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This book is all about Nellie Bly, the reporter who dared to take on all sorts of social issues during the Victorian era. Nellie Bly was not the reporter’s actual name – it was the pseudonym of Elizabeth Cochrane Seaman. But for the sake of this book, I will be referring to her as ‘Nellie’, ‘Bly’, or ‘Nellie Bly’, as that is the name that she went by when she wrote for a variety of newspapers. 

She was truly an intriguing woman. Bly was an American journalist, and writer, who was not afraid to dig deep for her stories. She wrote a variety of novels, but was best known for two of them - ‘Around the World in 72 days’, in which she emulated Jules Verne’s novel of a similar title. Like Phileas Fogg, she travelled the globe, hoping to beat the fictional record set out in Verne’s book. Like the book’s title, Bly was able to beat the fictional trip’s record. The other work that she was well-known for, was ‘Ten days in a Madhouse’. This was her exposé into the horrible conditions of the mental institutions at the time. She went undercover, and experienced firsthand the sorts of abuses and mistreatments that asylum patients had dealt with on a daily basis. And when she got out after ten days, Bly reported everything she had experienced, and was able to assist in making certain changes to better the lives of those living in the asylums. 

Nellie Bly was a pioneer in her field, and she essentially created investigative journalism. This was unknown at the time. Her work going undercover at the madhouse, had brought forth a new tactic for newspapers to use in uncovering certain truths. They would hire ‘stunt girls’ to go undercover like Bly had. Visiting shoe factories, employment agencies, street sweepers, parlour maids, women’s homes, all sorts of places. 

She was later a war correspondent during the Great War, and also an inventor at her husband’s company. Nellie Bly was an amazing woman, fearless and strong, that never let anyone stand in her way. I have long been intrigued by Nellie Bly, and always strive to be like her. She is my hero. 
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Nellie Bly was the pseudonym of author and journalist Elizabeth Cochrane Seaman. Bly was an American journalist, inventor, writer, charity worker, and industrialist. She was best known for her trip around the world which she completed in 72 days (as she had been trying to beat Jules Verne’s 80 days, from his French novel). She was also known for her infiltration of the insane asylum, and the subsequent book that she wrote afterwards, exposing all of the horrors that she had witnessed during her stay. Her exposé into the terrible conditions of the mental institution led to a large amount of public outcry as to how they were being run. As well, it further cemented her career as both an investigative journalist, and an author. 

Her birthname was Elizabeth Jane Cochran. She was born on May 5, 1864, at Cochran’s Mills, Pennsylvania. Her birthplace is now actually a suburb of Pittsburgh, of Burrell Township, Armstrong County. 

When she was a very young girl, Bly received the nickname ‘Pinky’. That was because she was always wearing pink. She would wear pink dresses and white shoes at school, even when all the other girls were wearing duller colours. But when she got older, she wanted to shed that nickname, because she feared it would make her look less sophisticated. Instead, she decided to go by her surname ‘Cochran’. She wouldn’t receive her nickname ‘Nellie Bly’ until she began her career in journalism in her teens. 

Bly’s father was Michael Cochran. He was born in 1810, who had been a labourer, before buying the local mill. He also bought the family farmhouse, and the land surrounding it. Cochran had also been a postmaster, merchant, and associate justice at Cochran’s Mills (which was actually named after him). 

Michael Cochran had fifteen children in total. He had had ten children with his first wife, Catherine Murphy. When he remarried (this time to Mary Jane Kennedy), he had five more children, which included Elizabeth Cochran. Nellie Bly’s grandfather had immigrated to the area from County Londonderry, Ireland, in the 1790s. Her grandfather died in 1871, when she was only six years old. 

Her father, Michael Cochran, died in 1870 without a will. This left his wife Mary Jane with barely any money – certainly not enough to care for her and her children. Mary Jane Kennedy remarried – this time to a man named John Jackson Ford. The marriage only lasted until 1878. He was abusive, and Mary Jane had had enough. 

Nellie was fifteen years old years when her mother and stepfather divorced. Nellie had had to go to court to help her mother get the divorce; she had to testify that her stepfather had been abusive towards her mother, and that he had a severe drinking problem, and unchecked anger issues. The court granted Mary Jane the divorce that she so desperately needed. 

Bly enrolled in Indiana Normal School in 1879, which is now Indiana University of Pennsylvania. She changed her last name from ‘Cochran’, to ‘Cochrane’. Bly wanted to study to be a teacher, but she only attended for one term. She was forced to drop out, because she had run out of money. It was unfortunate, as she had really wanted to study there. 

Bly returned to her mother’s home in Apollo, Pennsylvania. She spoke to her mother, and they decided to move the family to Pittsburgh in 1880. She was sixteen years old at the time. It was a big change, moving from the country farmhouse, into the bustling city. Two of Bly’s older brothers had already moved to Pittsburgh, and it seemed the best option. Nellie and her mother took in boarders at their Pittsburgh house to help pay the bills. Nellie started to look for work. She felt personally responsible for being the family’s breadwinner. She had more education than both her brothers, but she had few choices for jobs. Times were tough. 

During this time, there was a newspaper column called ‘The Quiet Observer’ (written by Erasmus Wilson), that appeared in Pittsburgh Dispatch.  The article was titled ‘What Girls Are Good For’. When Nellie Bly read the article, it angered her. It stated that girls were only good for two things – keeping house, and birthing babies. The author had been furious to have women in the workforce. He criticized women for trying to get an education, or for straying too far from home. He even made a reference to the ‘girl-child infanticide’, which is the horrible practise of parents murdering their newborn daughters, because they only want sons. 

Bly was so angry at the man’s words, that she decided to write a response to the article. She wrote it under a pseudonym (‘Lonely Orphan Girl’), and sent it in to the newspaper. She demanded a wider definition of ‘woman’s sphere’, in particular for those with financial responsibility to their families. She was particularly upset, because that was the position that she found herself in. At sixteen, she had been forced to be breadwinner, to take on adult responsibilities. 

The editor of the newspaper was a man named George Madden. He was so impressed by her article, that he ran an advertisement in the newspaper, and asked the unknown author to identify herself. He thought that she was a passionate author, and very well-written. Talented enough, that he thought she could even be a reporter. 

When Bly saw the advertisement, she went to the newspaper, and personally introduced herself to George Madden. They talked, and he asked if she’d like the opportunity to write another piece for the newspaper. It would yet again be under the pseudonym ‘Lonely Orphan Girl’. 

Nellie went home, and started to write the requested article. It was called ‘The Girl Puzzle’. Her piece was about the effects of divorce on women. She called for reform of divorce laws. It was a piece that she already had some knowledge about (because of her mother’s divorce), and something that she believed in greatly. 

Madden enjoyed her article so much so, that he offered her a full-time job at the Pittsburgh Dispatch. At the time, many female journalists would use pseudonyms. Her editor gave it some thought, and decided to give her the name ‘Nelly Bly’. It was based off the Stephen Foster song of the same name, which featured an African-American title character. The minstrel song dated back to 1850. Though the song title was ‘Nelly Bly’, her pseudonym ended up being ‘Nellie Bly’ – this was because her editor made a mistake when he wrote down her new name, and the change in spelling stuck. 

Nellie Bly was able to focus on specific groups of people when she wrote her articles for the Pittsburgh Dispatch. She wrote about women – particularly working women – as well as articles about female factory workers. They were investigative pieces, that focused on the specific issues regarding these particular subjects. Unfortunately, the newspaper started to receive complaints from multiple factory owners, as they were upset with what Bly was writing. 

Because of this, Bly was reassigned. She started to write for the women’s pages – articles about fashion, gardening, society, and all sorts of subjects that were delegated to women journalists at that time. This new role was dissatisfying. She was no longer able to do the work she wanted to, the work that she believed would actually make a difference. Within a year, Bly had quit working in the women’s pages. 

When she was twenty-one-years-old, Bly decided to shake things
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