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Introduction

There, in the middle of the wide road — there, as if she had just that
moment sprung out of the earth or dropped from heaven — stood the
Sfigure of a lonely woman, dressed from head to foot all in white.

‘Is this the road to London?’ she asked.

From the moment that Walter Hartright, a young art teacher,
meets the mysterious Woman in White on a lonely road, his
future and that of Laura, the woman he falls in love with, are
linked to the strange woman’s for ever.

Can Walter discover the terrible secret which the Woman in
White knows about Laura’s cruel husband, Sir Percival Glyde?
Can he put right the wrongs done to Laura and her sister Marian
by Sir Percival and his attractive but dangerous friend, Count
Fosco? And is he too late to help the Woman in White herself?

Wilkie (William) Collins, the son of a painter, was born in
London in 1824. He was educated privately and discovered his
gift for storytelling while he was still a schoolboy. He was in
business for a few years, and studied law, but he spent most of his
life as a writer. His private life was very unusual for those times;
he lived for years with a woman called Caroline Graves, and at
the same time kept Martha Rudd, the mother of his three
children, in a second home. He did not marry either of them.

Collins travelled as a child with his parents. As an adult, he
spent time in France, Italy and the United States, often with his
friend Charles Dickens, who had a great influence on him. He
worked with Dickens on a number of theatrical and writing
projects and wrote, for his magazines.

Collins died in 1889. Before his death he gave instructions for the
words that he wanted on his gravestone: his full name, dates of birth
and death, followed by the words ‘Author of The Woman in White and
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other works’. Like many of his readers, Collins regarded The Woman
in White as his best novel, better even than his other great mystery
novel, The Moonstone (1868), also in Penguin Readers.

Collins wrote articles, short stories and plays,A and his first full-length
work was the life of his father, which was published in 1848. He 1s
best known, though, for his detective and mystery novels, especially
those written in the 1860s; these made him one of the most popular
writers of his time. The writer T. S. Eliot called The Moonstone ‘the
first, the longest and the best of modern English detective novels’.
Collins used three kinds of detectives in his books: amateurs (like
Walter Hartright and Marian Halcombe in The Woman in White),
professional police detectives (Sergeant Cuff in The Moonstone, for
example), and extremely unpleasant private investigators (like James
Bashwood in Collins’s novel Armadale, 1866). These works sold
widely in Britain, the United States and Europe, and were translated
into many other languages. Collins’s own advice to other writers
was: ‘Make ’em laugh, make em cry, make ’em wait’.

The novels that he wrote after 1870, which included
occasional mystery stories, were generally less popular. Collins
was repeatedly ill in this period, and he also appeared to be more
concerned in his novels with social issues like divorce and the
influence of Jesuit priests than with the quality of his stories.

The Woman in White was Collins’s fifth novel. It first appeared
between 1859 and 1860 in the popular magazine All The Year
Round, started by Charles Dickens. The Woman in White was so
successful that every week there were long queues of people
waiting to buy the next issue of the magazine to find out what
happened next. The idea for the character of the Woman in
White came, it seems, from his first meeting with a mysterious
lady, dressed all in white, one evening in London. The lady was
Caroline Graves, who later shared part of his life.
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PART ONE
. The story is told by Walter Hartright, teacher of art
Chapter 1 The Woman in White

It was the last day of July, 1849, and the heat in London had been
terrible all day. I was sitting in my room, trying to read, but I
couldn’t concentrate on my book. It was too hot and the
constant noises from the street disturbed me. So as I had many
things to think about, I decided to go for a walk in the cool
evening air. .

My name is Walter Hartright and I'm an art teacher. This was
my last night in London. Early the following morning I was due
to travel to Cumberland in the north of England. I had been
offered a job there — at a place called Limmeridge House, near
the small village of Limmeridge.

My future employer was a gentleman called Mr Frederick
Fairlie. He had advertised for an art teacher to teach drawing and
sketching to his two nieces. This teacher would live at
Limmeridge House with the family.

I knew I was very lucky to get this job. Teaching the young
ladies would be easy and pleasant, and the pay and working
conditions were excellent. But at the same time I had a very
strange feeling about the job. I didnt want to take it, but I
couldn’t explain why. Perhaps even then I knew deep inside that
it would change my life for ever.

I was still thinking about Limmeridge House when 1 reached
Hampstead Heath, a wide area of open parkland in the north of
London. By now the moon had risen and the night air felt
wonderful — fresh and cool.



There was a road stretching out across the Heath and I began
to walk along it. Nobody else was around. I was passing by some
trees on one side of the road when suddenly somebody touched
me lightly on the shoulder from behind.

Every drop of blood inside me froze. I turned round, my hand
tightening on the handle of my stick.

There, in the middle of the wide road — there, as if she had just
that moment sprung out of the earth or dropped from heaven —

stood the figure of a lonely woman, dressed from head to foot all
in white.

‘Is this the road to London? she asked.

Her face looked thin and pale in the moonlight, and there was
something very sad about her expression. She had fair hair and
large trusting eyes, and in her hand she carried a small bag. |
guessed her to be about twenty-two years old.

“What on earth was such 2 woman doing all by herself in this
lonely place?

‘Please, sir, she repeated, ‘is this the road to London?’

“Yes, I replied. ‘But where did you come from? I didn't see
you unti] you rouched me.You gave me quite a shock.

‘I was hiding among those trees,’ she replied. ‘I saw you pass by,
but I was afraid to speak to you until I had seen your face. When
I saw that your face was kind, 1 followed you and touched you.
Will you help me?’

She looked so sad and lonely that I agreed. I couldnt do
anything else. ’

‘All right, I said. “Tell me how I can help you’

‘I'don’t know London very well, she said. ‘But I have a friend
here, a lady. who will be very glad to see me. [ can stay with her
but [ need a carriage to take me to her house. Can you help me
find one?’

‘Yes, of course, | said. ‘Come with me’

We set off walking back to London together. The whole
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There, in the middle of the wide road — there, as if she had just that
moment sprung out of the earth or dropped from heaven — stood the
figure of a lonely woman, dressed from head to foot all in white.



experience was like a dream. Who was this mysterious
woman?

‘I want to ask you something,’ she said suddenly. ‘Do you
know anybody in London with the title of Baronet*?’

As she asked me this, she was staring hard into my face. I was
astonished by her question.

‘Why do you ask?’ I said.

‘Because there is one baronet who is cruel and wicked, she
replied. ‘I hope you don’t know him’

‘No,' I said, ‘I don’t know any baronets. I'm only a humble
teacher of art. Who is this wicked baronet?’

‘I can'’t tell you any more,’ the woman said, looking very upset.
‘Please don’t ask me any more questions.’

~ We walked for some time in silence before she spoke again.

‘Do you live in London?’ she asked.

“Yes, I replied. ‘But tomorrow I'm going away to the north of
England — to Cumberland!

‘Cumberland!” she repeated. ‘How I wish I was going there
too. I was happy in Cumberland once. When I was a child, I spent
several months in a village called Limmeridge and I went to the
local village school. It was run by a dear, kind lady called Mrs
Fairlie, who was my good friend. Mrs Fairlie’s husband was very
rich and they lived in a big house, called Limmeridge House, just
outside the village’

Now it was my turn to stare. Limmeridge House was the very
place I was going to. I couldn’t believe it.

‘Mrs Fairlie is dead now; continued the strange woman. ‘She
had a pretty little girl a bit younger than I was. I suppose the little
girl must have grown up and gone away’

[ was about to ask my mysterious companion some more
questions, but by now we were getting near the centre of

* Baronet: a man from a noble family, who holds a high position in society
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London. As we turned a corner, we noticed a carriage standing
outside some houses.

‘'m so tired, said the woman. ‘I don’t think I can walk any
further. Let me take that carriage’

I saw that the driver had a kind face and I was sure he
wouldn’t harm her. She got into the carriage but I didn’t hear
what address she gave to the driver. The carriage set off slowly.
Gradually the sound of its wheels grew fainter as it disappeared
into the darkness.

The Woman in White had gone.

Chapter 2 Walter Arrives at Limmeridge House

The following day I travelled to Cumberland. The journey was
very long and it was late in the evening when I arrived at
Limmeridge House. Except for one servant, everybody had gone
to bed, and as I was very tired, I went to bed too.

Next morning, when I got up, the sun was shining. From my
window I had a wonderful view of the gardens stretching down
to the bright blue sea in the distance. It was all so different from
my tiny room in London that I began to feel enthusiastic and
happy about starting my new life.

At nine o’clock I went downstairs to the breakfast room.
When I opened the door, I saw a young lady standing by the far
window, looking out across the garden. She turned and came
towards me, holding out her hand and smiling warmly.

She had thick black hair and dark shining eyes. She wasn't at
all beautiful but the expression on her face was bright, friendly
and intelligent. [ liked her immediately.

‘Good morning, Mr Hartright, she said.‘l hope you slept well.
I’'m Marian Halcombe, one of your two pupils here. Laura, your
other pupil, is still in her room. She has a slight headache, but
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you’ll be able to meet her later’

‘Is Laura your sister?’ I asked.

‘She’s my halfsister, replied Miss Halcombe. ‘My mother
married twice. Her first husband was Mr Halcombe, my father.
Then he died and later my mother married Mr Fairlie, Laura’s
father and the owner of Limmeridge House.

‘Although we shared the same mother, Laura and I are very
different both in character and situation. My father was poor and
Laura’s father was rich, so I have no money and she has a fortune.
I'm ugly and bad-tempered and she’s beautiful and behaves like
an angel’

‘Is Laura’s father dead to0o?' I asked.

‘Yes. His brother, Mr Frederick Fairlie, your employer, is now
the owner of this house. You’ll meet him after breakfast. He’s not
very keen on visitors; he has great trouble with his nerves and
never leaves his room.

‘I do hope you’ll be happy with us; continued Miss
Halcombe. ‘“We enjoy living here, but it’s very quiet. We don't
have any of the excitement or adventures which you must be
used to in London’

Immediately her words reminded me of the Woman in White.

‘I don't need any more adventures, [ said. ‘Two nights ago, [
had an adventure which I will never forget’

Then 1 told Miss Halcombe about my meeting with the
mysterious woman on Hampstead Heath.

‘The strange thing is that she mentioned your mother, Mrs
Fairlie, I said.‘She seemed to have known her and loved her very
much. Do you know who this woman can possibly be?’

Miss Halcombe shook her head. She looked interested but also
astonished. Clearly she had no idea who the Woman in White
could be.

‘It’s a complete mystery, she said. ‘But I have an idea which
may help us to solve it. Upstairs 1 have a large collection of my
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mother’s letters. I'll read through them and see if I can find any
information about this woman. Meanwhile, it’s time for you to
visit Mr Fairlie’

We arranged to meet later and | went upstairs to Mr Fairlie’s
room. He was sitting in an armchair, reading. He was about sixty
years old with a delicate, nervous face. When he spoke, his voice
sounded tired and complaining. As I came into the room, he
waved his hand towards a chair.

‘Do sit down, Mr Hartright, he said.‘But would you mind not
making any noise. My nerves are very delicate, you know. Have
you got everything you want? Do you like your room?’

‘Everything is fine, I started to say, but to my surprise Mr
Fairlie held up his hand and stopped me.

‘Please,’ he said, ‘would you mind not speaking so loud? My
nerves are very delicate. Have you met Marian and Laura?’

‘I've only met Marian, I said.“What kind of art would you like
me to teach the two young ladies?’

‘I'm afraid I don't feel strong enough to discuss that, said Mr
Fairlie. “You must ask Marian and Laura. Mr Hartright, it’s been a
great pleasure meeting you, but now I'm getting tired. Please
excuse me, and please don’t bang the door on your way out. So
kind of you. Good morning!’ :

It was a great relief to get out of Mr Fairlie’s room. Clearly he
was a very self-centred person who was interested in nothing
except his own health. I went downstairs and found Miss
Halcombe waiting for me.

‘Laura’s in the garden, she said.‘Do come and meet her’

On the way she said, ‘I've found out something interesting.
I've been reading my mother’s letters and in one of them she
mentions a little girl called Anne Catherick, who was visiting
Limmeridge one summer with her mother. My mother had set
up a school for the village children and while Anne was in
Limmeridge, she went to this school.
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‘My mother writes about Anne Catherick with great
affection. Anne told her that she would always wear white to
remember her by, as my mother’s favourite colour was white.’

‘So it’s quite possible that the Woman in White is Anne
Catherick grown-up, I said slowly. “What happened to Anne?’

‘I don’t know, said Miss Halcombe. ‘She and her mother left
Limmeridge after a few months and never came back.There is no
further mention of her in my mother’s letters’

As we were talking, we had been walking across the garden to
the summer house. I saw a young lady sitting inside at a table,
drawing, with her head bent closely over her work. She was
wearing a pretty summer dress and had golden hair.

‘There’s Laura, whispered Miss Halcombe. Then more loudly
she said, ‘Laura, ['ve brought our new art teacher, Mr Hartrighe,
to meet you.

At once the young lady looked up from her drawing and her
eyes met mine. She had a lovely face and the most beautiful smile
in the world. But there was something else about her too —
something that troubled and disturbed me. Had I met her before?
I didn’t think so. But she reminded me of somebody I knew.

Then I realized. Impossible as it may seem, Laura Fairlie
looked very much like the Woman in White!

Chapter 3 Laura Receives a Warning

During the following months, I experienced some of the
happiest and most peaceful moments in my life.

Every afternoon I went with Miss Halcombe, or Marian as I'll
now call her, and Laura into the countryside to draw and paint. I
enjoyed Marian’s company very much and I admired and
respected her greatly. But feelings of a different kind were
awakening within me for Laura.



Every day Laura and I were growing closer. As I was teaching
her how to hold her pencil to draw, my hand would nearly touch
her hand or my cheek would touch her cheek. At those
moments, I could smell the sweet perfume of her hair.

In the evenings after dinner we would light the tall candles in
the sitting room and Laura would play the piano. She played with
great feeling and I loved to sit and listen to the beautiful music
while darkness fell outside.

The truth was that I was falling deeply in love with Laura.
I tried hard to keep my feelings hidden, but 1 suspected that
Marian had guessed. 1 often saw her watching me with an
expression almost of pity on her face, which I couldn’ understand.

One morning after breakfast, about three months after my
arrival at Limmeridge House, Marian asked if she could speak to
me privately outside.

We were walking across the garden when the gardener passed
us with a letter in his hand. Marian stopped him.

‘Is that letter for me?’ she asked.

‘No, it’s for Miss Laura, answered the man, holding out the
letter as he spoke. Marian took it from him and looked at the
address.

‘That’s strange, she said. ‘I don’t recognize the handwriting.
Who gave this to you?’

‘A young woman, replied the gardener.

‘All right, said Marian. ‘Take it to the house and give it to
Miss Laura’

She then led me to the summer house — the same summer
house where T had first seen Laura. We went inside and sat down
at the small table. [ waited, wondering what she would say.

‘Mr Hartright, began Marian, ‘I hope you think of me as your
friend because I’'m going to speak to you now as a friend. I've
discovered your secret. I know that you're in love with Laura. ]
don’t blame you and you've done nothing wrong. However
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there’s something I must tell you — something which will cause
you great pain. You must leave Limmeridge House at once.

I felt terribly saddened by her words.

‘I know I’'m only a poor art teacher, I began.

‘No, said Marian, ‘it’s not because you're an art teacher. The
reason you must leave is that Laura is going to get married soon,
and her future husband is coming here on Monday with his
lawyer. Our family lawyer, Mr Gilmore, is coming here too. The
two lawyers are going to draw up the marriage settlement
between Laura and her husband. Once they have arranged this, a
date for the wedding can be fixed.

Her words felt like arrows shot into my heart. I could hardly
move or speak.

‘May I know her future husband’s name?’ I asked at last.

‘Sir Percival Glyde, replied Marian. ‘He’s from a very good
family and has a large house with a lot of land in Hampshire in
the south of England. He’s a baronet by title’

Baronet! Suddenly I was reminded of the Woman in White.
She had asked me if I knew any baronets and had told me of one
who was cruel and wicked. But then, I told myself, there were
hundreds of baronets in England. There was no reason to suppose
that she meant Sir Percival Glyde.

‘I'm so sorry, Mr Hartright, Marian said gently, ‘but I had to
tell you. The marriage was arranged two years ago by Laura’s
father, before he died’

‘I'see; I said. “Then there is no place for me here. Let me leave
Limmeridge House at once. But what reason shall 1 give to Mr
Fairlie as to why I'm going?’

‘Don'’t leave yet, said Marian. “Wait until the post arrives
tomorrow. Then tell Mr Fairlie you've received a letter from
London and that you have to return there at once on urgent
business!

[ had just agreed to this plan when we heard footsteps
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