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During the winter and spring of 1998–99, the meticulously footnoted pages of The New York Review of Books crackled with a heated debate over the life of William James. At issue, along with such weighty matters as the existence of free will and the etiology of clinical depression, was whether or not the great Harvard philosopher and psychologist had been a compulsive masturbator. Evidence for this incendiary assertion was gingerly marshaled and reviewed by Professor Louis Menand, then of the City University of New York, who presented as Exhibit A this famous passage from James’s The Varieties of Religious Experience, describing a state of mind that James called “panic fear”:


Here [wrote James] is an excellent example, for permission to print which I have to thank the sufferer. The original is in French, and though the subject was evidently in a bad nervous condition at the time of which he writes, his case has otherwise the merit of extreme simplicity. I translate freely.

“Whilst in this state of philosophic pessimism and general depression of spirits about my prospects, I went one evening into a dressing-room in the twilight to procure some article that was there; when suddenly there fell upon me without any warning, just as if it came out of the darkness, a horrible fear of my own existence. Simultaneously there arose in my mind the image of an epileptic patient whom I had seen in the asylum, a black-haired youth with greenish skin, entirely idiotic, who used to sit all day on one of the benches, or rather shelves against the wall, with his knees drawn up against his chin, and the coarse gray undershirt, which was his only garment, drawn over them inclosing his entire figure. He sat there like a sort of sculptured Egyptian cat or Peruvian mummy, moving nothing but his black eyes and looking absolutely non-human. This image and my fear entered into a species of combination with each other. That shape am I, I felt, potentially. Nothing that I possess can defend me against that fate, if the hour for it should strike for me as it struck for him. There was such a horror of him, and such a perception of my own merely momentary discrepancy from him, that it was as if something hitherto solid within my breast gave way entirely, and I became a mass of quivering fear.”


This harrowing vignette has long attracted the attention of James’s biographers because in 1904, two years after its original publication, he revealed to his French translator that the man whose terrifying experience of “panic fear” he had described was none other than himself. There had been no original translation from the French, no gracious permission to print; the psychologist had, he confessed, presented his own case history.

As a result of James’s revelation, many students of his life have tried to fit the story of the epileptic patient into a crisis-and-recovery narrative according to which James had suffered, in the early 1870s, what might be described in lay terms as a kind of nervous breakdown. The notion that this crisis may have been precipitated by—or at least have been associated in James’s mind with—compulsive masturbation originated, Menand discovered, in an article published in 1968 by the historian Cushing Strout of Cornell. “Strout’s idea,” wrote Menand, “is that the vision of the epileptic occurred some time between 1866, when James returned from a trip to Brazil and decided he didn’t want to be a naturalist, and 1869, when he received his medical degree and decided he didn’t want to be a doctor.” Strout speculated that James was convinced there was a link between introspection (“speculation and contemplative Grüblei”) and masturbation, and between masturbation and insanity. The hideous figure of the epileptic patient, Strout concluded, was an objective representation both of William’s “self-punishing guilt” and of his dread at being stuck in a medical career—the only professional path that appeared open to him after he abandoned the field of natural history.

Additional support for such an interpretation, Professor Menand went on, was provided by University of Chicago polymath Sandor Gilman. In his book Disease and Representation, Gilman suggested that James’s description of the epileptic might have been based on a portrait of a mental patient that had appeared in an 1838 treatise on insanity, Des maladies mentales, by the pioneering French psychiatrist Jean-Étienne Esquirol. Not only was this work written, as Gilman pointed out, in the language of James’s ostensible subject, but the patient depicted in Esquirol’s book—who bears a striking resemblance to the asylum inmate described by James—is explicitly identified as an idiot and a masturbator. To support his assertion that James had a fear of descending into madness as a result of his own behavior, Gilman cited an entry from James’s diary, dated February 1, 1870, in which he claimed James referred “in a direct manner” to his habitual masturbation: “Hitherto I have tried to fire myself with the moral interest, as an aid in the accomplishing of certain utilitarian ends of attaining certain difficult but salutary habits.”

Biography, of course, is hardly an exact science, and Professor Menand, as we shall see, ultimately arrived at a very different—though perhaps even more disturbing—conclusion about the story of the epileptic patient. But do we, or should we, even care if William James (to use a more colorful, if less suitably Victorian, expression) was a major jerk-off artist? Or, for that matter, if his brother Henry, widely venerated as one of the greatest novelists in the English language, was as queer as the proverbial three-dollar bill—a proposition with which his biographer Leon Edel played literary footsie for five long volumes? William James himself, we must recall, once warned that the art of being wise is the art of knowing what to overlook.

Yet we cannot overlook such embarrassing or inconvenient possibilities, nor should we; for biographical probing in this instance transcends mere prurient interest in the private activities of private men. The Jameses, after all, present much more than a fascinating case study in psychopathology and twisted family dynamics. As Stanford historian Otis Pease once remarked, virtually the entire story of nineteenth-century America is encompassed in the saga of the James brothers—William and Henry in the East, Frank and Jesse in the West. Or, as the narrator of Peter De Vries’s comic novel Consenting Adults observed, “If America can be thought of as polarized between two sets of James brothers, Jesse and Frank at one end and you know who at the other, why, we dramatize to ourselves in this one configuration its infinite cultural variety.”

Indeed, it would be nearly impossible to overstate the magnitude of the mark the James family has left on the American cultural landscape. The intellectual and literary achievements of “the scientist who wrote psychology like a novelist and the novelist who wrote fiction like a psychologist” (a commonplace even in their own lifetimes) were so influential that the critic Jacques Barzun was moved to designate an entire quarter century of our cultural history as “the reign of William and Henry.” Between them, the two older James brothers practically cornered the market of ideas in their age. In addition to the aforementioned Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), William’s groundbreaking writings include his magisterial The Principles of Psychology (1890) and such popular works as The Will to Believe (1897) and Talks to Teachers (1899). Henry James, of course, gave us a groaning shelf of novels, novellas, short stories, travel writings, and critical essays, highlighted by such enduring masterworks of fiction as Daisy Miller (1878), The Portrait of a Lady (1881), The Wings of the Dove (1902), and The Golden Bowl (1904).

The reign of Frank and Jesse, while briefer and based on only a single idea, was no less impressive: Their towering oeuvre includes the seminal daylight bank heist at Liberty, Missouri (1866); their ambitious (if failed) First National Bank job in Northfield, Minnesota (1876); and the storied robbery of the Glendale train (1879). To poet Carl Sandburg, Jesse James is “the only American bandit who is classical, who is to this country what Robin Hood and Dick Turpin are to England, whose exploits are so close to the mythical and apocryphal.”

In recent decades, considerable scholarly attention has also been lavished on Alice James, the James brothers’ long-neglected sister, in whom such feminist writers as Jean Strouse and Susan Sontag discovered a paradigm of Victorian patriarchal hegemony run amuck. “To be a James and a girl,” wrote Strouse, “was a contradiction in terms.”

Of course, it might also seem a contradiction in terms to be a James and a ruthless bushwhacker. Born Garth Wilkinson and Robertson James, and overshadowed in childhood by their gifted older siblings, the two younger brothers (not to be confused with the Younger brothers, with whom they were often professionally associated) were to demonstrate a peculiarly American genius for reinventing themselves, gaining national notoriety as the desperate border bandits Frank and Jesse. “While the older brothers came of age slowly under the protective cover of ill health and parental bounty,” wrote Cornell psychiatrist Howard M. Feinstein, “the younger pair was forced into premature manhood by battle, so that this minor theme in the lives of William and Henry became the central chapter, the climax of their work lives. Thereafter uncannily they reenacted the plot laid out in their father’s early stories. Like so many of the elder Henry’s boyhood friends, in spite of ‘brilliant promise’ and ‘romantic charm,’ both younger sons ‘ended badly.’”

Perhaps it was this familial fear of “ending badly” that overtook William James in his frightening identification with the famous epileptic patient. If so, what, if anything, did masturbation have to do with it? The flap over William James’s putative propensity for “self-abuse” reveals not only the extent to which scholars have been fascinated with the minutiae of the Jameses’ private lives, but also the degree to which the Jameses were bent on protecting their privacy. Not surprisingly, there is no explicit reference to whacking the wand in any of the writings that William James left. (Those “salutary habits” to which he referred in the diary entry cited by Sandor Gilman were likely nothing more titillating than the routine of getting up early in the morning, according to Professor Menand.) Indeed, the reddest flag on the subject is not anything James left but what he didn’t leave. “The biggest impediment to getting a coherent crisis-and-recovery narrative out of the materials of his life between 1867 and 1873,” Menand explained, “is that large portions of the record are simply missing.” James, he noted, “was never a daily diarist, but the entries in the notebook he used for a diary are fairly regular from April 1868, when it begins, to February 1869. Then twenty-one pages (or as much as forty-two pages of writing) have been cut out, apparently with scissors.”

Despite this suspicious excision, Professor Menand not only took issue with the diagnosis of William James as a compulsive masturbator, he went even further, questioning the veracity of the account that James had confessed to be his own case history. The story of the epileptic patient, Menand concluded, was a piece of “biographical flotsam,” unmoored to any known event in James’s life. “It can be interpreted,” he wrote, “as a precipitating crisis, as a psychological breakthrough, as simply one among many crises, most of which are now unrecoverable—or as a partial invention, a little work of semi-fiction.”

These proclivities for writing “semi-fiction” and destroying documents—and William was by no means the only, nor even the worst, offender of the lot—bring us to the crux of the dilemma faced by any biographer of the James family: The Jameses were a notoriously slippery bunch who, as Jean Strouse put it, “grew adept at giving eloquently ambiguous voice to the way things were supposed to be: they learned to see and not see, say and not say, reveal and conceal, all at the same time.” The father, Henry James, Sr., wrote a version of his life story, Immortal Life: Illustrated in a Brief Autobiographical Sketch of the Late Stephen Dewhurst, hiding behind the wholly fictitious character of the title. Henry James, Jr., in his own autobiography, Professor Menand pointed out, “freely changed dates, suppressed facts, and rewrote passages from other people’s letters, and then often added injury to insult by destroying the originals.” According to Leon Edel, Henry had “a kind of rage of privacy and dealt in mystification to confound those who would treat his life.” In 1909, toward the end of that life, the master novelist went so far as to heap forty years of correspondence onto a roaring bonfire in his garden, in accordance with what he referred to as “the law that I have made tolerably absolute these last years as I myself grow older and think more of my latter end: the law of not leaving personal and private documents at the mercy of any accidents, or even of my executors!” Frank and Jesse, it goes without saying, had an abiding professional commitment to covering their tracks. Their recorded lives present a Gordian sheepshank of alibis and aliases in which, according to their biographer William A. Settle, Jr., of the University of Tulsa, “fact and fiction are so entwined that it is difficult—at times, impossible—to untangle them.” (Indeed, until the 1995 exhumation and DNA analysis of Jesse’s remains, there had even been lingering doubts that the body buried beneath the headstone bearing his name was in fact the outlaw’s.)

None of which is to suggest that the Jameses were compulsive liars (except perhaps Frank and Jesse, whose mendacity was the least of their crimes). But they were all famously flexible in their notion of the truth. William, one of the founders of the pragmatic school of philosophy, claimed that “truth happens to an idea; it becomes true, is made true by events.” And Henry, who once remarked that “facts themselves are often falsifying,” justified altering documents in his autobiography by proclaiming, according to another of his biographers, Lyndall Gordon, that “what he had written was no common memoir; it was a work of imaginative, not literal, truth. The ghosts of the dead had his ear, his spirit had communed with theirs, and the result was a biographic truth that was truer in its suggestiveness, its closeness to the ‘unspeakable past,’ than figures nailed down by cast-iron facts.”

“What makes partial biographical information generally worse than no information at all,” Professor Menand complained, “is that speculation fills the gaps and eventually becomes indistinguishable from ‘the facts.’” Faced with all these scissored diaries, doctored documents, incinerated correspondence, multiple aliases, and horses with their shoes on backward, a biographer of the Jameses could well be forgiven for speculating that an entire Halloween of skeletons might yet be found lurking in the family closet. (To further fan the flames of such suspicions, even today—nearly a century after Henry’s death in 1916—many of the family papers still remain sealed to scholars.)

Certainly the numerous histories of their lives available now leave many crucial questions unanswered: How, for example, was William James (compulsive masturbator or not) able to consider establishing the first laboratory of experimental psychology in America—“raising the money himself,” according to his Harvard colleague George Herbert Palmer—on an assistant professor’s salary of only twelve hundred dollars a year? And what exactly did William mean when he confessed to his wife long after their 1878 wedding that for two years during their courtship, he had behaved like “a man morally utterly diseased”? How could the younger brothers, Garth Wilkinson and Robertson, Union officers once so deeply committed to the abolitionist cause that they volunteered for service in the first black regiments of the Civil War, have metamorphosed into those Rebel icons Frank and Jesse? And what drove Henry James to take it on the lam from the United States in the early 1880s and hole up in Europe until after the dawn of a new century?

The account that follows, though by no means a thorough cradle-to-grave biography, may help shed some light on these vexing conundrums. It focuses on only a single year (1876) in the long saga of the Jameses, but that year, as we shall see, was a crucial one indeed, involving perhaps the strongest extrafamilial link among the brothers in their adult lives—a young woman named Elena Hite. Alluring, impetuous, free-thinking, by turns vivacious and sullen, this errant daughter of the minor Hartford railroad baron Asa Hite likely served among the real-life models for some of Henry James’s most celebrated fictional heroines, including the scandalous Daisy Miller, the histrionic Verena Tarrant of The Bostonians, and the high-spirited Isabel Archer of The Portrait of a Lady. Miss Hite was herself hardly a prolific diarist, but neither was she so swift with the scissors and flames as the Jameses. Through the unique prism of her surviving journals and letters, in conjunction with recently unearthed material from the archives of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, we are privileged to view the James family in a new and revealing—if sometimes painfully embarrassing—light.

That curmudgeonly critic H. L. Mencken once wrote that in choosing to live and work in Europe, Henry James had gone in the wrong direction. “What he needed,” contended Mencken, “was intimate contact with the life of his own country…. The West would have amused, intrigued and finally conquered him.” But Mencken was wrong on at least two counts: Henry James did indeed visit the West, and it neither amused nor intrigued him. It did, however, in a sense conquer him, and here our story begins.



Chapter One
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At four-forty-five on the afternoon of July 7, 1876, the Number 4 Missouri Pacific Express, made up of two sleeping cars, three day coaches, and two baggage cars, pulled out of Kansas City, headed east for St. Louis. Among the passengers aboard that day, along with the usual contingent of rough-clad farmers, itinerant preachers, and high-collared Chicago drummers, was Henry James, who was completing a tour of the western states and territories he had embarked on six weeks earlier at the behest of John Hay, editor of The New York Tribune. Such journalistic journeys had become all the rage ever since the great linkage of the nation’s eastern and western rail lines in 1869, opening the continent for commerce, settlement, and an exotic new brand of tourism that the railroad companies and newspapers hoped might appeal to wealthy Americans jaded with the fashionable Grand Tour of Europe.

In fact, Henry was not so much completing his western tour as aborting it—cutting short his travels, as he complained to his editor, on account of “excruciating gastric distress.” Indeed, the Jamesian digestive apparatus had been in chronic disrepair ever since its exposure a month earlier to the cuisine of St. Louis, a series of “desperate variations upon the inherently unpromising culinary theme of fried catfish.” To make matters worse, Henry’s back was killing him. In the terminology of today’s psychiatry, the Jameses were notorious somaticizers: Their psychological conflicts often manifested in the form of such physical symptoms as painful digestive disturbances, crippling constipation, mysterious visual weaknesses, and blazingly aching backs. (William James, fresh out of the Harvard medical school, diagnosed his brother’s spinal symptoms as “dorsal insanity.”) In this instance, we might suspect that an underlying reason for Henry’s distress—and Henry James was never one to deny any reason its fair weight and then some—was that the young author had come to realize he had neither talent nor taste for newspaper writing. “Try as he might,” wrote his biographer Leon Edel, “Henry James could never speak in the journalistic voice. It was as if a man, fluent, suddenly reduced himself to a stutter.” In his own mind, James was destined to be a great literary artist, not a newspaper hack, and his true vocation would hardly suffer a whit, he no doubt told himself, if he were never to describe another thundering herd of bison, painted Red Indian, or towering Rocky Mountain. Mark Twain could have the lot. Henry’s idea of “roughing it” was any hotel under a two-star rating, and the truth, which must have been painfully apparent to him as he stared out over the western Missouri landscape described by Jesse James’s biographer T. J. Stiles as resembling “a rug pushed into a corner: rumpled, wrinkled, rippled with ravines,” was that all of that open space—those endless empty miles with scarcely a shanty, much less a café or cathedral to break the sheer geology of it all—had literally made him sick.

Fortunately, the interior scenery of the coach was to prove far more to Henry’s taste: Across the aisle from the writer sat a young woman who would soon introduce herself as Elena Phoenix and who would come to play a singularly significant role in the lives of the entire James clan. Though he scarcely could have been characterized as a ladies’ man in the vulgar, predatory sense, Henry James was nonetheless a connoisseur of what he once described as the “more complicated” sex. Even at this early stage of his literary career, he had long since determined that womanhood, particularly the freshly emerging American strain, was to be a salient subject of his work. (“My Bible is the female mind,” declares a diarist in Henry’s 1866 tale “A Landscape Painter.”) Like Winterbourne, the protagonist of Daisy Miller, Henry had a great relish for feminine beauty; he was addicted to observing and analyzing it, and though the features of the specimen presently under his scrutiny were partially obscured by the magazine in which she was engrossed, he could not have helped but discern that the coils of her golden tresses framed a face of remarkable beauty—though it was a beauty, he might have been compelled to note, of the sort more properly designated “handsome” than “pretty.” If contemporary photographs of Elena are a suitable guide, Henry’s practiced eye doubtless would have registered a slightly too firm set to her mouth, which seemed to war with the sensuous fullness of her lips, and that the angles of her glowing cheeks were perhaps a shade too sharply chiseled for one of the “gentle gender.” Nonetheless, the softness of her sex and age—she was then only twenty-two—no doubt lent a sweetness and vulnerability to her patrician countenance that served to take the chill off its sheer sculptural achèvement.

On this occasion, the softer facet of her being was accentuated by a fashionable mauve frock, which blossomed with fantastic frills and flounces and from which a daring flash of lemon-yellow petticoat peeped fetchingly at the ankle. Her narrow waist was garnished with a crimson sash, and around her neck, falling low over her rounded bosom, hung a double strand of glowing amber beads. But more striking to Henry James than the young woman’s fine features and modish attire would have been a certain larger-than-life aspect of her bearing, an altogether “finished” quality proclaiming the presence of a public personage. She might have seemed to him—in a phrase he would later apply to Isabel Archer in The Portrait of a Lady—to have “the general air of being someone in particular.” Here, he could have been moved to speculate, was a talented diva bearing the bright torch of the operatic art to the benighted provinces of the West, or perhaps a celebrated comedienne—a radiant Juliet or heartrending Camille honing her art on the coarser sensibilities of the hinterlands before essaying to captivate the more sophisticated audiences of the great metropoli back east.

Yet it was neither her elegant apparel, nor her exquisite facial contours, nor even her “general air,” to which his gaze was ultimately drawn, but rather to the reading matter upon which her own attention appeared so fiercely fixed. Henry could not have helped but recognize the familiar typography of The Atlantic Monthly—indeed, one of the issues in which his first novel, Roderick Hudson, had recently been serialized.

In his later years, after the turn of the century, James would be widely revered as “The Master,” with an imposing oeuvre comprising dozens of novels, scores of novellas, and hundreds of short stories. But in that centennial summer of 1876, all of this was far ahead of him and by no means assured as his destiny. He was still in the thrall of what he once called “the hungry futurity of youth,” and we can only imagine the maelstrom of emotion generated by the fledgling author’s realization that this lovely young woman was in fact perusing his very own words. Her lips moved silently, voluptuously forming the shape of his every syllable—a reading habit he might normally have deemed jejune but which, considering the exquisite syllables in question (to say nothing of the exquisite lips), must have struck him as infinitely charming.

To achieve a better view, he cranked his reclining chair to its forwardmost position so energetically that he may have feared pitching himself headlong into the aisle. Sensing the high voyeuristic voltage being generated across the way, the young woman lifted her eyes to intercept the writer’s intense gaze with a cool, quizzical look of her own. (Though proper ladies of the era were conventionally admonished never to encourage “acquaintanceship” with strangers on trains, Elena was hardly one to abide by the rigid strictures of mid-Victorian propriety.)

“I beg your pardon, sir?”

Henry James colored as if caught in some particularly unclean act.

“I gather from your, ah, oscillations,” she went on, “that you must be exceedingly interested in my magazine.” She held out The Atlantic, offering it across the aisle. “Would you care to peruse it at closer range?”

“I…I…I…no…I…,” Henry stammered, for however gracefully his words may have glided across the smooth plane of the printed page, in the more turbulent atmosphere of the three-dimensional world, they often flapped wildly about, like chimney swallows flushed into a drawing room.

“Well, if you don’t care to read it, then I would be most grateful if you would kindly desist from staring at it so.” The young woman delivered this remonstrance with a prim nod and a satisfied half-smile, feeling, as she later recorded in her diary, in equal measure pleased and amused by the firmness of tone she was taking with this imposing stranger. James was now thirty-three and, by at least one account, a fine figure of a man: “He had mildly swelled, not to fatness, not to stoutness, but well nigh to the brink of plumpness,” wrote William H. Huntington, a colleague at the Tribune. “Also hath whiskers, full but close trimmed. By reason of these fulfillments…he has much more waxed in good lookingness, and is in his actual presentment (specially qua head) a notably finer person than one in the next 10,000 of handsome men.”

All these fine fulfillments notwithstanding, at this moment Henry appeared to Elena “for all the world like a schoolboy harshly scolded” as he hurriedly averted his gaze and made an elaborate show of scribbling in the pages of the notebook on his lap.

“Really,” the young woman insisted, “I’d be most happy to let you have the magazine. But I simply cannot abide anyone reading over my shoulder. It gives me the willies.”

This remark, accompanied by an exaggerated mock shudder that no doubt struck Henry—especially in conjunction with the slang expression—as disarmingly girlish, at last emboldened him to speak.

“I’m terribly sorry,” he said, seeming relieved with the smoothness and profundity of his vocal presentation, “I would be loath to knowingly inflict ‘the willies’ upon anyone. I was merely curious about that story you’re reading.”

“Roderick Hudson?”

“Oh, is that the title?” Henry asked disingenuously. In his preface to the 1907 edition of that early work, he recalled the “quite uplifted sense with which my idea, such as it was, permitted me to at last put quite out to sea. I had but hugged the shore on sundry previous small occasions; bumping about, to acquire skill, in the shallow waters and sandy coves of the ‘short story’ and master as yet of no vessel constructed to carry a sail.” Roderick Hudson, then, was his maiden voyage into the deep waters of full-length fiction. In it he had sounded the opening chords of his great themes: the artist and society, European decadence versus American innocence, the labyrinthine divagations of the female mind. It had taken him over a year of intense labor to bring forth his opus, and upon its popular success rode all of Henry’s hopes for a career that would permit him to devote his efforts exclusively to fiction.

“Oh, it’s dreadful,” pronounced the young woman.

Whatever head of steam had built up behind Henry’s vocal machinery suddenly fizzled. “D-d-d-dreadful?” he stammered.

“Well, you may judge for yourself. I certainly have no desire to finish it,” she said, again offering the magazine across the aisle.

Henry waved aside the proffered journal as though it were yet another portion of detested fried catfish.

“Of course, there are many other perfectly excellent pieces in this number,” the young woman chattered on enthusiastically. “Mark Twain has a charming description of old times on the Mississippi, how he became a cub pilot on a steamboat, and Oliver Wendell Holmes has a fascinating essay on crime and automatism in which he argues, if I understand him correctly, that the criminal is not necessarily the same thing as the sinner, since the former is, in some sense, a moral idiot, or morally insane; that just as some men are unable from birth to distinguish between certain colors—red and green, for instance—”

“In what way…dreadful?”

The young woman, caught up in her breathless synopsis of the Holmes piece, was momentarily confused. “The story?”

“Yes, the story. This Roderick Hudson,” Henry insisted. He was now breathing through his nostrils. “In what way is it so…dreadful?”

“Why, in almost every way, really.” The young woman delivered her harsh evaluation with a tinkling laugh, amused by the boldness of her critique and pleased with the opportunity to display her erudition. “To begin with, it’s far too mannered. The characters seem very stiff, the language is often unpleasantly curly, and the whole thing is completely void of any recognizable human emotion. It’s very…chilly, if you know what I mean.”

“Chilly,” repeated Henry with a glacial smile. It was the very word his brother William had used in his own critique of the novel. Henry was anxious to end this ungratifying exchange, no doubt sorry he had let himself be drawn forth from his cozy cocoon of observation. But his interlocutress, delighted to be liberated from the rigors of her reading, kept her elegant shoulder to the conversational wheel.

“And might you by any chance be a literary gentleman yourself?” she inquired brightly, dropping her gaze toward Henry’s open notebook, a handsome black leatherette volume with wine-marbled endpapers.

Henry shifted uncomfortably in his seat and closed the portfolio with a sharp snap. “In a manner of speaking,” he answered, then hastily added: “That is, I write the occasional travel piece—herds of bison, Rocky Mountains, Red Indians—that sort of thing. Nothing in the fiction line.”

“And might I be familiar with your work, Mr….?”

“Jones,” the writer supplied quickly. “Harry Jones.” (Though the surname he blurted was randomly, almost comically, fictional, the Christian name he appended to it was in fact his old family moniker, employed during his youth to distinguish him from his father, Henry Sr., and the numerous other Henrys festooning the James family tree.)

The young woman squinted in a pretty pantomime of cogitation, but clearly, she was drawing a blank. “I’m afraid I’ve never heard of you, Mr. Jones,” she confessed with some embarrassment.

“It would have surprised me immensely if you had,” Henry replied dryly.

“But now that we’ve met, I’d love to read something of yours.”

“Oh, you mustn’t be too certain of that.” At this point Henry was becoming visibly irritated. He must already have been irked with this woman for having made him lie about his name—and such a clumsy, unimaginative lie at that—and he would have had no wish to become any more profoundly enmeshed in this fruitless web of deceit. We can imagine him finding himself conscious of the distinctly ungallant compulsion to discover some hint of imperfection in her apparently flawless appearance, as if some subtle misalignment of feature—some soupçon of coarseness about the mouth or blemish in the smooth complexion—might have established grounds for discounting her painful literary judgment. But the more closely he scrutinized her, the more he would have been obliged to concede that his initial assessment of her beauty had been, if anything, insufficiently generous: She was as bright and soft as an April cloud, and beaming at him with such a fresh, open smile that he no doubt could have throttled her.

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” she pressed on, extending a hand across the aisle. “Here you’ve told me your name, and I haven’t introduced myself. I’m Elena Phoenix.”

Henry took her creamy-kidskin-gloved hand and gave it a perfunctory pump. “Ah, yes,” he ventured, “that marvelous mythical bird that perishes in flames and rises from its ashes.”

“Indeed,” she replied with a practiced enigmatic smile, “that marvelous mythical bird.”

“And would it be Miss Phoenix, then?” Henry inquired.

At this Elena abruptly withdrew her hand. Her lips pursed and her cheeks colored. “If you mean to inquire whether or not I’m married, Mr. Jones,” she replied tartly, “the answer is certainly not. I’m in no hurry for that when there are so many other, more rewarding things a woman might achieve.”

The vehemence of this short piece of oration seemed to take Henry aback. In searching for the proper term of address, he had no doubt intended merely to provide assurance that any ensuing conversation would be conducted at the highest level of propriety. He could scarcely have expected to provoke a lecture.

“You’re making a face, Mr. Jones.”

“A face?”

Elena Phoenix scrunched up her fine features to mirror a contorted grimace of disgust.

“I’m dreadfully sorry,” said Henry. “One tends to have such imperfect control over one’s physiognomy.”

“Perhaps,” Elena countered, “that may be because one tends to believe that a woman’s proper place is in the home.” She was building up a considerable head of rhetorical steam. “But let me assure you, Mr. Jones, women are awakening in this land. We have the ability—and the right—to do anything you men do. A woman can go to school or teach school. She can be a doctor, a lawyer, an architect, an artist, a writer….”

Henry James nodded mechanically at the enumeration of each line of work to which the awakening American woman might rightfully aspire. In fact, he felt not so much out of sympathy with feminist politics as weary of them. He had noted on his visit to Boston that winter how the boundless emancipatory energies that had once fueled the abolitionist movement of the 1860s now seemed to have been redirected from Negroes to women. His sister, Alice, when not incapacitated by one of her chronic neurasthenic “episodes,” was an active advocate of the cause, especially in the area of female education. She had managed to convince her literary brother of the justice of at least that portion of the feminist agenda. Yet whatever opinions Henry may have held on the subject, at the moment he probably clung to them less tenaciously than to his desire not to be betrayed once again by his facial musculature.

“Or, if such be her inclination,” Elena Phoenix concluded with a proud heavenward thrust of her chin, “she can walk the streets and peddle her favors to the highest bidder!”

Henry’s eyes widened. He searched Elena’s face for a clue as to whether she might be joking, but her countenance evinced nothing beyond its loveliness. If indeed this were a joke on her part, Henry must have felt, it was one entirely too provocative for the circumstances. In Europe a proper young lady would scarcely dare ride a train unescorted, much less engage in such familiar badinage with a perfect stranger. On the other hand, he couldn’t have helped but think that if this woman turned out to be—the word would have rushed to his mind with a tingle of excitement and revulsion—a common whore, why then might he not discount her poor opinion of Roderick Hudson entirely?

“And which of these, ah, worthy professions,” asked Henry, “might it be your pleasure to substitute for the sorry satisfactions of the wedded estate?”

The answer to this pointed query was not to be forthcoming—at least not for the moment—since no sooner had it escaped Henry’s lips than the coach lurched violently and, with a piercing screech of iron wheels on iron rails, ground shuddering to a halt. There was a loud hiss of steam outside, then a portentous silence.

Somewhere up ahead, the nervous nickering of horses broke the stillness of the hot night air. Peering out the window of the coach to see if any station was apparent, all Henry would have been able to discern would have been the stark rock walls of a construction cut, void of any sign of human habitation or commerce. His fertile imagination might have leaped to wild Indians, herds of bison, or flash floods.

His fellow passengers, however, being far better acquainted with the hazards of the route, were quicker to comprehend the true nature of their plight.

“Train robbers!” shouted one of the Chicago drummers.
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Contrary to the tenets of American mythology, the art of the train robbery was not invented by the James Gang; that dubious distinction is more properly accorded to the Reno brothers of Seymour, Indiana, who first struck an Adams Express car in 1867. Yet just as it was J. S. Bach who codified and extended the conventions of European music without having created them de novo, so it was the James Gang who perfected the techniques of robbing trains and with whom the classic methodology, even as early as 1876, was already most strongly identified in the popular imagination.

Furthermore, the so-called James Gang was only a loosely organized and ever-shifting cadre of personnel, a larcenous pickup ensemble of which the nucleus was the James brothers themselves—Frank and Jesse—and the Younger brothers—Cole, Jim, and Bob. On July 6, 1876, these core brotherhoods, minus Jim Younger and augmented by Clell Miller, Sam Wells (alias Charlie Pitts), and William Stiles (alias Bill Chadwell), along with a neophyte outlaw named Hobbs Kerry, had assembled near California, Missouri, and ridden west in two groups toward the town of Otterville in what is now Cooper County. The following afternoon, as the Number 4 Express was chugging out of Kansas City, the members of this odious octet had converged a couple of miles east of a forbidding gash in the railroad bed known locally as Rocky Cut, where a bridge was being constructed across the Lamine River. Because of this excavation, trains passing through the cut were obliged to slow to a crawl. A lone watchman was stationed at the construction site, his main job being to cross over and inspect the structure before and after the passage of each train.

As the sun was setting behind the bridge, Bob Younger, Sam Wells, and Clell Miller burst out of the woods and accosted the hapless watchman at gunpoint. “You ain’t going to hurt me,” he whimpered as they blindfolded him. “What would we want to hurt you for?” replied one of his assailants. “We want that money, that’s all we care for.”

While the other members of the gang took up positions along the banks of the cut, Bill Stiles and the rookie bandit Hobbs Kerry stayed behind and piled a barricade of railroad ties across the tracks.

It was shortly after ten in the evening when the Number 4 Express finally approached the cut. The blindfolded watchman was shoved across the rails to flag it down with his lantern. According to one witness, “the engine climbed up on the ties, rising fully ten inches off the track and then stopped and of its own weight settled back on the track.” Stiles and Kerry quickly scurried to the rear of the train to pile additional ties on the tracks behind the caboose, effectively eliminating the possibility that the engineer might make an escape by throwing the train into reverse.

Owing to the summer heat, the side door of the express car had been left open. Three of the bandits quickly boarded while two others climbed onto the engine, whooping and firing their revolvers into the air.

The commotion was precipitating a mad scramble inside the coaches: The terrified travelers hurried to divest themselves of potential booty, the men sliding greenbacks and gold eagles into their shoes or under their reclining seats, stuffing their pocket watches and jewelry into their baggage on the overhead mesh racks or dropping them into the watercooler, the stove, even the mouths of the brass spittoons. The women—those of whom who had not fainted outright—shrieked or sat paralyzed in their seats. From up the line in the express car came muffled shouts and bangings, then a volley of sharp pistol reports. “The passengers,” the baggage master, Peter Conkling, later recalled, “had every reason to believe a massacre was in progress.”

Almost immediately, the door of Henry’s car swung open to reveal a pair of masked gunmen. Both bandits were armed with big Colt Navy revolvers; the shorter of the pair also cradled a Winchester carbine across his chest.

“Okay, we’re comin’ in and goin’ through you all,” announced the taller of the duo, “so be quick, damn you, and hold up your hands!” His strong voice boomed through a mask of diaphanous white muslin, apparently fashioned from a lady’s handkerchief or undergarment. Next to the dirty bandanna of blue calico carelessly knotted over the bridge of his partner’s nose, this delicate swatch gave the speaker a strangely refined air. In his left hand he toted a two-bushel wheat sack, which he held aloft as he strode into the car.

“Now, I wouldn’t advise any of you to hold back on your donations,” he warned. “We’ll have your money anyway, and if you get smart, we’ll have your life as well.” The bandit punctuated this harsh caveat by sending a staccato triplet of pistol blasts ringing into the stamped tin ceiling of the coach. (In fact, despite these well-rehearsed theatrics of terror, the gang seldom made off with any significant loot from the riders of the trains they attacked. Such tactics were employed less as a way of increasing the haul from the holdup than of ensuring that the passengers, who of course outnumbered the outlaws, would remain cowed and distracted while the real work of the heist went on up in the express car.)

In the long annals of the James Gang’s larcenous exploits, the train robbery at Rocky Cut is best remembered for the unprecedented behavior of one of the passengers, the Reverend J. S. Holmes of Bedford, New York: “To comfort the frightened passengers and crewmen, huddled under the guns of the guards,” wrote Jesse James’s biographer William A. Settle, Jr., “a minister who had been on board the train prayed loudly that the lives of all might be spared. In the thought that his prayers might go unanswered, he exhorted those about to be killed to repent of their sins while there was yet time. Following the prayer, the passengers mustered enough spirit to sing religious songs, an accompaniment to robbery odd enough to unnerve most bandits.”

The outlaw pair, however, appeared not in the least unnerved by this impromptu display of Christian fervor. With the nonchalance of conductors taking tickets, they advanced along the aisle, relieving passengers of pocket watches, cash, rings, and brooches, all of which they crammed unceremoniously into the waiting grain sack.

Elena Phoenix kept her eyes fixed on the lean figure of the leader as he made his way toward her through the acrid stench of gunpowder hanging in the air. Only when he was standing directly over her did she drop her gaze from his angular face. Without a word, the bandit reached down and began to unfasten the clasp of her double chain of amber beads. His touch at the nape of her neck lingered as he gently brushed aside the fine golden wisps of hair above her collar with the muzzle of his pistol. At this criminal caress, Elena lifted her soft sea-green eyes to the hard steel-blue orbs of her assailant.

“Fear,” wrote William James in his Principles of Psychology, “has bodily expressions of an extremely energetic kind, and stands, beside lust and anger, as one of the three most exciting emotions to which our nature is susceptible.” Just which of these exciting emotions Elena was experiencing—or what puissant admixture of all three—is impossible to determine from our historical distance. Henry James, observing from the edge of his seat, saw her lips part and her bosom heave with what at the time he took to be a dry gasp of terror, but what he later surmised might have been the sign of some more succulent response. He was conscious of something like an electrical discharge in the air between Elena Phoenix and the outlaw, a palpable frisson to which he could not help but respond with a sympathetic shiver.

The gunman, as if sensing—and resenting—Henry’s vicarious participation in this charged moment, spun quickly on his heel and thrust his revolver directly into the writer’s face. “All right, mister! Fork out!” barked the bandit.

Henry James, who had doubtless never imagined himself the victim of any crime more violent than plagiarism, obediently dug out his pocket watch and struggled to unfasten its gold chain from his waistcoat, but the outlaw impatiently ripped it away, along with a ragged swatch of the vest’s patterned silk lining.

To Henry’s surprise, as he later recounted to his brother William, he found that he was not afraid, at least not in the pulse-pounding, sweat-dripping fashion of the dime novels. Rather, staring up into the barrel of the bandit’s cocked six-shooter, he experienced only an overwhelming desire to be in Paris. It was the same “irresistible longing” he had felt often enough in recent weeks, but seldom with the intensity it carried now. He could almost smell the floral perfume of the Luxembourg Gardens wafting across his table and mingling with the aroma of fresh-baked croissants in the Odéon bistrot where he had so often taken his petit déjeuner on his most recent tour of the continent.

The cold steel of the bandit’s revolver against his right temple prodded the writer abruptly back to the less civilized side of the Atlantic. Henry hastily deposited his wallet and gold tiepin into the open sack. Yet the masked desperado still seemed unsatisfied. “I’ll take the book, too,” he said, motioning with his pistol toward the handsome leatherette portfolio perched on Henry’s lap.

Henry always considered his written impressions to be “property,” and it would be difficult to overstate the importance of his notebooks to him. “If one is to undertake to tell tales and report with truth on the human scene,” he wrote in later life, “it could but be because notes had been from the cradle the ineluctable consequence of one’s greatest inward energy…to take them was as natural as to look, to think, to feel, to recognize, to remember.” However nonchalantly he might have parted with his pocket watch or billfold, Henry James was not about to willingly chuck the accumulated literary capital of his entire western journey into a grimy grain sack. He demurred with a tight shake of his head.

“Seems to me you may have missed the gist of my little sermon back there,” the robber hissed. Through clenched teeth, he added, “Now either you hand over that item pronto, or I’m going to blow your damn balls out your asshole.”

This graphic threat, underlined by the presentation of the Colt’s barrel at the appropriate anatomical altitude to make good upon it, was sufficient to loosen Henry’s grip on his precious portfolio—and very nearly on his precious consciousness as well.

“I thank you very kindly, friend,” the bandit drawled with a deep bow, holding his prize aloft. Then, to Henry’s unfeigned horror, rather than depositing it into the wheat sack and moving on, the outlaw began flipping through the notebook with surprisingly delicate fingers, stopping at the page on which Henry had most recently been scribbling. “‘The softer facet of her being,” the outlaw intoned, “is accentuated by a fashionable mauve frock, which blossoms with fantastic frills and flounces and from which a daring flash of lemon-yellow petticoat peeps fetchingly at the ankle….’”

Neither the reader nor anyone within earshot of his leering, lip-smacking recitation had any difficulty identifying the subject of these observations. Elena Phoenix stiffened in her seat, staring straight ahead and coloring strongly at this public enumeration of her charms.

The author of the portrait colored no less strongly. Henry squirmed in his seat and massaged his forehead with his palm. This train robbery, so promising at the outset as a thrilling vignette of Western history on the hoof, now seemed to be turning into a major literary embarrassment. “That isn’t meant to be read,” he protested. “Those are merely notes.”

The bandit ignored the author’s complaint. “Sounds to me,” he went on, closing the book and addressing himself to the blushing Elena Phoenix, “like you’ve got yourself a real admirer here.”

Elena kept her eyes forward, her chin high. “I don’t believe Mr. Jones appreciates my views, and I’m not certain I appreciate his.”

“Ah, but I appreciate your views just fine,” said the bandit, chuckling. “Front, side, and back!” All of this was very much a public performance, another jaunty bit of terrorist theater carefully calculated to burnish the outlaw’s growing legend.

Elena, who was not unaccustomed to inspiring such attempts at roguish repartee, merely sighed and muttered, “Well, I’m afraid I’ve seen quite enough of you.”

The outlaw stepped to Elena’s side and placed the notebook gently on her lap.

“I just don’t believe that’s true,” he said, raising his hand to his cheek. “Doesn’t every Christian woman, deep down, long to gaze upon the very face of evil, to behold the marks of sin and degradation upon the human visage, to confront the naked countenance of hell?”

With a dramatic flourish, he ripped off his sheer muslin mask.

Elena Phoenix, the very portrait of arch composure in her recent conversational contretemps with Henry James, could now, staring up at the handsome features so familiar from every post office rogues’ gallery and train depot wall west of the Mississippi, find for vocal expression only a shrill schoolgirl squeal: “Jesse James!”

If the young woman’s composure cracked in registering the presence of the notorious bandit, that of Henry James positively crumbled. The author, who was to become one of the masters of the nineteenth-century ghost story, looked as if he had just seen one. “My God!” he blurted. “It’s Robbie!”

At this ejaculation, the outlaw turned and faced the writer again, squinting hard to penetrate the glossy brown-black beard that obscured Henry’s facial features nearly as effectively as the muslin mask had concealed his own. His mouth worked dumbly, twisting into an expression that
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