
son, Angelino. The letters from these years,
describing the political upheavals of the
Italian revolution, but also trying to explain
her choices and her emotions to friends at
home, are almost too moving to read. Here
Fuller brings all her intelligence to bear on
the circumstances of her life: a woman of
genius, accepting the love and tenderness of
a man far beneath her in intellect, daring to
bear his child, and finding herself pro-
foundly changed by maternity. 

“I thought the mother’s heart lived in me
before, but it did not,” she wrote to her sister
Ellen. “I knew nothing about it.” To a friend,
she wrote: “You would laugh to know how
much remorse I feel that I never gave children
more toys in the course of my life. . . . I did
not know what pure delight could be
bestowed.” She begged her sister to ask her
friends to write: “I suppose they don’t know

what to say. Tell them there is no need to say
anything about these affairs if they don’t
want to. I am just the same for them I was
before.” The honesty and clarity of these let-
ters is especially poignant in light of what
lay ahead: Having decided to brave public dis-
approval and make a life back in the United
States, Fuller and Ossoli, along with their son,
were drowned in a shipwreck off Fire Island. 

Had she survived, her public writings
might have grown more like her private let-
ters, capable of touching readers’ emotions as
well as their intellects. Perhaps the tragic
story revealed in these letters will move
Margaret Fuller beyond the textbooks at last.
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SIDETRACKS:
Explorations of a
Romantic Biographer. 
By Richard Holmes. Pantheon. 420 pp.
$30

Most of the time, we read biographies for
no better reason than that their subjects
appeal to us. We simply want to know more
about Emily Dickinson or Michelangelo or
Edison. But now and again a biographer
comes along who transmits in-depth schol-
arship through an ingratiating style, who
approaches the writing of a life as an oppor-
tunity for self-expression, even for literary
distinction. Don’t we return to James Boswell
and Lytton Strachey largely for the urbane
pleasure of their company?

Certainly I do, just as I eagerly pick up
anything by Holmes, best known for his
prize-winning biographies of Shelley,
Coleridge, and Dr. Johnson’s doomed poet
friend Richard Savage. Drawn to artists sus-
ceptible to “loneliness and despair,” this
self-described romantic biographer generates
such novelistic excitement that one races
through his books as if they were intellectual

thrillers. Which, in fact, they are. Not that
Holmes (suggestive name) doesn’t do all
the usual detective work of research, going
through the archives, consulting sources,
marshaling his notes. But when he starts to
write, the sentences are those of an artist
rather than an academic. 

Listen to just a bit of his description of
the Victorian philosopher John Stuart Mill,
an “administrative piston” at the East India
Company for 35 years: “Most of his active life
was passed at the end of that 100-yard-long
gaslit corridor in Leadenhall Street, behind
a thick green baize door, in a high bare
office smelling of coconut matting and ink
and coal dust, inditing the sealed instruc-
tions of Imperial administration. He wrote
erect at a mahogany lectern, and gazed
through windows overlooking a brickyard
wall, where a City clock could be heard but
not seen. He dressed habitually in a black
frockcoat of old-fashioned angular cut, with
a black silk necktie pulled tight round a
white cotton wing-collar. He was a tall,
bony, slightly stooping figure who shook
hands stiffly from the shoulder and was pre-
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maturely bald at the age of 30. There was that
indefinable mineral quality of a dissenting
clergyman.” Note the factual details, the
evocative diction, the gradual coming into
focus of a seemingly unappealing figure.
“And yet,” adds Holmes, “there were
nightingales in his story.” That romantic
image segues into a brief account of the util-
itarian thinker’s impassioned, life-altering
love for a married woman.

Sidetracks collects a dozen superb “portraits
in miniature” (of poet Thomas Chatterton,
ghost-story master M. R. James, and photog-
rapher Nadar, among others), essays on the
nature of biography and the pleasures of liv-
ing in France, a couple of radio plays, and
even a short story about Dr. Johnson’s first cat.
Holmes interleaves this admittedly occa-
sional material with headnotes that touch
on freelance journalism, life with novelist
Rose Tremain, and the nature of his art:
“The great thing was simply to summon up
for one moment a living breathing shape, to
make the dead walk again, to make the read-
er see a figure and hear a voice.” 

Though clearly a miscellany despite his
efforts to link the various sections, Sidetracks
is as enjoyable as any of Holmes’s more sus-
tained works. It’s also a good introduction
to his appealing personality. Opening a
piece on James Boswell, for example,
Holmes provides just the right flourish:
“Biography, like love, begins in passionate
curiosity.”

—Michael Dirda

THE ROYAL ROAD TO ROMANCE.
By Richard Halliburton.
Travelers’ Tales, Inc.
305 pp. $14.95

FRESH AIR FIEND.
By Paul Theroux. Houghton Mifflin.
466 pp. $27

Between his birth in 1900 and his disap-
pearance at sea in 1939, Halliburton
inspired a generation of travelers, armchair
and otherwise. Originally published in 1925
and now back in print, his delightful first
book chronicles the 600-day romp around
the world that launched his career.
Describing himself as a “horizon chaser,”

the young Princetonian rejects his parents’
offer of a grand tour graduation gift and
descends instead into what he calls “hobo-
hemia.” Often equipped with only camera and
toothbrush, the ever exuberant Halliburton
charms his way into and out of adventures
ranging from tiger hunting to a pirate attack
to arrest as a suspected spy.

But even in the 1920s, the exotic could be
elusive. The Spain of reality “brutally” sup-
plants the Spain of his dreams when
Halliburton spots a Barcelonan in a dowdy
Sears Roebuck dress. And he has to work to
dodge organized tour groups. En route to
Singapore, he slogs for days through cobra-
infested jungles just to avoid the route
favored by tourists. A travel agent arranges his
most adventurous jaunt, a mule trip to
Ladakh in the Himalayas. He gives the
agency a tongue-in-cheek plug in the book.

A century after Halliburton’s birth, travel
has become the world’s number-one indus-
try. Avoiding the beaten track is even more dif-
ficult—a predicament that suffuses Ther-
oux’s second collection of essays. “I hated
sightseeing,” he writes. “In an age of mass
tourism, everyone sets off to see the same
things.” Instead of describing destinations,
he focuses on journeys: how he got there
and whom he met along the way. Although
the essays jump from the Africa of Malawi to
the South Pacific of the Trobriands, this
method allows Theroux to transform even
close-to-home destinations into worthy sub-
jects. By getting to Nantucket under his own
power, for instance, the avid kayaker manages
to make the overvisited island feel exotic.

Halliburton and Theroux, paramount trav-
el writers of their respective eras, don’t have
much in common beyond a shared distaste for
tourists. While Halliburton discloses almost
nothing of his inner life, Theroux reveals
everything from his first sexual fantasy to his
hurt at constantly being called grumpy. And
while Halliburton coasts on the privileges
afforded by white skin, Theroux often rides with
the natives and takes pride that his writing
predicted the events in Tiananmen Square.
Like much else, travel writing has grown
more personal and more political. But the
underlying drive—a love of trespassing—
remains unchanged.

—Rebecca A. Clay
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