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PREFACE



AMERICAN QUEENMAKER takes us back to the turn of the twentieth century to reimagine power and influence in female form. On the surface, one might not envision our heroine as influential at all: Marie Mattingly Meloney (1878–1943) was physically feeble, lacked college credentials, and was a “stay-at-home mom” for nearly a decade. She couldn’t vote in a presidential election until her forties, and she never lived to see a television, let alone appear on one. And yet perhaps only now can the full impact of her feminine power be appreciated.


When female editors-in-chief were practically unheard of, Meloney held the reins of three major periodicals—The Delineator (1920–1926), the New York Herald Tribune Sunday Magazine (1926–1935), and This Week (1935–1943)—and elevated the readership, revenues, and literary quality of all three. But to understand the full scope of her influence, we also need to observe her life and work when she wore other hats. She was a journalist, publicist, social reformer, mother, rainmaker, diplomat, political operative, and patron of women, the arts, and sciences—all rolled into one small, inconspicuous package.


There is no single term to categorize who or what Meloney was, though maybe there should be. For now, perhaps the best way to encapsulate her is to call her a liaison, a connector, a facilitator, a human cultural antenna, or a matchmaker of sorts, who mastered the art and science of bringing politics, media, and culture to American women while bringing American women to politics, media, and culture. We’ve seen women perform facets of her work at other times in history on a smaller scale. There were the salonnières of the Enlightenment and later, for instance, who created a space for women to be intellectually engaged and politically minded in salons they held in their drawing rooms, and occasionally in publications they collated afterward. But these women, however smart or well intentioned, performed within the more limited upper echelons of society. As sophisticated as they were, they didn’t manipulate the mechanisms of mass media the way Meloney did; her public impact reverberated broadly. Certainly there are women today who are considered highly effective networkers or influencers, but we’d be hard-pressed to name any among them who share Meloney’s far-ranging social or civic purposefulness. Indeed, Meloney followed in no mold, and no one has filled hers since, though being aware of the contours of that mold is more important than ever before.


One of the first women reporters allowed in the Senate press gallery, Meloney became a political portraitist in Washington before moving on to magazine work in New York, where she bolstered the literary careers of Willa Cather, Edna Ferber, and Fannie Hurst, to name a reputable few. More so than male New York editors, she was equally influential in Washington politics—and well before the Nineteenth Amendment allowed American women to vote. A friend to ambassadors, cabinet secretaries, and US senators, she also served as an unofficial advisor to Calvin Coolidge, Herbert Hoover, Bill Donovan, and even the Democrat FDR after his first presidential campaign. Though she was a Republican operative, party affiliation proved immaterial to her pan-partisan relationships; presidents trusted her, and so did their wives. Hosted at chancelleries throughout Europe, she landed interviews with world leaders not known to schmoose with journalists; it was Meloney to whom the Italian prime minister Benito Mussolini first confided his intentions to invade Ethiopia in 1935. When the sculptor Gutzon Borglum needed federal funding to complete Mount Rushmore, he asked Meloney to do his bidding in Washington. For a decade, she ran the most influential forum on political affairs in the country, convincing celebrities and presidential candidates to participate in the sessions she hosted at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel and broadcasted across the country. Although she never held a political title, she used her public platforms to inform the citizenry in ways no politician ever could.


It was not any formal position, but rather her inherent understanding of the mechanisms of influence, that gave Meloney her power. And rather than self-aggrandizing, she used that power to reveal that women writers, readers, voters, and consumers were significant cohorts worth reckoning with. She brought women and their concerns into mainstream consciousness and proved that women could be savvy shapers of political issues and images both before and after they could vote. Understanding the purchasing power of women as well as their potential to sway public discourse and political tides, she filled a void in the market for publications that spoke to women directly in a serious way. As she brought women into American media and political culture, she taught marketers and politicians that the female demographic was one they were foolish to ignore; she was the first to prove, in fact, that women could make public campaigns, or break them. Meloney truly understood women as an American force.


On the one hand, she ran “feminine” features in her magazines and operated a domestic institute that promoted scientific housekeeping, lending prestige to women’s work in the home. On the other, she made it increasingly acceptable for women to engage with politics, paid work, and world war as consumers, experts, authors, and journalists outside the home. Her success in speaking to women and promoting their efforts was obvious not only in soaring magazine subscriptions but also in the resonance of her PR campaigns and the popularity of her annual forums, which were initially intended for clubwomen but then were broadcasted across the nation as Meloney thrust her woman-centered agenda into the American mainstream.


Meloney’s accomplishments are historically noteworthy in their own right, but their lessons about gender and power make them more instructive now than ever before. There are clear parallels between her story and those of more prominent women: Nearly everyone who has written about Eleanor Roosevelt, for instance, thought her exceptional because her leadership style was appropriately feminine for the times, yet also subversive of gender norms. Recent treatments of Madame Curie tell of the scientist’s single-minded perseverance in a field hostile to her, while profiles of Grace Coolidge explore how a woman without a formal title held influence in political life. Profiles of the foreign correspondent Dorothy Thompson suggest that she opened gates for more women to enter her field. Meloney knew all these women intimately and could be recognized for all the same reasons. That she isn’t is largely her own doing: a master at creating publicity for others, she eschewed exposure for herself. Hers was a humble sort of power that yielded rewards beyond recognition. Here we acknowledge its efficacy and call it what it is.
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IN THE 1980s, historian Margaret Rossiter tried to introduce Meloney to the reading public as the American benefactress of the great Madame Curie, and I embellished on this portrait in The Madame Curie Complex (2010). That Meloney remains best known, if known at all, as a footnote in the life of a Nobel-winning scientist is ironic. This is a woman whose social-service campaigns and follow-through were second to none, and not just for Curie. Decorated by the governments of Belgium and France for spearheading relief efforts in World War I, she also organized the national Better Homes in America campaign and popularized the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. She championed working women and freedom of the press through the Carroll Club, PEN, and the New York Newspaper Women’s Club. Less driven to air her own opinions than to ensure that the public hear multiple points of view, she facilitated debate through her magazines and forums that enabled Americans to better participate in their democracy. Perhaps the time has come for her radium campaign to become the footnote in a story about her own extraordinarily useful life.1


But she hasn’t made it easy to bring her story to the surface. Tucked away in her papers at Columbia University (donated not by her, but posthumously by her son) is a note jotted on loose-leaf paper in a hurried scrawl that’s hard to read. Parts of it are missing altogether: “In a drawer in my desk there is a little pad on which I have noted seven books I have planned to write—twenty birthdays have come and passed since I first began planning.… But leisure for fine work does not come.” In the end, Meloney never did write a book, and the closest she got to telling her own story was during one of her illnesses, when she passed along anecdotes of her early career to a secretary. “This was dictated when I was in a hospital strapped to a board—It shows it,” she confessed to her friend and fellow editor Mary Day. Nevertheless, those seventy-four dictated pages are the most comprehensive source we have on her experience as a cub reporter. She died in 1943, in the midst of war, compiling the writings of others in her magazine This Week. But anyone who has looked through her papers recognizes the makings of a remarkable life. From outpourings of US presidents to invitations from monarchs to thank-you notes from a young Shirley Temple in a loopy, cursive script, her precious relics contain a story—perhaps some five or six—that would resonate with a modern audience, if teasing them out weren’t such a daunting task.2


My introduction to Meloney came in 2005. I was researching women in American science, and Meloney—an American, but no scientist—cropped up unexpectedly as one of the most important figures in the story as fundraiser and publicist to Madame Curie. She was a curiosity. I wondered what would motivate someone to take on Herculean tasks for a female scientist in an age when people perceived the idea of a “woman scientist” as an oxymoron. And how could she be so successful at those tasks? I moved on to a project about the industrial engineer Lillian Gilbreth—a fascinating woman in her own right—only to discover in her papers yet another fertile collaboration with Meloney, one resulting in a lasting impact on the design of American kitchens. Meloney’s influence in American society looked to run both high and broad: even as she convinced presidents to honor an exceptional woman scientist, she was shaping the domestic life of thousands of average American homemakers. She brushed elbows with the powerful while appealing to the masses.3


I found it interesting, too, that Meloney used her connection to Marie Curie to try to get Lillian Gilbreth nominated for a Nobel Prize—and that she took on time-consuming projects to ameliorate the ills of women at nearly every twist and turn. Was I observing a woman’s woman of the modern sort, or did she intuitively detect the power in bonds like the ones historians have observed among Victorian women in their all-female domestic worlds of “love and ritual,” only revamped in professional contexts for the modern age? As I personally struggled to balance my own home and work life, I wondered if Meloney had a thing or two to teach today’s careerists feeling emotionally adrift and without female allies. Still, it wasn’t until I had moved on to another book project, about Walter Camp, the “Father of American Football,” and discovered that, yes, she corresponded with him too, that I was actually stunned. Who didn’t this woman know? And how did she operate so deftly in spheres both dominated by men and populated by women?4


I spent the next three years digging into her papers and those of all the people I could find with whom she interacted. As I sit here writing, I haven’t exhausted my search. After many years studying the lives of American women, I thought I had pretty good instincts about which rocks to look under, and yet Meloney has defied my expectations. Most of the tried-and-true formulas for structuring biographies don’t apply to her, because she occupied so many spheres of influence at once. Nor does she fit many of the tidy tropes used to convey meaning in women’s lives. I could see that it wouldn’t be enough to itemize her public works and professional accomplishments, which are numerous. She was a powerful woman who never announced herself as such—a modern success story never formally declared, so we have to employ ways of seeing that reveal more than the expected angles and surface details. I’d have to tell her story through a specially gendered lens that, like a sort of ultraviolet light, finds uniquely feminine places and contexts where power looms, expands, and makes change, yet is rarely acknowledged. Only in those underexamined crevices of experience do we see more fully how Meloney operated like an influencer for modern times.


To understand the depths of Meloney’s power, I zoom out to see her in relation to other editors and women of her generation, but I also zoom in to gain more granular views of her relationships, personal and professional, which I have to believe weren’t typical. Take this handwritten note to Meloney from the Lebanese poet Kahlil Gibran: “Blessed and beloved Missy.—You do know in your heart how dear you are to us who in heaven’s grace are allowed to walk your path and breathe the fragrant air you breathe. And surely you know also that to you, born rich-hearted and full-handed, we can offer no gifts. The little things we bring to your door are but faint expressions of our love and not of your loveliness, and we bring them in shyness.” Or these words from the State Department’s Stanley Hornbeck in 1938: “Your keenness, your courage, and your sense of humor, your smile and your gracious charm are truly extraordinary, each item in its own right and all of them together in a superb combination. I appreciate more than I can possibly tell you the fact of being within the circle, wide and ever wider though that circle is, of your friends.”5


Such outpourings might be typical in eulogies written about people at the end of their lives, but the sheer number and sincerity of epithets expressed when Meloney lived left me wondering. What was her special power? No doubt, friends were effusive because she was effusive with them—and generous, and attentive. To more fully reveal her people skills (which were more like people instincts), her adroitness at making connections, her cultural clairvoyance, and her perceptiveness about the potential of people and ideas, I had to let her talk. Her voice is distinctive, prescient, and often more compelling than mine as a narrator, so I quote her liberally. I also quote her friends and associates to give a sense of the reactions to her way of being and relating to people. Harriet Eager Davis, an assistant and travel companion, described her as “maternally concerned with everybody’s happiness.” Ruth Pratt, the first congresswoman elected in New York, was grateful that Meloney took the time to send notes of encouragement, rather than only reaching out to register complaints, as the majority of her constituents did. Evidently, Meloney was exquisitely tuned in to people’s emotional needs. She is a great case study in efficacy that doesn’t shirk the human element. She disproves modern presumptions that high success is only achievable through a renouncement of vulnerability, or that it necessarily leaves human casualties in its wake.6


Another dynamic that came into view as I observed her relationships up close was a seamlessness in her private and public personas that left me intrigued. The woman at home was the woman at work, perhaps because “home” and “work” often occupied the same physical and psychic space in her case. As a consequence, she loved and was loved by those with whom she conducted business. To truly understand Meloney is to know her as “Missy” and to account for her obsessive giving of flowers (tulips preferably, sometimes roses), of books (usually first editions, specially bound and inscribed by their authors), and art (including exotic-looking masks and prints by Gutzon Borglum). She never forgot birthdays, spouses’ names, whether people loved animals, or the meaning of Christmas. She made a celebration of exchanging gifts and a ritual of sending specially designed holiday cards that turned into treasured keepsakes. And there was her habitual closing of letters to friends and business associates with some variation of “Blessings On You,” blurring any distinction between them.7


Missy was tender, maternal—and busy, by any standard. This fact posed challenges for me when I was sequencing her full and multifaceted story, but it wasn’t an unconquerable hurdle. What proved harder was figuring out how to narrate a life that seemed impossibly useful and stifled at once, for Missy was a woman with substantial physical limitations. I didn’t realize the extent of them until I stumbled on a note in which she confessed to spending nearly two consecutive years in the Hospital for the Ruptured and Crippled on East 42nd Street in New York. I’m embarrassed to say that even after three years of poring over her papers and charting her work, I hadn’t suspected she had been incapacitated to this extent. My guess is that she wouldn’t have mentioned this fact about herself at all had she not been divulging it to inspire hope in someone else who felt despondent because of illness.8


After finding that note, I started reading more carefully between the lines Missy wrote to others and grew resourceful in figuring out when she was ill and for how long. Her son kept a folder of dozens of prescriptions for tonics and painkillers she had been prescribed over the years, which gave me a glimpse of how debilitating her illnesses could be. I’ve concluded that she was miraculously productive through chronic suffering; my rough estimation is that some half of her adult days were “sick days”—not in the sense of days taken off for illness, but rather days of illness when she worked anyway. Illness and productivity were simultaneous in her experience, which forced me to be mindful of a different kind of accounting. Accomplishment can happen in recesses of time that history discounts as insignificant. I have brought to the surface many of Missy’s private moments of bed rest and bodily malfunction, which she might not have wanted made public. Nevertheless, in these not-noteworthy moments an incredible life was lived. Her physical limitations often became a point of connection with others and drove her to employ strategies for interacting with people on her turf and terms. They also provided a perspective on social problems and made her sensitive to the plights of others. She might have been fragile, sometimes incapacitated, but her illness was not necessarily her weakness.9


In telling Missy’s story, I have avoided the temptation to create a female form of hagiography. Here we look closely at what made her effective in her endeavors, without forgetting that she internalized some cultural prejudices of her time and place. Although more tolerant of nonwhites, non-Christians, and non-Westerners than many white Americans at the turn of the century, she nonetheless presumed the superiority of middle-class norms. And when she catered to the “average” reader or homemaker, no doubt it was a white woman who came to mind. To my ears, her lectures on immigration have a patronizing tone and oversell the idea of American exceptionalism; implicitly, she suggested that as an Anglo woman, she was best qualified to proclaim the ideals of American citizenship. Although she acted benevolently toward African Americans and treated a few like family, she had been raised in a household that accepted social hierarchies defined by race. And although largely silent on questions of sexuality, during World War II she expressed reservations about her daughter-in-law’s choice to write plays with homosexual characters—albeit less because it offended her personally than because it sounded alarms in her as a publicist who had her finger on the pulse of the times.10


Missy was a person of her time and place, as are we all, and thus depicting her as progressive in twenty-first-century terms, or labeling her a prude, a racist, or a homophobe, is to set her in a contextual vacuum. Here, she is revealed as a stay-at-home mother who continued to preach the merits of that choice well after she went back to work full-time and advanced the careers of other women. We will also see how she introduced Americans to Madame Curie as a sort of Mother of the Year, even as she gave Curie the economic means to thwart that role. Missy’s seeming contradictions and human inconsistencies reveal both her personal evolution and the complexities of her era. But she understood her professional milieu well enough to avoid pitfalls and gain acceptance as she reinvented roles for women in politics and media. She walked a fine gendered tightrope, and once she mastered it she restrung it in new directions and transformed it into a runway for feminine assets and female feet. In this, she was an unheralded mentor, an influencer, and a modern kind of leader from whom we can learn a great deal.















Chapter One



THE MAKINGS OF A SOB STORY


BACK IN 1907, IRVIN COBB of the New York World had noted the presence of women reporters—four of Missy’s contemporaries—in front-row seats at the notorious Henry Thaw murder trial in New York City, and he warned that these “sob sisters” would pull on the heartstrings of readers rather than dispassionately report the news. The name stuck, likely because it fed into an existing stereotype of female reporters being unable to handle “real” news without letting their emotions get in the way. Cobb came to respect Missy’s work in journalism, and yet she would have told him that she had felt the stigma of his judgments years before he coined the term “sob sister” and that overcoming them had been the challenge of her professional life. “I had been told by a journalist, a great journalist… that being sentimental, emotional and artistic, I would become a great sob sister,” she recalled with resentment. Playing the conversation back in her mind, she realized how much, even then, she saw this as an insult. She knew what men like Cobb were thinking: that sob stories were “sentimental slush… sex stuff done by women for women”—the schlock that legitimate reporters “held in contempt.” It infuriated her that men assumed that women were emotional at the expense of being factual.1


It wasn’t easy to portray oneself as a “hard” newswoman in years when male editors saw profit in stories of the “soft” or “sob” variety. After the Civil War, improvements to the mechanisms of mass printing had caused the number of dailies published in the country to grow exponentially. Newspaper and magazine editors had discovered the female reader, and recognizing her as the primary consumer of household goods, marketers placed more ads to appeal to women. The size of the women’s page of major newspapers grew, and so did the number of domestic magazines devoted to “women’s” issues. Thanks to female readers, newspapers spawned evening and Sunday editions. Now fiction, fashion, romance, recipes, social advice, domestic tips—the soft stuff that presumably appealed to homemakers—had a place in American journalism, albeit separate and distinct from the hard, disinterested news that men presumably reported.2


In 1880, only 288 of 12,308 journalists listed in the national census were women, and a mere 6 of those held full-time positions on daily newspaper staffs. By 1900, women numbered 2,193 of 30,098 journalists nationwide, hired in ever greater numbers to appeal to female readers. Advice columnists like Beatrice Fairfax and Dorothy Dix were paid generously by the column inch to help female readers cope with love lost. Their articles and matronly images found their way into papers across the nation once the two writers were put into syndication, but they never made their way to the front page. Pieces by and for women landed on society and women’s pages, where, popular though they were, they announced themselves as trivia, light fare, “puff pieces”—non-news.3


To make a newsier impact some women turned to stunt reporting and won rare celebrity as “front-page girls.” Nellie Bly’s seventy-two-day around-the-world adventure in the late 1880s was the impetus for the trend. William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer, publishers of the New York Journal and World respectively, seized on the appetite for sensationalized, unsubstantiated, often faked stories that came to be known as “yellow” or tabloid fare, and women stunters were their main attraction. With their growing reputations for colorful, emotional, questionably accurate first-person copy, women were hired more readily at the tabloids than at the reputable New York Sun or Times. Missy’s contemporary Elizabeth Banks “entered into the Kingdom of the Yellow” when she couldn’t get a reporter job any other way, allowing herself to be arrested and sent to lockup as a disreputable woman. She slummed it in tenements and sweat shops on Manhattan’s Lower East Side and carried smelling salts to stave off the foul odors that assailed her while she worked undercover. She didn’t mind, since the tabloids provided both higher wages and camaraderie with male reporters in the city room. But she couldn’t say that she was respected as a serious journalist.4


And so Missy entered the newspaper business when the few women in it were at a crossroads. In the words of her soon-to-be colleague Ishbel Ross, “It was either clothes or cookery or the stunt girl.… The one class had little respect for the other… there was a sharp division between the sober and the sensational press.” Female journalists were either feminine and not serious, or serious but not ladylike—and thus damned one way or the other. Reluctantly, Missy insinuated herself into a few unsavory situations for the sake of a getting a front-page story, but not without losing some self-respect. Her foray into yellow journalism was, looking back, “a low ebb” in her career and in the profession generally. She preferred a spot on the front page as a political reporter, but her first editors typically assigned such stories to seasoned men. They had more knowledge of the goings-on behind the scenes, the rationale went, which might have been true, because they had access to the press galleries, smoking rooms, and drinking holes where men of power convened to discuss the politically newsworthy.5


It took time for editors to stop trying to mold her into a stunt woman or sob sister and to view her stories as human-interest pieces, political profiles, and serious journalism. Missy would come to recognize that reshaping editors’ presumptions about her work required recasting herself as one who figuratively walked and talked like a male journalist, without losing her femininity. This meant taking on political assignments, but also reshaping her personal narrative. Sometimes it was a Horatio Alger tale of manly success. At other times it read like a sob story.


In other words, she had to control her public image and remain an enigma to some degree. As much as she reveled in uncovering truths, she found it necessary to obscure them when they revealed too much. Even when she presented herself as an open book, there were significant chapters missing. Take the explanation she gave for her obvious limp: she spun it as a tale of a childhood horse-riding accident that left her lame and foiled her dream of becoming a concert pianist, but in fact her physical frailties were more complicated. Sometime before or shortly after the accident that she claimed had left her lame, she had already been exhibiting symptoms that caused her mother to send her away to rehabilitate her lungs, not her legs. It is hard to know when she contracted tuberculosis, because Missy spoke of her relapses in euphemism, but she had them episodically for the rest of her life. At the turn of the century, TB infected people across class lines, and yet it carried stigma as the malady of the great unwashed. When it ravaged households like hers, it was discreetly managed, not publicly announced. Although her limp was conspicuous, her lung ailment, which sometimes could be concealed or called something else, was more incapacitating. Sometimes it was an inconvenient truth that she excised from both the public record and the personal narrative she shared with others. And yet, she also carefully spun the narrative to her advantage. Her physical fragility created a vulnerability that drew people in. Rather than isolating her professionally, it conveniently spawned connection.6


Illness was not the only thing about her that she obscured; there was also her age. The people who met her in adulthood knew her as younger than she actually was, and she took that secret to the grave—literally: her tombstone in Woodlawn Cemetery is inscribed with a birth date in 1882, four years later than census records indicate. With her large, childlike black eyes, pale skin, curls, and petite frame, she pulled off looking younger until it didn’t much matter. In the late Victorian era a ten-year difference in age between a bride and a groom was respectable, even preferable, and as her own parents attested, a forty-year spread was not out of the question. Missy might have felt social pressure to appear younger than her husband, who was born in 1878, and hence started lying about her age after marrying him in 1904. Whether she saw social or professional advantage in presenting younger, she was hardly the only woman to do similar math during that era. Rather than seeing it as being untruthful, we might view it as an indication of her ability to know deeper truths. She applied a shrewdness about subtext and optics to her own narrative and to those she created about other people. She observed closely and trusted her intuition about people’s perceptions, ulterior motives, and self-deceptions. She noticed details that male journalists missed—a hand gesture, an uncomfortable grin—and cast them as germane to the political story. Indeed, many of the things that she couldn’t glean about men from their words or the public record she came to understand about them anyway. Her power was uncovering human truths, though for a long time men didn’t see them as truths at all.7
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THIS PENCHANT FOR FINDING TRUTH was evident early, much to the irritation of Missy’s childhood friends in Bardstown, Kentucky. Her closest playmate had also been her niece, Josephine, her half brother’s daughter, who couldn’t understand why Missy didn’t see herself as one of the luckiest girls alive: not only was she Grandfather’s pet, but she could also boast that Bardstown—not Louisville, or Lebanon, or Lexington—was home. Indeed, Missy didn’t understand why she should brag about a town whose abundance of horses and whiskey made it indistinguishable from the others surrounding it. “It’s the Athens of the West,” Josephine asserted. Missy remembered wondering whether or not there was an Athens of the East to compare it to.8


Missy grew up learning that the town’s founding fathers were not gunslingers but lawyers, scholars, and churchmen, several of whose descendants went on to challenge the Know-Nothings in the years leading up to the Civil War. Many residents had a bent toward religious tolerance, because it was intolerance that had forced their Catholic forebears to settle there in the first place. In years when Catholics were violently attacked in nearby Louisville, Missy’s father had run for the state senate and was a delegate to the Democratic National Convention, with a primary aim of defending his faith. Bardstown was home to the first Catholic cathedral west of the Alleghenies. Its diocese had been founded in 1808, the same year of the founding of the dioceses of New York, Boston, and Philadelphia. And yet Missy was pretty sure that people in those cities knew nothing of the “Athens of the West.” Josephine reminded her of the local lore—that the king of France, Louis Philippe, had lived in Bardstown for a time during the late eighteenth century and had taught their grandfathers in the old stone schoolhouse. Maybe this was true, but young Missy was skeptical, asking incredulously why a king would be teaching their grandfathers instead of ruling France. Josephine explained that there had been something like a civil war that had forced the king to flee Paris and, naturally, to spend his exile in the Athens of the West.9


Missy remained unconvinced that her hometown was the residence of an exiled king or that it was the cultural mecca that Josephine said it was, and she was probably right, since, to our knowledge, Louis Philippe had never set foot in Bardstown. Even as a young girl Missy had the good judgment to take the matter up with her father, a learned man whose opinion was second only to God’s in her eyes. Cyprian Peter Mattingly (1812–1886) had studied medicine under a local doctor until he attended the University of Pennsylvania Medical School, where he graduated at nineteen. Locals heralded him as the hero of the cholera epidemic of 1831, for allegedly he was the only doctor who stayed at his post during the outbreak. By the 1850s he was president of the Kentucky Medical Society, an esteemed member of the American Medical Association, and a recipient of honorary degrees. European governments decorated him for research on yellow fever and tetanus, and his papers were translated around the world. Already as a young girl Missy had accompanied him to Paris, Edinburgh, and Washington. He would know if Bardstown were the Athens of anything, she figured, because, unlike most of their neighbors, he had actually left town long enough to form a basis of comparison.10


Cyprian’s response to his daughter’s query was to pull books from his library that were filled with photographs and drawings of reconstructed temples and arches of Athens. They spent many nights talking about the civilizations of ancient Greece. As an older woman, Missy recalled those conversations and wrote them down in unpublished vignettes; she remembered asking her father if the people of “that” Athens in Greece were proud, and Cyprian told her “very.”


“Then why didn’t they save Athens?” she wanted to know.


“Athens and her people had crumbled because they had lost the truth,” Cyprian told her, and added a caveat: “I would not call [Bardstown] the Athens of the West, but I would not laugh at any one who called it that. The thought comforts some of them who have so little left.”


Born after the immediate devastation of the Civil War, young Missy still lacked the lived experience or perspective to feel so sympathetic. And even at that tender age, she was not one to fuel delusions, so she challenged her father: “But they are losing the truth—and isn’t that why Athens fell?”


Yes, Cyprian agreed, but he also advised her not to interfere with what other people believed or hoped. “Just be sure that you do not lose the truth,” he qualified.11


It was a lesson that served her well—as a journalist, in politics, and in everything else.
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MISSY REMEMBERED HER FATHER as a man of great physical strength and character. Many people and records corroborate her accounts, though her memories of Cyprian were also flawed and incomplete. She spoke of having seven brothers, all but one of them grown and with children by the time she was born, but Cyprian likely fathered more children than those Missy knew about, several having died in childhood and others having fought for the Confederacy. As far as she could discern, Missy was her father’s favorite. She grew up presuming that his doting attention was the kind a father reserved for his one and only daughter.12


Missy’s mother, Sarah Irwin (1852–1934), was Cyprian’s much younger second or third wife. When they married in 1874, she was younger than her husband’s children. She bore a son, Francis Carroll, and Missy a few years later. According to family lore, she had been promised to Cyprian’s eldest son, but Sarah loved Cyprian more. Relatives speculated that she must have been after the older man’s money, an idea Missy dismissed as irreconcilable with both her father’s charms and the bookish mother she knew. They welcomed the needy into their home and dressed respectably plain. Their house, a combination of Georgian and Greek Revival, was large and tastefully appointed, but not ostentatious. Although they lived comfortably, they suffered losses during the economic downturns of the 1870s and ’90s. Sarah’s response was not to lament the losses, but rather to see them as opportunities to assert more independence. “My Mother was an intellectual and most of the other women were not,” Missy later reflected of the female universe of Bardstown. “Father was a man of great mental power and they found an intellectual companionship which was very precious.”13


Sarah’s Carolinian roots were traceable to a Scotsman who first settled in Pennsylvania and fathered a member of General Washington’s staff in the Revolutionary War. After the Battle of Lexington, three of her male forebears allegedly signed the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence, further solidifying her eligibility for membership in the exclusive hereditary society the Daughters of the American Revolution. Missy also knew vaguely of a distant cousin who had been governor of South Carolina, of slaves who had traveled with the family west to Mississippi, and of a family fortune to which her mother had claims that she did not pursue. Sarah was a woman of privilege, but hardly one of complaisance. She spoke little about her past, though she shared with her daughter the story of a traumatic childhood trip to New Orleans, where she witnessed children being torn from their parents at a slave market. Her mammy begged her to say nothing of the incident, but when her father asked her what she wanted for her eighth birthday, Sarah asked him to free one of their slaves. That morning the enslaved men and women of the household lined up, and Sarah took the hand of the eldest, for he had likely suffered bondage the longest. At this tender age, she had already questioned the social absolutes and racial hierarchies of the patriarchal South, and she eventually encouraged her daughter to cultivate a compass of her own.14


Sarah’s birthday ritual was carried out another five times, through the Emancipation Proclamation, until the Union had won freedom for all the slaves. By then, her father had died of pneumonia, several of her siblings had succumbed to disease, and one sister had been killed—a neighbor boy on a soldier’s furlough accidentally discharged his pistol. The remaining three siblings became the charge of an uncle, who searched for a boarding school that had stayed open through the chaos of war. Sarah and her sisters found their way to Nazareth Academy near Bardstown and received a rigorous education. That is where Missy’s parents first met, as student and resident doctor. More exceptional than marrying the academy physician, perhaps, was Sarah’s graduation from Union Female College in Oxford, which eventually became part of the University of Mississippi. She chose marriage and motherhood, but Sarah was not seduced by the social trappings of the typical Southern belle, nor was she a Catholic for whom the Virgin Mary was a role model. She endured chronic pain, but never succeeded in being the sacrificial or silent sufferer of her religious teachings. Requiring constant care from nursemaids and doctors, she turned physically and emotionally unavailable as a parent. A woman of letters who engaged in cerebral, rather than social or maternal, pursuits, Sarah started a school for blacks in Bardstown (1876–1886), and, with Cyprian’s blessing and financial backing, founded the Kentucky Literary Magazine, a monthly published in Louisville.15


As an older woman looking back, Missy acknowledged her mother’s influence on her, but she was unconscious perhaps of the full or conflicting extent of it. On the one hand, she idolized her mother as the independent spirit who encouraged her intellectual pursuits, for few Southern mothers of privilege would have done so at the time. But Missy may have lacked full understanding of the emotional impact of her mother’s invalidism, for her earliest inclination had not been to see her mother as a mentor, but rather to resent her physical and emotional deficits. Although her intellectual life was far ranging, Sarah’s physical world shrank to a single room of the house. Young Missy lamented that her mother “lived her pained existence on a couch,” the shades perpetually drawn. Perhaps this partly explains why an older Missy was driven to erase any semblance of limitation brought about by her own chronic illness. Sarah’s invalidism helped to mold a daughter who worked obsessively despite her physical challenges, and who remained in a perpetual state of movement, often against doctors’ orders. Her mother’s example, in other words, was one she emulated and rejected at once. She wanted Sarah’s intellectual life, not her physical one.16


Indeed, in her child’s mind, the brightness of Missy’s younger years had been her physically robust father. He was the one who accompanied her piano playing with strings and reserved corners in the greenhouse for her potted plants. The time he spent tending to patients seemed to collapse in Missy’s recollections, for she claimed to spend nearly every hour of every day with Cyprian as a young child, accompanying him as he made his home visits and sleeping in his room (Sarah slept in the sickroom upstairs). Cyprian gathered the household every night to read passages from the Bible and to pray on the rosary for his children, the nation, his friends, his ever-ailing wife, the nursemaids, the cook, the horse groom, the gardener, Missy’s mammy, and all the children of the former slaves. “I was the baby of the house and I came last but it was always the best prayer,” she fondly reminisced.17


Missy was sure that her father had won her special favor with God. So perhaps it’s no surprise that the nuns at the local convent thought her spoiled. When her father left on a hunting trip and dropped her off at the convent to stay with the orphans, Missy wouldn’t eat or play nicely with the others. Praying in the chapel seemed unnecessary to a girl used to featuring prominently in others’ prayers, and Mother Superior found Missy insufferable. When Cyprian returned from hunting two days early, the nuns implored him to leave Missy with them for a year to be righted. “It was sinful for him to cater his life to mine,” she heard the nuns tell him. But he paid them no mind, vowing never to leave Missy again.18


Through the filter of a child’s innocence, there was no animosity or sense of social caste in Missy’s Bardstown home, just mutual affection and loyalty. Her memory was of black and white, young and old, rich and poor being equal, because that was what her father had willed. There was the time the horse groom, Dockery, caught a white neighbor stealing bacon from the smokehouse and Cyprian forgave him. He took Missy aside to make her understand. “The war played havoc with a lot of families—people just as decent and fine as we think we are,” she remembered him telling her. “We haven’t done our part when such people are actually hungry.” There was the time he gave a carriage ride to Nellie Cotton, a local girl whom Mammy called “poor white trash.” Missy couldn’t believe that her father would take Nellie driving without her, and she pitched a small fit. Cyprian gently reminded her that it was wrong to be selfish, or snobbish, or to hold others in contempt for their poverty. Do not let jealousy take you over, he further beseeched. “It will eventually eat out your heart, and you will never know happiness.” Missy believed that the two most important lessons Cyprian taught her were not to be jealous, and not to fear. By internalizing both, she would later come to terms with her illnesses, and closer to truth than most people.19


Decades later, Missy told a college audience, “There is nothing in life more courageous than a good father, not even a good mother.” Such were the conclusions of a reverent daughter, but perhaps also one who mythologized her father over time. Cyprian died when she was too young to perceive him as anything other than unflawed, unwaveringly principled, and physically and spiritually larger than life. She recalled him as younger, stronger, more present than could have been the case. Although his lessons of kindness and mutual respect stayed with her, he was nonetheless a Confederate sympathizer who believed that racial hierarchy, if not the natural order of things, was at least more tolerable than religious persecution. A nephew once confronted her about her father’s excessive drinking and even suggested that Cyprian bought whiskey barrels at a time. Missy defensively snapped back, “I don’t think he did any more than the rest of the family.… Every Kentuckian did that and had ten barrels in the cellar.… Everybody of any importance worshipped Father.” Coming into adulthood in years when white men suffered a diminished sense of political, economic, and social dominion in American life, Missy gloried in a father whose manhood, in her childhood memories of him, was left very much intact.20
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WHEN CYPRIAN DIED, Sarah saw no need to stay in Bardstown. She divvied up most of her husband’s property among his children and set out with her children, Missy and Carroll, and her spinster sister to find a new place to settle. It would have been easier to remain where her family had status and servants. For an independent-minded woman there might also have been the allure of adventure—and the vote—in the West, where several states had granted formal political rights to women. Yet in the end Sarah moved to where she thought she could best write, teach, and influence: the nation’s capital, to a brownstone right in the center of the city on Massachusetts Avenue.21


Washington’s social rules were unlike any other American city’s because of its hybrid culture. Its new wealth made it Northern, while its aristocratic residues felt Southern. Because of the presence of embassies and legations, there was also a foreign tinge to the social customs. If one dressed less ostentatiously here than in foreign courts, one’s jewels were no less flawless. Menus were a mix of the best of Southern and French cuisines, served on fine china, with European wines. Elite women followed a strict calling schedule, hosting men of the Supreme Court on Mondays, congressmen on Tuesdays, cabinet members on Wednesdays, senators on Thursdays, and ladies of the missions or diplomatic corps at the end of the week. When throwing dinner parties, they seated guests according to rank or office, and when one’s standing was ambiguous a hostess turned to the State Department for clarity. Such decisions were eventually left to social secretaries who developed an expert knowledge of the rules, as well as of the personalities who called for exceptions.22


Missy developed a reputation for making the right impression, perhaps to some degree because of the social knowledge her mother passed on to her. Washington’s culture of calling cards hearkened back to the genteel experience of Sarah’s childhood, and soon she inserted herself into a tradition of hobnobbing at Washington state dinners, as well as in congressional press galleries, where political wives, lobbyists, reporters, and dilettantes vied to bend a senator’s ear. Missy would see that women with a gift for banter and a mind for the issues had an indirect hand in greasing the political machine. Sex scandals, temperance, women’s suffrage—issues that mattered to these women—eventually permeated the consciousness of the political men to whom they found themselves in proximity. The cosmopolitan air of the capital city also gave Sarah license to be the literary critic she could only partly embody in Bardstown. Missy remembered her mother’s careful preparations for a salon she hosted after reviewing Lew Wallace’s Ben-Hur for Harper’s magazine. Dressed in her best gown, the then-incapacitated Sarah was carried to her couch in the library, where she charmed Kentucky congressman Henry Watterson and Mark Twain, who Missy grew up knowing simply as Sam.23


To her observant daughter, Sarah seemed invigorated by the new life she had chosen. Other Washington women had chosen it too and had cleared a path before her. Even before the Civil War, Mrs. A. S. Colvin edited the Weekly Messenger, and Anne Royall edited Paul Pry and The Huntress. Mary Abigail Dodge (pen name Gail Hamilton) wrote for the abolitionist paper National Era in the 1850s, as did Sara Jane Clarke (pen name Grace Greenwood), who also wrote congressional character sketches and feminist essays. It was not coincidence that Washington’s women journalists and literary critics were often single, widowed, or estranged from husbands; their political engagement and literary practices were part of their rebellion from traditional domesticity, even if not explicitly couched that way. Sarah associated with unconventional types like Kate Field, who never married yet traveled the country as a lecturer before starting, in 1889, the publication Kate Field’s Washington, which covered the social, cultural, and political news of the capital. Sarah contributed to the weekly, following in a tradition of Washington women whose book and theater reviews evolved into social, then political, commentaries.24


To Missy, the mother who had once seemed the perpetual invalid had morphed into a sophisticate who was in her element around statesmen and men of letters. From the age of ten, she heard her mother’s refrains before guests arrived for dinner: “He’s only a Congressman,” or “just a politician.” “The background of my canvass had on it world characters, men like Lord Pauncefote, that true statesman of the British empire,” Missy later mused. “Distinguished authors, artists, engineers, and a few statesmen were the scale by which I measured the men who came to Washington.” Few other girls could boast of rolling Easter eggs on the White House lawn with the Cleveland children. As Missy grew older, visits to the private quarters of the White House to see the First Family became commonplace.25


Eventually the Mattinglys moved to the Woodmont, on 13th and Iowa Circle, likely in an effort to consolidate resources. Sarah was preparing to open a French-American school, Washington College for Girls, also known as Irwin Hall, and eventually she found a respectable location for cultivating genteel girls in Adams Morgan, at an address once belonging to the Greek legation and the first secretary of the British embassy. “Make your daughter a worthwhile woman,” she advertised in the Confederate Veteran. “[Our] aim is the highest moral, mental, and physical development of Christian women to meet and manage the problems of real life.” In the first year of operation the school graduated one student at a small ceremony at the Church of Our Father. Missy’s Aunt Mary, vice president of the school, crowned the graduate with a wreath of laurel, and younger girls received medals in art, Latin, and reading. Missy, now a teenager, performed a recitation and piano solo that displayed a talent for music that her mother encouraged. Music was an acceptably cultured activity for a young lady, and admittedly the family needed any income that it might have yielded. Most of the items Sarah had brought with her from Bardstown had gone up in flames in a storage warehouse in 1894, and running a school had its costs. Before long, Missy was playing public concerts and won a scholarship to study music in Leipzig.26


On the eve of the new century, the family relocated to a townhouse on 18th Street. Here, Missy had occasional sightings of a neighbor who lived on 19th—the assistant secretary of the navy, a man named Theodore Roosevelt. Missy took notice of how much he enjoyed the horse trails at Rock Creek Park, a public space newly created by an act of Congress. Bridges had not yet been built over the streams, so they had to be jumped. One afternoon when Colonel Roosevelt was riding nearby, Missy approached a pass and thrust herself forward as her horse stayed behind. She was propelled into a puddle of mud as Roosevelt looked on; when he saw that she wasn’t hurt, his response was to laugh. Missy got back on the horse and attempted to cross again, only this time the horse turned and threw her off the saddle. Exasperated, she remounted her mare and finally jumped her over the brook multiple times to convince herself that she could. By then, it was Missy’s recollection that the colonel had ridden away; it wasn’t the impression she wanted to leave him.27


In that instance, she recovered quickly and got back on her horse, but in the coming weeks or months she suffered a fall from her horse that bruised far more than her ego. For all the times she referenced this accident to friends and reporters in later years, she provided few details about exactly where and when it occurred. All she stated about it in her autobiographical notes is that Dr. Virgil Gibney, a friend of her father’s, broke the news that she would never walk again—a crucial detail to the story, because she would ultimately prove him wrong. In her adult years, friends even claimed that she walked with such brisk determination that it was hard to keep up with her. Missy had a slight limp for the rest of her life, it was true, but the emotional residues of the accident may have burrowed more deeply. Although her injury ultimately failed to slow her down, it made her invalidism outwardly apparent. Her lungs plagued her far more profoundly for the rest of her life, and yet the horse-riding accident seemed to flick a switch. From that day on, she vowed never to be the unavailable convalescent her mother had been. She developed especially strong emotional bonds with those around her, as well as an uncommonly rigorous work ethic to compensate for her handicaps. She fought intensely to live and work as though she were able-bodied, not realizing that in the fight, she lived and worked harder than most able-bodied people would think reasonable.28


The Christmas following her accident, she had asked for a pair of blue dance slippers, but Gibney gave her something else—a diary. Perhaps it was time to think less about riding or making music, he suggested. Her mother’s invalidism hadn’t prevented her from having an intellectual life; writing had given her freedom and purpose. Perhaps, he told Missy, it could do the same for her. It was not advice that Missy was ready to hear, but eventually she opened the diary to write her first line: “I shall try to be useful.”29


And then a moment came to pass that she went on to mythologize, one when her life’s work as a journalist supposedly came to her as a sort of ordained mission. She had gone to the chapel at St. Paul’s to practice her playing, and there at the altar was a chalice of wedding rings and baby lockets, all sacrifices to the Savior for the altar service. In a quest for more trinkets, the rector asked young Missy not to practice piano, but instead to write an appeal for donations to be printed in the local paper. “If the gods of music had been on the job I would never have written the letter,” she later joked, for she sent an appeal not just anywhere, but to the Washington Post. Surprisingly, her mother’s response was apprehension. “More attention in my life had been paid to manners and graces, to music and history, than to the rule of three and the spelling book,” Missy admitted. Sarah had always edited Missy’s schoolwork, and yet in this instance her daughter circumvented her completely to submit her first piece of journalism to professional newspapermen who were likely to be less forgiving of her bad spelling. But the following morning, when Missy went to the door to retrieve the milk delivery, there was the Post; inside, on the editorial page, with proper spelling, was the letter she had submitted the day before. She received $4.60 for the piece, making it, she later joked, her best paid piece of writing for actual value.30


So began her career in journalism. So began a brand-new century. And so began a chance to rewrite her sob story into a tale of another kind.















Chapter Two



A CUB REPORTER IN 1900


COMING OF AGE AT THE TURN of the century, Missy belonged to a generation who felt the tug of old and new ideals of American womanhood. A few female renegades of her mother’s generation had broken with traditional domesticity to pursue passions outside the home, making it easier, though not easy, for Missy to consider the same. Still, the pressures for a genteel lady to keep out of politics and paid work largely prevailed, and it would be another twenty years before the Nineteenth Amendment allowed women so much as a vote in national elections. In fact, white, middle-class women who had not already been forced by necessity to take paid work outside the home were often held up as the best justification for denying women suffrage. Unsullied by the corruption of politics or the unsavory atmosphere of the factory or the marketplace, such women were the moral influence in society, the argument went, and thus it was best to keep them in the safe haven of the home, above the fray of the outside world, where they could be principled mothers and untainted exemplars to the next generation of citizens.1


It was perhaps rhetorical then, when Edward Bok, editor of the Ladies’ Home Journal, asked in 1901, “Is the Newspaper Office the Place for a Girl?” Most newsmen surveyed said that their daughters should not be exposed to their workplace conditions. Helen Winslow, an ex-reporter, was inclined to agree, confessing in the Atlantic Monthly that the field of journalism had been “too hard and too hardening” for her. One female editor warned young women to expect none of the courtesies of the drawing room in the city room. “Reserve and dignity form the armor of the successful newspaper woman,” she declared. The key to survival was to blend in, stay quiet, and maintain a “perfectly cool, professional manner.” Reporter Elizabeth Banks put it differently: “I have heard some women of my profession described as icicles, heartless, knowing not what it means to suffer, caring only for their work, their ambition, becoming almost sexless.” Life as a woman reporter, in other words, was thought to require a renouncement of femininity.2


It had become fashionable for women to mail in prose to the local paper, but showing up to the downtown city room in person, where male reporters frantically milled about swearing, smoking, and hawking into spittoons, was a different proposition altogether. And yet young Missy showed up at the Washington Post anyway—unannounced, unchaperoned, and asking for a permanent job. To be taken seriously, she did not hide her femaleness, though she aged it a bit, combing out her curls, tying up her hair, and donning a long frock and bustle borrowed from her matronly aunt. She asked to see the managing editor, Scott Bone, whose initial response was surprised, yet fatherly. Did she know that reporters kept late hours? And had deadlines? And had no time to walk her home at night? He thought it cruel to encourage the girl, but Missy was politely persistent. With reticence, he agreed to pay her fifteen dollars a week to cover stories he chose for her—no crime or vice, just society events and interviews with local personages.3


Bone was a rare editor who gave a few female reporters a break. Helen Rowland was another teenager he paid three dollars to write her first story, money that her father apologetically returned. But Bone insisted that anything he considered printing deserved to be paid for, including first pieces by green reporters who were girls. That said, he sometimes regretted his decisions—as when he sent Missy out on her first assignment to interview New York senator Chauncey Depew, and she came back empty-handed. Having arrived to the Capitol early, she had stepped into the congressional library to pass the time and became so engrossed with the music collections there that she missed the senator altogether. Bone thought Missy lacked focus and sent her home.4


An exclusive scoop gave Missy renewed purpose, however. Washington reporters were obsessed with the Spanish-American War hero George Dewey, but all they had on him were rumors—rumors that he was in debt, rumors of his lady friends—nothing they could verify. Luckily, Missy’s mother had a contact, the first assistant postmaster general Perry Sanford Heath, who had information about Dewey that had yet to break. Heath sat on a committee that raised donations to buy a home on the war hero’s behalf, and he knew the address of the house chosen for Dewey. Missy asked if she could have the story, to which Heath initially squealed with laughter. But he came around to giving her the scoop, so long as she got a big price for it—nothing less than $200, he told her. The dailies paid up to $25 apiece for exclusive photographs, so Missy borrowed her brother’s Kodak and met Heath at the future home of Dewey on Rhode Island Avenue. She photographed everything inside and out, even the cat hiding in the kitchen, and then went to market with her wares.5


Her first stop was the Washington office of the World, where editor Sam Blythe listened to her pitch with skepticism. He asked for the address of the house, but Missy wouldn’t tell him; Heath had advised her not to. She did tell him that she had already written for the Post, where the city editor would undoubtedly want her story when he heard about it. Fine, Blythe told her, then sit here and write out everything you can remember, and she did, from the yard, to the wallpaper, to the look of the mid-Victorian furniture. She squeezed out four lackluster paragraphs, but Blythe wanted more. The World had come to expect real color and spice from its women reporters, he told her, several of whom even embellished their stories with personal accounts. It dawned on her that she could supplement details about the house with snippets about the personalities Dewey would likely encounter in his new neighborhood. Various ambassadors, Teddy Roosevelt, Madame Bonaparte—all of them were neighbors who Missy and her family knew personally.6


By the time she submitted her copy, it was well after dark, much to the obliviousness of the male reporters frantically clacking at their typewriters. Unlike their male colleagues, newspaperwomen didn’t have the luxury of forgetting the time. Reporting on balls that went on past midnight, female society reporters faced the problem of getting home after hours unchaperoned. Missy was able to safely board a streetcar, but her mother had been worried sick. Sarah’s impulse was to forbid more journalistic ventures, until she saw that her daughter was paid $200 for the Dewey story and another $110 for the isochromatic plates in Carroll’s camera. Blythe offered Missy a regular job, if she wanted it. Her mother decided that the offer was acceptable, so long as Missy focused on “Church News,” the one savory beat in the city room.7


As luck would have it, it was the beat with the scoop that launched Missy’s career. She had gone to choir practice at St. Paul’s one morning, when the priest told her that she was about to bear witness to a famous wedding secretly taking place. On November 9, 1899, a chapel housekeeper, a choirmaster, and Missy watched Admiral Dewey wed the socialite Mildred McLean Hazen. She knew she had stumbled upon big news. Not only was the couple well known in Washington society, but the unannounced service at St. Paul’s was not officially sanctioned: Dewey was not a Catholic. Amidst the excitement of the newlyweds’ departure from the church, Missy remembered her editors’ previous appeals for details and began collecting evidence. She gathered the prayer book used in the ceremony and the marriage license left for the rector to file with the Department of Vital Statistics and taxied to the World’s office to photograph the items before returning them promptly. Her editor was impressed: “You’ll make a great reporter some day.… I don’t know a man who would have had the nerve to steal the marriage license of Admiral Dewey!” Missy took it as affirmation of her reporter’s chops. Now she had ins at the Post and the World and tried to land more scoops for both.8
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BUT PERHAPS the Dewey stories came too easily. Initially eluding the daily grind, poverty, and self-doubt of other cub reporters, Missy settled into their catch-as-catch-can existence soon enough. The next several months felt like an endless grind of chasing down false leads, without the companionship of women friends in the newsroom. Almost all her peers were young men, typically eighteen to twenty-five years in age. Older reporters had moved on, either rising into editorial or other staff positions, or opting out of the news altogether, unable to cope with the lack of security, the grueling pace, or the disappointment of stories leading to dead ends. She had been told that the newspaper game was for more strapping types and, increasingly, strapping types with college degrees; to an ever greater extent, lacking such credentials made it difficult for a blue-collar reporter to advance into the white-collar ranks of the newspaper business. Missy’s liabilities in this line of work were obvious, and yet remarkably, she remained determined “to make good in the game.”9


She found American newspapers woefully provincial, so she looked for stories that other reporters weren’t covering. By the summer of 1900, people were dying in the Boxer Rebellion in China, but most Americans were unaware of it. Interest had picked up in the situation in Peking when American missionaries began relaying tales of retaliation against them, but communications from Asia were unreliable. A few of Missy’s colleagues were dispatched to the legations for news, but they returned with meager accounts. Washington city editors wanted more sources, and Missy took up the challenge of finding them, knowing that she already had an advantage: Wu Tingfang, the Oxford-trained Chinese foreign minister, was her mother’s chess opponent. Having refused to grant any interviews to the press, he agreed to speak with Missy for the sake of her breaking a story. He greeted her at the Chinese legation in silken robes and directed her to a chair across from his. “This is China,” he pointed out, running his fingers over the onyx tabletop, veins in the stone representing various provinces, rivers, and boundaries. He talked of the first Christian missionaries and how they brought “the shadow of the cross” to his countrymen. Missy thought she understood. The Boxer uprising was, from the standpoint of many Chinese peasants, a struggle for religious freedom, much like her ancestors’ in Bardstown. Whereas other reporters struggled to obtain updates coming in from China, she heard straight from the minister about the cable he had received that morning assuring him that measures were being taken to protect Americans in Peking. The minister gave Missy the cablegram and signed her notes to verify the authenticity of her story. It was an exclusive for which Missy earned double rates.10


Around the same time she submitted her Boxer Rebellion story, the 1900 presidential race was heating up domestically. Admiral Dewey had decided to run, and William Jennings Bryan was, in Missy’s words, “making silver tongued and silver coined talk across the country.” Theodore Roosevelt, now the governor of New York, was yet another Spanish-American war hero whom Republicans considered a possible candidate for president, though William McKinley remained the clear favorite for reelection. Any reporter with front-page ambitions had to attend the national conventions—for the Republicans in Philadelphia, and for the Democrats in Kansas City—and Missy was sent to cover both, for the Post as a “correspondent” and for the World as a “specialist.” With travel expenses covered and double rates on stories, the compensation was unheard of for a woman her age—unfortunately, so was going to a large city unchaperoned. Sarah told Missy that she could go to Philadelphia if accompanied by her aunt and a maid, but Missy thought this too humiliating an arrangement for a cub reporter trying to prove herself to her male peers. She convinced her mother to let her travel less conspicuously with two of the wives of other Washington correspondents. As soon as she arrived in town, she planned to politely depart their company.11


In the days prior to the first convention, Missy whetted readers’ appetites with a story about Wu Tingfang’s journey to Philadelphia to witness American party politics in action, and once again the minister obliged her with an exclusive interview, graciously pausing between sentences to allow Missy time to scribble in her notepad. Her editor was amused as he dictated her notes to a stenographer. It was not just her creative spelling but her unorthodox questions that made her story unlike anything he had ever seen. He ran the piece the next morning as the lead: a political convention through Chinese eyes. Missy was rewarded with a $200 bonus, a momentous start to a promising week of political scoops. There was the drama of her birth state of Kentucky unfolding on the national stage, as William S. Taylor, the former governor turned fugitive, appeared at the convention in defiance after his indictment as an accessory in the murder of his Democratic successor. Missy saw another potential headline when McKinley won the presidential nomination and Teddy Roosevelt looked as though he might bolt from the hall, if not from the Republican Party. Roosevelt received 925 votes for his vice presidential nomination, with his being the only abstention.12


So many political dramas to cover—and yet Missy experienced the disenchantment of not being assigned to any of them. Though she proved capable of conducting intriguing interviews, her editor felt she was still too green to cover the main events of the week. Some topics were frankly too scandalous for female ears, he also reasoned. “God defend [you] against ever knowing enough politics to write a leader,” he joked, assigning Missy instead a story he thought more befitting: an exclusive on one of the two female alternate delegates at the convention. Not coincidentally, they were from Western states, where women had the franchise and had started filling party positions.13


No doubt the assignment was her editor’s way of making a “political” story appropriate for a woman reporter, but Missy decided that it was a vote of nonconfidence, hence tainting any assessment she might have had of the woman delegate she interviewed that afternoon. Her first impression of her interviewee, she later recalled, was of a “tall, aggressive, militant” person, “all that was meant by ‘new woman,’” and any goodwill that she might have shown dissipated as their conversation wore on. “I wanted her to talk about the forces and the influences which had brought her to Philadelphia. And instead she scolded me for wearing a dainty dress and a curl on the nape of my neck. I came partly to agree with her in the years that followed. But on the 17th day of June [1900], this ‘new woman’ with her resentment of all things feminine, and her businesslike, aggressive manner, stirred resentment and animous [sic] in me.” Missy was a cub reporter eager to please and to be accepted among male peers, so she embraced the conventional negative opinion of a woman unfeminine enough to call herself a feminist. In hindsight, she recalled the interview with great regret. “I went back to the office and wrote what I believe today to be the only unfair piece of reporting of which in my many years of journalism I have been guilty. The fact that my criticism pleased the men in the office, that they chuckled over my jibes, commended me for it, did little the next day to salve my conscience. I had done a mean, petty piece of work and I knew it.”14


Later, when Missy worked for the New York Sun, she still felt the resentment that piece had provoked in suffragists whom she came to admire, including the formidable Carrie Chapman Catt of the National American Woman Suffrage Association. Missy’s feminism, which she never named, took time and experience to cultivate. In the moment, however, she only knew intuitively that making it as a political reporter required not looking disgruntled, unfeminine, or intentional in her success. She would have to quietly surprise men with her reporting, cover politics without appearing political, advance in the journalistic ranks by not letting on that she wanted to. Her editor expected stories on what senators’ wives were wearing to evening socials, and for now she would have to appear willing to write them until she had the chance to exceed expectations with a story written as a man would have written it. She pined for that opportunity.15


As male colleagues covered the Republican National Convention well into the night, she walked back to the hotel with nothing in her notebook but observations from afar. Any run-ins with the major players in the week’s unfolding dramas were accidental. Waiting for an elevator on the eighth floor of the Hotel Walton, for instance, she encountered a group of senators that included National Committee Chair Mark Hanna and Teddy Roosevelt. The elevator hadn’t been working properly, and guards stood on each floor monitoring the number of people getting into the car. The party that collected on the eighth floor was too large, and an argument ensued: who would get off the elevator? One of the senators summoned Missy to volunteer, and she refused. Roosevelt intervened, swearing the ridiculousness of the situation and insisting that everyone remain in the elevator, including Missy, who was far too petite to cause a problem anyway.16


In an elevator car of important men, Missy had stood her ground. Still, she wondered if Roosevelt even recognized her as the girl on the horse from Rock Creek Park. So ended her stint as a correspondent at the Republican National Convention. Any dreams of glory she had for its Democratic counterpart had already been greatly diminished.
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AFTER MISSY RETURNED TO WASHINGTON, Scott Bone gave her another chance to land a story in the Post. It was an interview of yet another family friend—Julian Pauncefote, the British ambassador. Bone figured that Pauncefote, like Wu Tingfang, might shed light on diplomatic relations in China, where he had been previously posted. Instead, when Missy got to the British embassy something unexpected was clearly afoot. Suddenly the entire staff was convened in the parlor and Pauncefote was bowing before one of the granddaughters of Queen Victoria. She had left Europe for Canada and had just arrived in Washington undetected. Missy couldn’t hide her excitement, for she was witnessing a runaway royal! Was the princess seduced by rebelliousness or romance, she asked Pauncefote. She was committing political, not emotional rebellion, he later confided, but he implored Missy not to write about it. He gave her a statement on China and then sent her on her way.17


In Bone’s office, Missy conjured up a hypothetical situation: Suppose one had stumbled upon a stunning piece of news—could one be forbidden from printing the facts? Or what if one just happened to be in a public place, like a foreign embassy, for instance, when one heard something of great importance but was asked not to print it? Bone asked if this said person had made promises not to. As much as he wanted an exclusive, he was a man with impeccable professional ethics. Missy stopped talking in hypotheticals. “I had given no promise, but I felt as bound as though I had,” she confessed. With that, Bone told her that he would leave it to her sense of honor. “We have to develop a code for ourselves in this game,” he reminded her. Although he believed journalism to be the noblest of professions, he thought it easily corrupted. If someone entrusted Missy with a confidence, he hoped that she might feel obliged to keep it.18


Missy did keep it—and one week later she watched a rival reporter publish her scoop. It was a sad fact about journalism, Bone told her. More often than not the best stories did not make it to print, but they formed building blocks of trust that eventually paid off. “Make notes as you go along, and see how many you have in a few years, the great stories that can never be told,” he said, and then he left her with some final advice: “Never pass through a door that will not open for you again.” It was wisdom that Missy repeated to young journalists through the years. The list of stories she never wrote went with her to the grave, but many others were written because she had laid solid foundations of trust. Two decades later, Calvin Coolidge, who went on to become the thirtieth president of the United States, would feel that Missy was one of the few reporters he truly trusted with a confidence. When the time came to give her the big interview that he had refused everyone else, the wisdom of Bone’s advice was manifest. “Silent Cal” could be downright chatty whenever Missy was in the room, because he trusted her implicitly.19
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IN THE WEEKS between the Republican and Democratic National Conventions of 1900, Missy felt a relapse in her lungs. She said nothing about it, hoping that her editor couldn’t detect it from the flush in her cheeks. Although her first political convention had been disappointing, she knew that anyone with ambitions in political reporting couldn’t miss the one coming up the week of Independence Day in Kansas City. A family physician advised that she not leave town for it, but Missy offered an ultimatum: if she could cover the convention, she would spend the rest of the summer in Denver, where her editor had given her the names of contacts at the Denver Post and the mountain air would help her lungs to recover. Sarah was all too familiar with rehabilitating out west, but again she worried about her daughter traveling alone. Missy appeased her by arranging once more to travel with journalists’ wives as far as Kansas City and to contact a Jesuit priest her mother knew once she made her way to Denver.20


Sarah would never know that her daughter broke from her chaperones the moment she arrived in Kansas City. “They were doing the city, and I was doing the convention,” she justified to herself. Once again, Missy was dispatched immediately to get an interview, this time with the fifteen-year-old daughter of soon-to-be Democratic nominee William Jennings Bryan. Missy found young Ruth sitting in a box in the convention audience gossiping about party leaders. Most of what she said Missy found “drab and uninteresting,” that is, except for the part about a prominent Tammany man’s allegiance to her father. Blythe assured her that this was news and urged Missy to write up the story, which was reprinted all over the country the next morning. Apparently a teenaged girl could be a vital source of front-page political news.21


But Missy couldn’t gloat for long. The evening papers of July 5 carried an Associated Press statement issued by Bryan denying that his daughter had ever given an interview to a reporter named Mattingly. Missy was stunned. “I had grown up in a little world where truth was godliness and also good breeding.… Yet the whole country had been told on the front pages of the press by William Jennings Bryan that what I had written over my own signature was an untruth. My heart was full of bitterness. I was physically ill.” Colleagues thought her thin-skinned. They insisted that she was overreacting and that she should accept Bryan’s denials “as part of the game.” But she couldn’t, especially because she knew that the falsehoods she was accused of were expected of a female reporter. That night she walked aimlessly in the streets of Kansas City, eventually settling on the steps of a Baptist church. The thought of returning to the World headquarters the next morning to read the political pages repulsed her. Yet when she arrived there, a telegrapher showed her an unexpected front-page story: backed by eyewitnesses, Sam Blythe had personally refuted Bryan’s claims. A stickler for the facts, this newspaperman had also grown fiercely protective of his girl reporter.22


Missy felt vindicated—but also pretty weak. Her overnight bender had exhausted her more than she’d already been, and before the morning was over she found herself in a local hospital. She later dismissed the episode as a mere “hemorrhage,” her preferred way to refer to a tubercular relapse. On this occasion, she needed all of twenty-six days to recover. Her stint as a convention reporter came, yet again, to an abrupt and disheartening end.23


Although the World supplied Missy with a stipend for living expenses, it was significantly smaller than the allowance given her male colleagues, who could afford hotels near the convention hall while she boarded on the outskirts of town. Any money saved on lodging went toward hiring a nurse in the weeks after the convention. An editor at the Kansas City Star took mercy and offered her a press pass to Denver when she was well enough to travel, but by then the pass had expired, and she had only eleven dollars left in her purse. Thanks to a generous couple traveling from the East Coast, she managed to reach Denver by September, but she had nothing more than a trunk, a handbag, and sixty cents to her name when she arrived. In her luggage were letters of introduction from Eastern newspapermen and clippings of her stories, which she planned to use to find work. Storing her trunk at the train station, she checked her bag and wrote immediately to the local Jesuit priest she promised her mother she’d contact, trusting that he’d find her a family to board with for free.24


Missy paid a nickel fare and found her way to the office of the Denver Post—a paper “yellow from the first to the last page,” she had been told, yet run by a crack city editor, according to Blythe. She climbed up a dingy stairwell to find reporters typing in a ramshackle newsroom. A stout, middle-aged, blond woman sat at a partition away from the others; Missy recognized her immediately from photographs as Winifred Black, the columnist known by most across the country as Annie Laurie. Starting from her days at the San Francisco Examiner, when she first covered murder trials, Black faked accidents and snuck into leper colonies, polygamous communities, and prizefights to get inside exposés. To see the devastation of a historic flood in Galveston, she had dressed as a boy doing the work of recovery. To interview President Harrison, she had stowed away on a train until she could confront him alone. Her escapades were legendary, and her vivid writing style created a winning formula that other women reporters tried to emulate, though Missy, an aspiring political correspondent, had not been one of them.25


City editor Joe Ward occupied a sparse office up a level from Black. He offered Missy a job on the spot for twenty-five dollars a week, ten dollars more than the going rate for most Denver reporters. Missy was grateful, but presumed naively that she’d be paid up front; she had forty-five cents left, and her bag was still at the train station. Nevertheless, she seemed to forget her predicament immediately once Ward handed her her first assignment. Colorado was in the throes of a heated senatorial race between Republican incumbent Edward Wolcott and the former senator turned pro-silver candidate Henry Teller. Wolcott was campaigning in town, and Ward wanted his new reporter to write a profile.26


Missy had actually known Wolcott in Washington, though apparently a very different version of him. In the cosmopolitan atmosphere of the capital, he had become something of a dandy—“Waistcoat Wolcott,” he was frequently called. Rumor had it that he kept half a dozen suits in his office, changing at least once a day between legislative sessions. It amused Missy to see an entirely new iteration of Wolcott campaigning in the poor mining districts of Colorado. He donned a Stetson, baggy trousers, and an old Abe Lincoln collar, his tie unevenly arranged. He was compelled to be someone else entirely in the West, she observed, and it moved her to write about “Farmer” versus “Waistcoat” Wolcott. “There was a certain smug political sophistication about that story,” she admitted. It was obvious to Ward, too, that she had a gift for political portraiture.27


Theodore Roosevelt was also in town campaigning for Wolcott, so Ward sent Missy to interview him before he left. Coloradans had not been kind to the New York governor that September. At stump speeches in the mining towns of Leadville and Canon City, resentment brewed over his defense of the gold standard. Roosevelt had hoped to win over crowds in the town of Victor with his Rough Rider image, but he was egged and assaulted with the broken end of a flagpole before being whisked onto a train. Missy assured Ward that she would get the interview, so long as she could find her way around town. She hadn’t been in Denver a full day, and she only had thirty cents to last until payday.28


Finally, she took a cab to see the Jesuit priest. “He asked if I was fixed for funds. And I heard myself assuring him that I was quite all right and that I had a good job,” she recollected. He sent her to a landlady, who offered a room for two dollars a week. Again, Missy’s lack of life experience was evident, because she assumed that she wouldn’t have to pay up front. The landlady took pity on her, offering her a cramped space in the attic temporarily. Because Missy couldn’t afford to retrieve her bag at the train station, she made do with her smaller handbag and left the boardinghouse to buy bread and a bottle of milk. Only twenty cents remained, half of which went toward getting to the Brown Palace Hotel the next morning. She had agreed to meet reporter Joe Kerr there and to approach Roosevelt with him for the interview. Reminiscing in later years about that morning in Denver, Missy recalled feeling “weak as a cat, but still exhilarated and happy.” It was the charge that she would get used to feeling every time she pursued a big story.29


Roosevelt approached the reporters with outstretched hands and a grin: “Dee-lighted to see you!” Missy thought his affability remarkable given the circumstances. He was the consummate politician, despite being, as she described him, “the only man in history who resented being nominated vice president of the United States.” But as Missy also recollected, Joe Kerr was less impressed. “The last time I met you, Colonel Roosevelt, was when you were Police Commissioner of New York, and I was a reporter for The Sun. You ordered me thrown out of the building,” he said, scowling. The colonel’s smile dissipated, and his face turned cold. But before he could respond, Missy quickly intervened: “The last time I saw you, Colonel Roosevelt[,] was in the elevator of the Hotel Walton. Somebody tried to throw me out and you swore.” With that, his face brightened, and he chuckled. Having diffused tensions, Missy pulled out her notebook and started asking questions. It’s hard to know if her notes give an accurate portrayal of the incident or if she was spinning her own myth, but Missy maintained that when she finished her questions and stood to depart from the room, Roosevelt called to her from behind. “Good luck to you in your new work,” he allegedly said. “And always remember that if you stick to it, you can make the horse jump the gap.”30
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IT WAS WEDNESDAY. Payday was Saturday. Missy had ten cents, and the only trinkets she could pawn remained in the trunk that she could not yet afford to retrieve from the train station. She walked to the telegraph office to cable Washington, but she couldn’t send a wire without a deposit. She wanted to buy a bottle of milk, but there was no place nearby where a woman could acceptably sit alone to drink it. So she returned to the office and worked on rewrites until it was time to go home. On the walk back to her room, she bought a loaf of bread that would have to last. The next morning, she spent her last five cents riding into the office. Standing on the street corner, she wondered if she should write a story about what it felt like to be broke. Panic should have set in, yet strangely, it didn’t.31


Decades later, she recalled the day vividly. Ward had called her into his office, because he had been tipped off about a story taking shape in Boulder and wanted Missy to cover it. She was obviously hesitant. Had he been able to read her mind, he would have known that she couldn’t afford the fare to get to Boulder, for it had never occurred to her, nor had anyone ever explained, that the office would front her the money. It would take time to get to know male colleagues well enough to discover that they asked for advances all the time, sometimes to pay off gambling loans, rent, or unexpected medical bills. But right now, Ward was confused by his new reporter’s body language. “Anything ever happen to you in Boulder?” he asked, but Missy couldn’t respond. Ward took a few seconds to scrutinize her, and then suddenly it seemed to hit him. “By God, when have you had something to eat?” he asked her. The questioned so startled Missy that she blurted out honestly, “Yesterday.” “What d’you have?” he pressed. “A loaf of bread,” she told him. It was half past eleven in the morning, the busiest hour at an afternoon newspaper, but Ward left the room, returned with a roll of bills, picked up Missy’s shabby purse, put the money inside, grabbed his hat from the hook, and led her out of the office. The clicking of typewriters stopped as he and Missy walked to the stairwell. The boss was taking the new reporter to lunch.32


As Missy remembered it, Ward ordered a steak, sliced tomatoes, fried potatoes, celery, olives, and a big cup of coffee and cream—“all the things a man would order for a he-meal,” but Ward didn’t stay. When the feast came, he excused himself. “I won’t want you anymore today,” he told her, “but come in in the morning.” He promised Missy that her job was secure so that she wouldn’t feel bad about sitting for a proper meal. Unfortunately, that generous meal overtaxed her empty stomach. She felt nauseous as she went to retrieve her trunk from the station, and back at her room she fell into fits of coughing. By supper time, she had brought on another hemorrhage, as she called it. The landlady put her in a cab and sent her to the hospital. Missy guessed that she probably looked like just another “T. B. stranger” in the emergency ward that evening, for Denver was teeming with them. The locals increasingly resented their presence, passing laws that jailed visitors who expectorated on public streets. “I was not afraid to be broke and alone in Denver, but I was terrified to be ill and helpless there,” she recalled. Rather than coming clean to Ward about her condition, she sent a note stating that she would be out until Tuesday and gave no further explanation. She was not completely recovered when Tuesday came, but already she had become habituated to working while ill. She established a work schedule of eight to four, returning to a new, sunnier room at her boardinghouse on Franklin Street to recover her strength for the following day. She put on weight and appeared eager to work. No one seemed to suspect a problem.33
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