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Susan Fenimore Cooper was the first woman in |
the United States to publish a book of nature writing.
Although she was not formally educated in botany,
people interested in nature sought her expertise. Gifted |
-and highly intelligent, she wrote prolifically in several i
genres for fifty years. Her first major work, Rural Hours 1
(1850), was a popular success, and many journals |
accepted her work, but she was a pious and self-effacing 1
woman whose desire to be known as an accomplished }
writer was limited by the bounds of her conservative
views on a woman’s role in society. Committed to the
duties society expected of women of her social status,
she firmly opposed any extension of women'’s rights.
Although usually discussed in connection with her
father, novelist James Fenimore Cooper, Susari Feni- §
more Cooper should be evaluated in light of her own
literary and social contributions. L

Because she wrote more about her father than she
did about herself, it is difficult to construct a biography - §
of Susan Fenimore Cooper. She included few details of
her own life in the unfinished “Small Family Memories
(1883),” a memoir covering the years up to 1828,
which she wrote for her nieces and nephews. The sec-
ond child of James Fenimore Cooper and Susan De E
Lancey Cooper, Susan Augusta Fenimore Cooper was §
born on 17 April 1813 at Heathcote Hill in Mamaron-
eck, Westchester County, New York, the home of her
grandfather John Peter De Lancey. (A few months after
Susan Cooper’s birth, the eldest child, Elizabeth, died
of food poisoning.) Susan Cooper descended on her
mother’s side from Etienne De Lancey, a French
Huguenot. Susan Fenimore Cooper’s great-grandfather
James De Lancey had been a colonial lieutenant gover-
nor of New York, and her grandfather John Peter De
Lancey had fought for the British during the Revolu-
tion and fled to England after the war but had returned
to the United States in 1789 and become a staunch
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erican Federalist. Her paternal grandfather, William
per, of English Quaker ancestry, was a Federalist
@oresentative in Congress, the founder of Cooper-
n, New York (1786), a judge, and the author of 4
2 tn the Wilderness; or, The History of the First Settlements
e Western Counties of New York with Useful Instructions to
re Settlers (1810).

In July 1813 the family moved to Cooperstown,
York. Two more daughters, Caroline (born 1815)
i Anne (born 1817), were born to the Cooper family
8&fore autumn 1817, when they returned to Mamaro-
i f k. That same year, in nearby Scarsdale, James Feni-
Wore Cooper built Angevine, where he began his
'tmg career. Susan Cooper remembered playing with
& doll under a table in the parlor while listening to her
w er read portions of his first novel, Precaution (1820),
ther mother.

Precaution was not successful, butjamcs Fenimore
oper’s second novel, T4 Spy (1821), established him
a popular author, and in autumn-1822 he moved his
y—which now included another daughter, Maria
fances (born 1819), and a son, Fenimore (born 1821)—
i Ncw York City, to be near his publisher. While the
@amily lived there, Fenimore died in August 1823 of a
,:{ ver. Another boy, Paul Fenimore, was born to the
Bamily in 1824, before they left New York. In 1883

usan Cooper remembered two important events of

Susan Fenimore Coaper’s 1832 portrait of herself and her stblings: Caroline Martha, Susan, Paul Fenimore, Anne Charlotte,
and Maria Frances ( from James Franklin Beard, ed., The Letters and Journals of
James Fenimore Cooper, volume 2, 1960)

that period: the triumphant return visit to the United
States of Marie Joseph, Marquis de LaFayette, in 1824~
1825 and the completion of the Erie Canal in 1825.

In 1826 James Fenimore Cooper was appointed
US. consul in Lyons, France, and the family lived
abroad until 1833. As was customary practice at the
time, Cooper never visited Lyons and hired a French-
man to perform his duties there. The family’s primary
base was Paris, and they spent some two years in Italy,
traveled to Switzerland during several summers, and
visited Germany, England, and the Low Countries.
While in Europe, the family visited various historic and
cultural sites, and socialized with people such as the
LaFayette family, Sir Walter Scott, the Princess Gal-
itzin, and several artists, including PierreJean David
d’Angers and the American Horatio Greenough.

Susan Cooper was educated and “finished”
according to the standards of the time. She and her sis-
ters began their education at Angevine, where they
were taught by their mother and father, and then
attended a private school in New York. While in
Europe they studied at a boarding school in Paris and
were taught Italian, music, and drawing by- private
tutors in Italy. Gooper eventually acquired a thorough
knowledge of American and European literature and
history, the ability to use four languages, an under-
standing of zoology and botany, and skill in music and
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dancing. She was a talented artist, as is apparent in her
1832 portraits of family members.

Returning from Europe in late 1833, the family
lived for a time in New York City before permanently
settling in Cooperstown in 1836. In 1834 James Feni-
more Cooper purchased and began to refurbish Otsego
Hall, the family home that had been sold after William
Cooper’s death. Initially finding it difficult to settle into
the quiet rural life in Cooperstown, Susan Cooper was
encouraged by her father to put some of her energy
into her writing. Since 1832 she had assisted him as his
literary secretary and continued to do so until his death.
The two were extremely close, and she frequently
accompanied him when he traveled. In a 25 December
1849 letter to William Bradford Shubrick, the father
described his daughter as having the looks of someone
twenty-one and having the “sobriety and good sense”
of one who was a hundred. He cared deeply that her lit-
erary work sold, and made her his literary executor.
After her father’s death she defended his reputation,
keeping a promise she had made to burn many of his
papers so that a complete biography could never be
written. She also wrote reverential memoirs and intro-
ductions for his novels, as well as editing excerpts from
his diaries and some of his unpublished articles.

According to extant letters, James Fenimore Coo-
per may have had some influence on Susan Cooper’s
decision not to marry. She apparently did not lack suit-
ors, and her father reported in a 2 January 1832 letter
to Peter Augustus Jay that he had told his nearly nine-
teen-year-old daughter she would “get a better hus-
band, by waiting three or four years.” In 1832 a Dr.
Smith seemed interested in Susan Cooper, but her
mother made an effort to quell rumors of a connection.
Her father commented in 1833 that a Frenchman
requested Susan Cooper’s hand, “but the thing would
not do. We mean to continue Americans.” Samuel F, B.
Morse, a talented painter and the inventor of the tele-
graph who was some twenty years older than Susan
Cooper, was a guest of the Goopers in 1834 and was
also rumored to be a suitor. According to Ralph Bird-
sall, the local gossips said that James Fenimore Cooper
“had no mind to yield so fair a prize to an impecunious
painter, a widower, and already forty-three years old.”
When Susan Cooper was thirty-eight, her father still
worried “that some fellow would be after her” (letter to
Sarah Heyward Cruger, 18 January 1851).

Susan Cooper was a prolific author who wrote
romantic fiction, ghost stories, nature studies, stories for
children, biographical sketches, and articles on a variety
of other subjects. In a 22 September 1843 letter to her,
James Fenimore Cooper mentioned that he expected
success in selling a collection of her stories, although the
collection was apparently never published. She had
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some success with a novel, Elinor Wyllys (1845), which
was published in England anonymously and in the
United States under the pseudonym Amabel Pen-
feather. Her father wrote the preface and edited the
work and was originally thought to have written it. Yet,
he wrote in his introduction that he had done little sub-
stantive editing, and the style and subject matter of the
book bears little resemblance to any of his writings.

Elinor Wyllys is the story of a physically unattrac-
tive, but good, orphaned girl, who waits patiently at
home while her betrothed spends two years in Europe.
Her fiancé falls in love with Elinor’s beautiful friend,
breaks off his engagement to Elinor, and is then
rejected by the friend. He eventually understands the
error of his ways and marries Elinor. They and their
children have a happy life. Patriotic, moral, and senti-
mental, the novel touts the advantages of simple coun-
try living in the United States, a theme that recurs in
Cooper’s subsequent works. The novel also includes
subplots that suggest Cooper’s diverse talents and inter-
ests. One subplot, about a sailor who claims to be a
missing heir, is perhaps the first American fictional plot
to include a detailed description of court and trial pro-
ceedings as well as a critique of judicial processes. Artis-
tic and national issues are raised in another subplot,
which involves a young American landscape painter,
and the novel ends with an exciting maritime adventure
that rivals those written by her father. According to
Lucy B. Maddox, Cooper’s writing often “revealed a
self-conscious sense of her identity as the inheritor and
guardian of her father’s vision of America, in which the
daughter is defined as crucially important to the future
of the nation.”

Susan Cooper’s best-known book is Rural Hours
(1850), a journal that follows the cycle of nature and
village life over the course of a year in a rural New
York community. She credited her grandfather De
Lancey with inspiring Rural Hours, which again cele-
brates plain country living. When she was a child, he
frequently took her for rides in his buggy, telling her
the names of the trees, plants, birds, and animals. Dur-
ing 1848 and 1849 Cooper kept a journal of the turning
seasons in rural New York. She also wrote to acquain-
tances to ask questions about plants, trees, animals, and
customs. Her main purpose for writing the book was to
show humankind’s obligations to nature.

James Fenimore Cooper negotiated the contract
for Rural Hours with George P. Putnam in December of
1849. After the first one thousand copies were sold,
Susan Cooper was to receive 12%s percent of the profits.
In a February 1850 letter to her, her father expressed
his satisfaction with the proof sheets, praising the
“purity of mind, the simplicity, elegance, and knowl-
edge” in his daughter’s work. By September he was
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kepting - congratulations from people who stopped
m on the street to praise Rural Hours. William Cullen
yant considered the book “the greatest of the sea-
” During the nineteenth century Rural Hours went
Yough nine editions, including two published in
land and one abridgment. The 1851 edition is illus-
ted with colorplates of birds and plants native to
perstown and central New York State.

Divided into four sections corresponding to the
sons of the year, Rural Hours is further broken into
ys of the months. The abiding appeal of the book is
Plised on the freshness of Cooper’s observations of
anges through the seasons. Cooper described the
es of birds, the growth and changes in plants, super-
tions, village gardens, and spring cleaning. The
pok is also the result of careful research into works
y other authors.

Having a strong moral belief in the need to pre-
the environment, Cooper lamented the “weeds”
;14 at had been brought to America by the Europeans
§nd were imperiling the existence of native plants.
'hen presenting her concerns for the environment,
oper tried to instill in her readers a sense of pride in
e United States while developing what Rochelle
ohnson and Daniel Patterson have called an “argu-
‘ment for a sustainable balance between human culture
‘and its natural surroundings.”

Cooper believed that the natural world existed
for the pleasure and use of human bcmgs Though she
was influenced by the prevailing view of her day that
cultivation was the paramount use of the land, she
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Otsego Hall as it appeared ofler James Fenimore Cooper refurbished it in 1835 (watercolor signed “c T e”;
New York State Historical Society)

believed in preserving the landscape and using natural
resources wisely. For Cooper, educating the public
about the natural world was the key to preserving it. As
Maddox has observed, the book offers “complex les-
sons which constantly return, implicitly, to the central
issues of the daughter’s location in the domesticated
landscape of America and the voice she can use to
speak from, and about, that place.” The theme of the
book is the need for society to co-exist with nature.
After the publication of Rural Hours, Cooper
enjoyed some public distinction; professors of natural
history wrote to her, and her autograph was
requested. Two subsequent works appear not to have
been published as books and have apparently been
lost. In a December 1849 letter to Susan, her father
mentioned having received from her an unidentified
manuscript that was “already in Appleton’s hands”

‘and in a 26 May 1850 letter to his wife James Feni-

more Cooper wrote that he had “not offered Susy’s
religious book to any one.” He thought that it would
sell better after the success of Rural Hours. Memorial of
James Fenimore Cooper (1852) notes that Susan Fenimore
Cooper had a book in press, The Shield: A Narrative
(1852). There is correspondence concerning the book
with publishers Richard Bentley in London and
George P. Putnam in New York, and in a letter dated
6 August 1851 Susan Cooper wrote that the work
relates to the habits and life of Native Americans
before contact with Europeans. She hoped that its
publication would boost sales of Rural Hours in
England. The book is listed in Patrick K. Foley’s 4mer-






