apart from the tangible.” She allowed the suggestion to linger before continuing. “All of us would feel better if we knew what lay beyond the present, and, surely, all of us wish that, whatever that might be, it will place us among those we have loved.”

			It was more a riddle than an answer.

			“So you do believe in the supernatural,” Sir Charles stated tersely.

			Mrs. Woodhull turned her head away from him and toward members of the jury in an unhurried gesture that made him appear to be beside the point.

			“We humans live in a world of the flesh and must find a way of reckoning with the impermanence of our existence,” she said, speaking directly to the jurors in a warming manner that put them in a pleasant state of expectancy. Her refusal to cohere with Sir Charles’s dictated narrative had moved the center of gravity away from him.

			“Are you saying that you do believe in the supernatural?” he asked again, sounding more irritated than he would have wanted.

			Rather than a reply, Mrs. Woodhull gave a spellbinding description of what it felt like to enter an altered state. She portrayed a “condition of exaltation” as if engaged in an earnest conversation with a single friend. She likened the sensation of returning to one’s body to the feeling of “suddenly falling from a height, but without harm.” She explained that “on the retina of our brain the outline of Truth is revealed to those attuned to the music of the spheres.” She shared her hope that, when she died, her soul would live within the world of familiar spirits wherein the natural and supernatural were knit together. Her eyes continued to rest on the jurors and, with companionable ease, she asked them, “What if, under the right conditions, there can be heard their silent footsteps among our loud ones in the here and now?” There was a calculated pause, and then, as if remembering that he was still in the courtroom, she returned her attention to Sir Charles.

			“From your line of questioning, I gather it is your belief that spirits do not exist. But I believe they do. And, because I believe they do, you think I have an overheated imagination. You think this because I am a woman, and you are not disposed to entertain the notion that women can be rational beings.”

			“Are you quite done?” asked Sir Charles with enough condescension to make clear that the concept of rational women did not warrant his consideration.

			Mrs. Woodhull stared back at him as though he wasn’t paying the right kind of attention.

			“No, Sir Charles, I am not done. If I were to match your preconceptions, I would believe that, because you are a man, you deny the existence of spirits because they are inexplicable in the actual conditions of your own knowledge.”

			She waited a moment for her point to sink in.

			“Now I am done,” said she.

			“We are a civilized people in this courtroom, Mrs. Woodhull. Male or female, civilized people depend upon reason to arrive at the right judgment.”

			“And do not most civilized people believe in God?”

			Sir Charles’s reply barely made its way through his gritted teeth.

			“Of course.”

			“But human reason does not allow that belief. Something other than plausibility does. Let us agree to employ logic: if you believe in God, you believe in the impossible.”

			Mrs. Woodhull’s well-made argument had crept up on Sir Charles. He was beginning to realize that she was impervious to argument and unfazed by confrontation. Criticism was normal—indeed, even natural—to her. Most people have opinions; fewer have convictions. Mrs. Woodhull was adept at expressing both.

			Her belief in an afterlife made Sir Charles anxious that she might question the tenets of the Church of England or—worse still—infringe upon the queen, its titular head. He eased into his next question sideways.

			“I understand that you’ve pursued a series of careers and that, at one time, you were a clairvoyant.”

			“Not at one time—all the time.”

			“And still are?”

			“And still are,” replied Mrs. Woodhull.

			The judge leaned forward to hear her elaborate.

			“Clairvoyance is a perception of events or people that doesn’t come through the channels of our normally recognized senses,” she explained. “There are those in this room who believe that the only truth that matters is the truth that can be measured. But what if those people were to imagine throwing a pebble into one side of a body of water—say a pond? The ridges eventually disappear but the vibrations are sent to the other side. The fact that it can’t be measured doesn’t mean that it doesn’t happen. What if those same people would risk thinking outside habit to consider the possibility of a type of communication that is nonphysical, nonspatial, and nonmechanical? And, here, I must include you, Sir Charles.”

			It felt as if the barometric pressure in the courtroom dropped while Sir Charles’s controlled anger turned his face into a thundercloud.

			“I do not wish to imagine anything, Mrs. Woodhull.” His words flicked with anger. “I wish to be informed. The only thing that matters in this trial are fact-based truths.”

			“The only thing that matters in this trial is what can be believed,” Mrs. Woodhull told him. “The fact that you find something difficult to believe doesn’t mean it can’t be true.”

			To calm himself, Sir Charles took in a slow, long breath through his nose.

			“Rather than venturing into metaphysics, let us address more straightforward issues. I understand that it was your father who launched your career as a clairvoyant.”

			“This is correct.”

			“Please describe him for the court.”

			“My father was a con man, who never passed up an opportunity that didn’t require him to work himself. He was a swindler, who used black paint to cover the flaws of the horses he sold. He was a cheat who, after losing at the card table, paid his debts with counterfeit money. Not only did my father force me to perform as a child clairvoyant, he would starve me for days at a time to enhance my performances.”

			Having decided that disarming frankness would garner respect with the jury, Mrs. Woodhull welcomed their audible gasps.

			“You are very blunt,” Sir Charles told her.

			“I don’t see the point in being anything else.”

			Sir Charles asked Mrs. Woodhull whether her father concentrated his illegal occupations in river towns in order to flee from the authorities by stowing away on timber barges.

			“Correct.”

			“And it occurred to your father that a more effective strategy of escaping the law would be to outwit the authorities rather than to run from them.”

			“It did.”

			Sir Charles pressed further.

			“Your father became increasingly fond of taking matters to the law over the slightest pretext.”

			“Yes,” came her unconcerned confirmation.

			“By reading just enough law to clutter the courts with litigation, he was able to take a stance before being accused.”

			“All of what you’ve said is true,” she said, free of inhibition.

			“Mrs. Woodhull, I contend that you are your father’s daughter.”

			Did she doubt herself? Not a whit. Was there any equivocation to her response? There was not. Her reply took the form of a genial rejection.

			“You are wrong,” she told him, without elaborating further.

			Her breezy denial induced a sort of cognitive dissonance in Sir Charles. Caught on the back foot, his next step was to ask a leading question. Did she believe in free love?

			“I never knew that love was anything but free,” she responded.

			Had she ever been guilty of immorality? he asked.

			Mrs. Woodhull explained that from 1870 to 1877 she had been lecturing before the American public, and that, during that same period of time, not a single charge had been made against her character.

			Had she written the article on free love, a copy of which the defense wished to enter into evidence?

			No, she had not written that article—how could she, it appeared when she was thousands of miles away lecturing.

			Had she ever worked in the theater?

			It was common knowledge that women who disported themselves on the stage were likely to make themselves sexually available. This was no question at all, but a dog whistle signaling that Mrs. Woodhull was a onetime prostitute.

			“Does my question make you uncomfortable?” asked Sir Charles, whose intention was dedicated to that very purpose.

			“It would not matter if it did. But, for the moment, I do not remember being on the stage as anything other than a public lecturer,” replied Mrs. Woodhull.

			“Pray, understand that I am not making it a matter of reproach,” Sir Charles volunteered disingenuously. “It was in San Francisco that you performed on the stage.”

			“If you will allow me to describe the circumstances, I will do so,” offered Mrs. Woodhull.

			“I think the question is capable of an answer yes or no,” pressed Sir Charles. “For the record, you were, in fact, onstage as an actress while living in San Francisco.” He was quick to add another slur. “Am I also correct in stating that you have been married twice before?”

			It was impossible for Mrs. Woodhull to rebut this fact, but she knew that confirming it would grant permission for everyone in the courtroom to judge her.

			“I find your question disappointing. It makes you seem predictable,” she said.

			“Why would that be?” Sir Charles asked slowly. His dry-mouthed words must have sounded like brittle twigs snapping.

			“When a woman is questioned in court it is considered a legitimate part of the defense to make the most searching inquiry into her sexual morality. I realize that I’ve broken one of the rules by putting words to it, but this kind of concession allows men to go on living with their prejudices. Women make up more than half the British population. What possible harm comes from the suggestion that a more constructive attitude toward them would further this great nation?”

			Speech even, gestures few, and without the need of drawing a longer breath as she gathered pace, Mrs. Woodhull had managed to strike a perfect note of candor while invoking Britain as an admirable and great nation. One of the jury members could be seen nodding respectfully. Sir Charles knew that if he was to move against her now, it would appear churlish.

			“Is it true that you have seen apparitions?” he asked, retooling his approach for a third time.

			It was obvious to Mrs. Woodhull that Sir Charles was setting her up for ridicule, and, being familiar with the rewards that come from charming the right man, she turned toward the judge. The smile that played around the corners of her mouth was as much invitation as deflection.

			“Your Lordship, as a matter of fact, there is one appearing to me now.”

			Like all charismatic people, when Mrs. Woodhull spoke to someone she thought might be helpful, she made him feel (and, with her, it was almost always a him) as if he was the only person who truly mattered. But, despite the obvious dividends of Mrs. Woodhull’s charm, the judge was determined not to succumb to her flirtation. Still, the where-is-this-going aspect intrigued him. The tight expression on his face wavered and it appeared that he would allow a momentary diversion of amused curiosity.

			“Not a ghostly apparition, I hope,” he told her.

			“I do not know yet what this one will do, Your Lordship,” she said in a dulcet tone. “He is waiting to hear your conclusions.”

			If there was ever a time for Sir Charles to recapture lost ground, it was then.

			“After all that has been said, are you telling me that you do believe in messages from the afterworld?” he asked.

			“Sir Charles, I don’t mean to tell you anything,” she said. “It is you, not I, who have been so splendidly educated.”

			

			•   •   •

			The cross-examination continued between Mrs. Woodhull, nimbly converting her recalcitrant manner into a virtue, and Sir Charles, whose attempts at forcing her to comply with facts were falling short. In one cut-and-thrust instance, when he demanded a more precise answer to a question, she told him that he was requiring too much of them both.

			“Like me, Sir Charles, you’ve arrived at a mature stage in your life. My memories and your interpretation of them are not to be trusted.”

			It was a brilliant next move from a formidable adversary whose razor-sharp wit more than made up for her lack of schooling. Equally impressive was her refusal to be made uncomfortable by facts; indeed, she appeared not to care whether things were true. Despite Sir Charles’s verbal assaults against her—assaults that would have shaken most people—she continued to hold her ground and, if middle distance existed between sincerity and sarcasm, she managed to claim it. There was also the matter of Mrs. Woodhull’s insolent confidence. She had the nerve to tell Sir Charles that his “kind of thinking implied damaging absolutes.” Infuriating him was the thought that, on this point, she might have been right.
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