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FOREWORD





  NOTHING CAPTURES PUBLIC ATTENTION QUITE LIKE A GRUESOME DOUble homicide—just look at how avidly today’s audiences binge true-crime podcasts and investigative Netflix documentaries. In 1893, that appetite found its outlet in the work of American author, editor, and journalist Elizabeth Garver Jordan. One of the few female reporters credentialed to cover the infamous Lizzie Borden murder trial in Fall River, Massachusetts, Jordan provided readers of the New York World with gripping daily dispatches over the course of two sweltering weeks in August.




  “Did this young woman split open her aged father’s head with a hatchet as he lay sleeping on a sofa, and afterwards go back and batter his face and head with the same weapon that even the doctors who looked upon the hideous sight could hardly command their nerves?” With the sort of scintillating language modern readers might recognize from an episode of NBC’s Dateline, Jordan’s eye for detail and suspense fed the public’s obsession with the trial, which ultimately ended in Borden’s acquittal. This early experience in keeping a nation of readers enthralled would eventually inform Jordan’s work as a writer of fictional murder mysteries on par with those of Agatha Christie and Mary Roberts Rinehart.




  How did a polite and restrained Milwaukee schoolgirl trade her dreams of entering the convent for a hardscrabble life as a big-city newspaper reporter and, later, a literary editor regarded highly by the likes of Mark Twain and Sinclair Lewis? Her Life in Ink charts that trajectory and explores the facets of Jordan’s personality that prompted her rise in the world of American media.




  Like a late nineteenth-century Lois Lane, Jordan covered crime and the seedier side of New York City while also holding her own in a newsroom dominated by male colleagues and editors. Her professional moxie earned their respect, while her flair for writing human-interest stories that deeply resonated with readers established her as one of the nation’s best newspaper women. Bristling at the prevalence of yellow journalism and sensationalism, Jordan eventually parlayed her prose-writing acumen into a job editing Harper’s Bazar and later became the literary editor for the Harper and Brothers publishing house, where, like famed literary editor Maxwell Perkins, she identified and helped mold the works of emerging literary greats. In correspondence with Henry James, she was no passive disciple. Their intellectually charged exchanges reveal a woman unafraid to challenge him, winning his admiration in return.




  Cognizant of the uphill career path she had forged for herself with scant assistance, Jordan took it upon herself to mentor and champion other women writers—quietly building the kind of professional support network that has only recently become more visible in the age of women-in-media coalitions and #MeToo-era newsroom equity efforts. Another cause close to her heart, women’s suffrage, led Jordan to spearhead and edit The Sturdy Oak, a charming, comedic (and still very relevant) “composite” novel on the subject of women’s rights, written collaboratively as a chain-story of sorts by well-known authors of the day, including Fannie Hurst, Anne O’Hagan, and Dorothy Canfield (Fisher).




  Though immensely private about her personal life (which included an intense, long-term relationship with Secret Garden author Frances Hodgson Burnett), clues to Jordan’s existence are readily available through her writing. Her popular May Iverson novels for young adults give insight into her convent school girlhood, while stories featuring female reporter Ruth Herrick could have been written only by a woman who’d “been there, done that.”




  Jordan herself exemplified the concept of the “New Woman,” with a life spanning the Victorian mores of the late nineteenth century and the freewheeling freedoms of the Roaring Twenties flapper. Having never considered marriage, she financially supported herself—and later several members of her family—by negotiating professional contracts that placed a high value on her worth. She frequently traveled abroad—including a stay in Bermuda with Burnett—reflecting the kind of cultural mobility and personal freedom that few women of her time enjoyed. Jordan clung fiercely to the independent life she created for herself in New York City and refused to compromise her desired aims to appease the expectations of others.




  Just like The Sound of Music’s Maria von Trapp, Jordan was destined to “never be a nun.” Rather, her ever-evolving career plans led her through the realms of investigative reporter, magazine boss, literary editor, novelist/mystery writer, Broadway playwright, and Hollywood book-to-screen broker. Jordan’s influence and impressive professional network would, in today’s world, make her “kind of a big deal.” As with so many other women authors who made a mark on their generation only to be forgotten with time, her legacy and her own literary output deserve a closer look.




  As podcasters, we’ve learned that following the thread of a forgotten name can often lead to an extraordinary story—and Elizabeth Garver Jordan’s life is no exception. More than a century later, she still leaps off the page: sharp, charismatic, incisive, and utterly modern in her ambition. In Her Life in Ink, Sharon M. Harris offers a thoroughly researched, deeply readable portrait that brings Jordan’s remarkable accomplishments back into view.




  Amy Helmes and Kim Askew




  Creators and hosts of the Lost Ladies of Lit podcast
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PREFACE





  ELIZABETH JORDAN’S LIFE (1865–1947) CROSSED MANY OF AMERICA’S most important eras—from the Civil War to the Progressive Era and Jazz Age to World War II—and, as a writer, she influenced public opinion on many of the major issues of the day.




  Whether as a journalist, a magazine editor, or a newspaper columnist, Jordan gained fame not only for her own work but also for her pattern of giving a hand up to talented young journalists and authors. While serving as an editor at Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World, she gathered around her a staff of women assistants—Anne O’Hagan, Grace Margaret Gould, Marie Manning, Olivia Howard Dunbar, and Harriet Hubbard Ayer—who became influential in the field themselves.




  Considered by critics among the best short-story writers of her era, not only did Jordan help shape this broad period of American literature through her own writing, but her work as a literary editor was also instrumental to the successful careers of writers such as Sinclair Lewis, Fannie Hurst, Dorothy Canfield Fisher, and others. She likewise aided the late career of Henry James, publishing his work and organizing a lecture tour for his return to America after years in Europe. Equally important, she used her position as a national figure to promote the idea of women’s suffrage and argued that women working at home or in any profession were essential to the national economy. Jordan was like a brilliant flame, illuminating the world around her through her art and guiding other artists on their way.




  It would be enough to warrant recovery of her life and work if Jordan had only been an early journalist, an influential editor of Harper’s Bazar, literary editor for Harper’s books and for Goldwyn Studios, an independent newspaper columnist, and author of thirty-three well-received novels as well as four edited books. But Jordan was also an important mystery writer. Fifteen of her thirty-three books were mysteries, published between 1919 and 1943. When she began, there was a small group of American women who were finding success in the field of mysteries and detective fiction. Anna Katherine Green was nearing the end of her career, but Mary Roberts Rinehart, Carolyn Wells, Jordan, and others were emerging. Agatha Christie would join the ranks the year after Jordan’s first mystery appeared.




  Jordan’s mysteries were critically acclaimed and popular in her own time and deserve recognition today. They are fascinating psychological mysteries in a variety of subgenres (locked room, country estate, gothic, based on a true crime, etc.). Jordan also added another level to her mysteries. In addition to her amateur detectives having to stop or solve a murder, each detective must uncover something about themselves in the process—their own mysteries that, once understood, will allow them to move forward in their own lives.




  Surprisingly, Jordan has been written out of histories of mystery writing, in spite of being acknowledged in her day as one of America’s best writers in the genre. Her mysteries warrant comparison to those of Agatha Christie, with a sustained body of high-quality, innovative stories. The study of Jordan reveals that we are only beginning to understand the extraordinary way in which women writers before and during World War I modernized the genre and forged the path to the Golden Age of mystery writing.




  Jordan gave her audience years of exciting and enduring entertainment through her indelible mysteries and detective stories, and, as a journalist and editor, she became a major influence on the literature of her day. Her success was largely shaped by the great optimism that defined her life and helped shape the talents of others. This is her story.




  Sharon M. Harris









  



  Chapter 1




  Life in Milwaukee




  ONLY A MONTH AFTER ROBERT E. LEE SURRENDERED AT APPOMATTOX on April 9, 1865, Elizabeth Garver Jordan was born on May 9, 1865. She was the first child of Margaretta Garver Jordan (1843–1931) and William Francis Jordan (1841–1901), a middle-class family soon to be on the rise. The Jordans named their firstborn after Margaretta’s mother, Elizabeth Moore Garver (1821–?), who was of Spanish descent and taught her granddaughter her native tongue at a young age.




  Being an only child for the first eight years of her life allowed Elizabeth to develop especially close, but quite distinct, relationships with her parents. Jordan said her mother “was the most independent woman I have ever known.”1 Margaretta had been an honor student at Mendota Female College and studied medicine at Rush College in Chicago for two years until her father’s death, when the family could no longer afford the tuition.2




  Elizabeth’s father was an astute businessman. He took every opportunity to expand his meat and grocery market in the postwar years. Within a few years, his property investments would catapult him into the ranks of Milwaukee’s wealthy up-and-coming men. He modeled the value of hard work for his daughter while offering his family a life of privilege. Elizabeth would learn the lesson well and craft for herself a life of extraordinary industriousness and social status after she left home.




  Elizabeth’s bond with her father was deeply rooted in their shared “undying sense of humor. It has been my most precious possession,” she observed late in her life, “and up until the time of [my father’s] death it held us together like a steel cable.”3 Elizabeth was able to draw on the strengths of both parents. Her seriousness and willpower, garnered from her mother’s example, helped her forge the life she wanted, and the personal magnetism and sense of humor inherited from her father drew an amazing array of people to her, many of whom became lifelong friends.
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    Elizabeth Jordan’s mother, Margaretta Garver Jordan


    BETSY DEVINE COLLECTION




  When Elizabeth was still so young that her hands could barely stretch across the keys, her mother insisted she begin taking piano lessons. To Margaretta’s joy, Elizabeth demonstrated exceptional talent. By the time she was old enough to start school, she was playing Beethoven, Bach, Chopin, and Mozart and performing in public for benefits. Margaretta began to form a dream that she would never relinquish—her daughter must become a concert pianist.4




  Elizabeth loved the piano, but at a very young age she also began to harbor a hunger for words. Her parents followed the prevailing philosophy that it was best to protect a young child’s brain through “slow development in a safe environment.”5 Slow, however, would never be a part of Elizabeth’s vocabulary. Perhaps nowhere was her determination to get what she wanted out of life as evident as when she decided she must learn to read. She developed a Plan to gain what she wanted—the first of many Plans that would direct her life.




  Before Elizabeth turned five, she formed a pact with the family cook: Nora would teach Elizabeth to read, and Elizabeth would select books from her parents’ extensive library and sneak them into the kitchen so they could read together.




  This surreptitious act of rebellion was rooted less in resistance than in a great love of intrigue and mystery. She would slip into the library and quickly select a book whose contents remained a great secret until she and Nora cracked its pages in the shelter of the kitchen. In many ways, it was not at all surprising that Elizabeth would become a talented mystery writer in the 1920s and 1930s. The love of intrigue and a gripping story had been bred into her at the ripe age of five.6




  When Nora had to work, young Elizabeth spent many hours in the library, lying on her stomach in front of the fireplace, reading a multitude of volumes.7 One day she surprised her father by reading aloud to him from the Christian tract The Sweet Story of Old. After his shock subsided, William decided he must take charge of his daughter’s reading. He subscribed to several children’s periodicals—Cock Robin, Chatterbox, and St. Nicholas—but he had grander ideas for her education, starting with Charles Rollin’s classic Ancient History.8




  In 1873, at age eight, Elizabeth enrolled in St. Mary’s Institute, a boarding school at Milwaukee’s Convent of Notre Dame with nearly one thousand nuns and a student enrollment of several hundred.9 The five-story, fortress-like convent occupied an entire block, with the school taking up nearly half of the north wing.10 In the summer before Elizabeth’s enrollment, a miracle was documented at the convent. The news was reported widely that a young woman severely afflicted with consumption was healed by the appearance of the Virgin Mary.11 The impact of this event, mysterious and otherworldly, undoubtedly aided in Elizabeth’s fascination with being a part of the convent—as a student, but also with a secret desire: to become one of these pious nuns who could fathom such mysteries.




  Although Margaretta Jordan was not Catholic, she agreed when she married William that their children would be raised in his faith, and she appreciated the educational opportunities the convent school offered her daughter—not least of which was its music department. Though the Convent of Notre Dame was cloistered, students were allowed to offer public recitals and receptions in the Exhibition Hall. Elizabeth was one of their best students, musically and academically, and she was already used to performing. As she recalled, in these years “Milwaukee was saturated with music, and its pet method of raising money for its charities was by concert. . . . I played at many such concerts” while at the school.12
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    Convent of Notre Dame, in which St. Mary’s Convent School is located




    THREE ROUSING CHEERS




  In the meantime, the Jordans had been trying to expand their family. After the loss of two children in infancy,13 finally on December 29, 1873, their daughter Alice was born. Elizabeth and her sister “Allie” would remain close throughout their lives, but it was never a relationship of equals and certainly not always an easy alliance. The Jordans loved their second daughter, but she was an average child with few distinctions, forever overshadowed by her exceptional older sister. William and Margaretta had the wisdom to send Alice to a different convent school than Elizabeth so she would not be forever compared to her talented sister.14




  School was a joy for Elizabeth. Her charismatic personality drew students and nuns alike to her, and she loved to study. Sister Ethelbert, who taught writing, was her favorite teacher, and Elizabeth remained close friends with her long after she left St. Mary’s—indeed, until Sister Ethelbert’s death.15




  In addition to her studies, Elizabeth continued to practice piano for two hours a day; this pattern of daily practice would continue throughout her life. Sister Cecilia headed the music department and encouraged her pupil’s love of music and of performance. Years later, Elizabeth would declare that Sister Cecilia was “by far the best musician and teacher of the piano I have ever known.”16 Studying with her for many years enhanced Elizabeth’s expertise—and her mother’s hope that her daughter would pursue a career in music.




  By the time Elizabeth was in her early teens, however, she was torn between dreams of becoming a writer and of taking vows as a nun. In those reading sessions with the cook Nora, Elizabeth had talked often of her desire to be an author, so at thirteen she developed a new Plan—she would start her literary career by keeping her efforts secret until she had achieved her goal. She took a breath of courage and submitted a story to the Evening Wisconsin.




  To her delight, it was published. Her plan for presenting this exciting news to the family reflected her love of drama. The night of its publication in the newspaper, she joined her family in the living room. She had a larger than usual audience on this particular evening since her grandmother and two aunts were visiting. They gathered together when Elizabeth announced she wanted to read them a love story she had discovered in the newspaper. She did not reveal that she was the author of “Caleb Green’s Affinity.” Her plan was that she would read it to her family “and watch them fall dead, so to speak, when at the end the author’s name was revealed.”17




  “I read it with love and fire,” she recalled. “To me it seemed a remarkable tale.” To her dismay, her aunts yawned, her grandmother nodded off, and Alice stretched out on the rug in front of the fire and went to sleep before Elizabeth finished. There was no applause when she concluded. Her mother wondered why newspapers wasted space on “anything so trivial”; her father admitted he had stopped listening early on; her youthful aunts acted out a burlesque of the main scene. Finally, her grandmother asked what had interested Elizabeth in the story. When she confessed that she had written it, everyone tried to revise their assessment of its merits, but Elizabeth knew she had already received their accurate evaluations.18




  She burst into tears. “I wanted to die. Or at least to go into the convent, without an hour’s delay.”19 Her father finally assured Elizabeth that “while the story would be very slight as the production of an established author it was highly promising as the first effort of a little girl.”20 The humiliation faded but was not forgotten. Twenty years later, she would publish “Olive’s First Story” based on the experience.21




  As painful as these responses were, they served as an impetus for Elizabeth. She had never failed at anything, and she would not do so now. She set about honing her writing while she continued her schooling.
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  At the head of St. Mary’s was Reverend Mother Mary Caroline, and Elizabeth adored her: “She had the beauty and graciousness and charm an Archduchess should possess, as well as personal magnetism that drew even the unwilling into her orbit.”22 Elizabeth did not know that Sister Cecilia had informed the Reverend Mother of Elizabeth’s musical talents and of her mother’s desire that she become a professional pianist. Mother Caroline was herself a pianist and appreciated Elizabeth’s talents. When Elizabeth was fifteen, she and three other music students were granted special dispensation for a rare opportunity to hear the Der Ring des Nibelungen at the Milwaukee Opera House. The students and an escort were driven to and from the performances in the convent bus with its curtained windows. For Elizabeth, the experience was “pure rapture.” The experience honed her love of opera, which would last a lifetime.
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    Elizabeth Jordan, age seventeen, graduation photo




    THREE ROUSING CHEERS




  It was not until Commencement Day, when Elizabeth stood in the wings waiting to be announced as valedictorian, that Mother Caroline revealed her belief that Elizabeth was fit for the habit of Notre Dame. No more was said, and the excitement of the day consumed Elizabeth’s attention. But when she returned home that evening, she found “Mother Caroline’s words burning in my mind and heart.”23 Becoming a nun had been her unspoken ambition for several years. She had tried more than once to express such an idea to her schoolmates, only to have them respond with loud laughs. “They said I was not the material nuns are made of . . . and they were right. I was a high-spirited and irrepressible young person” whose curiosity frequently led her into escapades resulting in discipline by the nuns.24 At commencement, however, she heard only Mother Caroline.25




  In addition to being valedictorian, Elizabeth was awarded the coveted Cross of Honor, which was given only to a graduate of exceptional religious studiousness and character. For the remainder of her life, the Cross granted her access to any convent in the United States, where she could expect to be welcomed like a sister.26 Throughout her life, Elizabeth would take full benefit of these privileges, finding peace and rejuvenation at convents away from her hectic life.




  But she knew she would meet with firm resistance from her mother if she declared she wanted to take vows. When the family returned home that evening after commencement, Elizabeth decided to tell her father about her desire. She chose a moment when her mother was busy with a house full of relatives and friends. William listened carefully and then, to her surprise, said that it would be unwise to give up a life that she had not yet experienced. She could commit seriously to becoming a pianist or she could pursue a writing career, as she had once dreamed. William suggested she consider the newspaper business, which he thought might be an exciting field. He suggested Elizabeth try that path over the next four years. Then she could decide whether she wanted to return to the convent.




  She struggled with her father’s proposition. Always strong willed, she was used to having her own way, but after considering the idea of becoming a journalist and then author—which would be her ultimate goal—Elizabeth spoke with Mother Caroline, who agreed it was a good plan to try the outside life before making any decision. Elizabeth, who always had “a Plan” (she insisted on the capital P), began to craft a path toward a career in writing.









  



  Chapter 2




  The Plan




  DESPITE ELIZABETH’S DISASTROUS EXPERIENCE WITH THE PUBLICAtion of her first story, she continued to write and submit her work. A year after her first publication, she had a short story accepted by Texas Siftings, a humor magazine, for which she received $5.1 This achievement reinforced her belief that a writing career was not out of the question. Her father had envisioned a career in newspaper writing for his daughter, but he was distressed when Elizabeth made it clear from the beginning that, if she was going to be a newspaper woman, she would need to go to New York.




  William Jordan was not at all ready to have his seventeen-year-old daughter move to New York on her own. He had his own plan. He approached his friend George W. Peck, a famous Milwaukee publisher and humorist, about taking Elizabeth on at his weekly newspaper, Peck’s Sun. William also promised his daughter that after six months or a year in such a position, he would pull some strings and secure her a position in Chicago; if she made it in that market, she could go to New York. Further, he promised to support her financially until she made it on her own.2 He tried every way to make life outside the convent enticing without acquiescing to the idea of his daughter leaving immediately for New York.




  Elizabeth had a Plan of her own, however. She would be delighted with his help, but first she wanted to develop skills she felt would be necessary for success in New York. She enrolled in a special course at the University of Wisconsin3 and, the following year, was admitted to the Spencerian Business College, considered one of the best educational institutions in the city for its offerings in secretarial, accounting, and other business courses.4 There, Jordan studied shorthand as a necessary and practical skill to master if she were to become a reporter.5




  As Elizabeth learned more about the newspaper business, she realized that she would not be able simply to move to New York City and land a job. While the various New York newspapers were hiring women in increasing numbers, they largely relegated female reporters to the role of space writers who were paid by the word for filler items. Jordan wanted to be an investigative reporter and to be able to support herself in as comfortable a lifestyle as possible. So, in 1886, when she completed her course at the business college, she took her father’s advice and went to work for a number of local papers, beginning with Peck’s Sun. The weekly newspaper had a national circulation of 150,000 and advertised itself as “The Funniest Paper in America.”6




  George Peck offered her the position of editor of a new woman’s page he wished to add to the Sun. For an inexperienced journalist, it was a notable opportunity, but Jordan soon learned the position would offer her no avenue for the tough-minded reporting she had envisioned for herself. Peck insisted on calling the department “Sunshine” and, to Jordan’s dismay, “conveyed the impression that I would personally supply light and warmth to the universe. . . . I myself was not a sentimentalist. It is a miracle the stuff I had to carry in ‘Sunshine’ did not permanently destroy my interest in newspaper work.”7




  Despite Jordan’s disappointment in the kind of light journalism the position offered, she gained experience and began writing a few items for other local newspapers as well, including the Milwaukee Journal, the Milwaukee Sentinel, the Weekly Wisconsin, and the St. Paul Globe. After a year, she left Peck’s Sun, hoping to parlay her experience into a position writing for a Chicago newspaper. Her father had other ideas, however. He felt she was still too young to move to Chicago on her own and informed her that he had found her another position—as secretary to William E. Anderson, Milwaukee superintendent of schools. Her father, a member of the school board, was again able to call on an important friend to hire his daughter.




  Jordan was not happy, but she had already learned that sometimes it was necessary, at least for a short while, to make the best of a difficult situation, an attitude that would serve her well in the coming years. She bit back her disappointment and stepped into her new role with the idea that it would allow her weekends for her writing. In these years, she developed the habit of being a “workaholic,” though the term hardly does justice to the level of productivity she would maintain over the next sixty years.8
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  Finally, Jordan felt she had enough experience to try the Chicago market, and her parents could not deny she had earned the opportunity. Within a short time, she was freelancing for several of the major newspapers in Chicago—the Times, Tribune, Herald, and Inter-Ocean, making her greatest mark with the Chicago Tribune. That paper’s managing editor, William Van Benthuysen, was especially encouraging to the young reporter and assigned her several special features.




  Her mother often traveled by train to spend weekends with Jordan. Margaretta knew the city well, having lived there while attending medical college. They spent many Saturday afternoons at recitals and operas. The bond between mother and daughter grew in these years through their mutual love of music. Yet, as much as Jordan enjoyed her work for the Chicago papers, she had a new Plan brewing in her mind, assuring herself “the next move on life’s chess-board . . . was to be made by me, not by my Father.”9




  In the late summer of 1889, she told family and friends that she was off on a holiday to visit friends in Boston. She did spend a week there, but her real destination was New York City and the newspaper offices of Joseph Pulitzer’s World.




  When Jordan arrived in the city, it was early September and the heat was intense. She went straight to the World’s offices. They were housed in an old, rundown building on Nassau Street, but its appearance didn’t matter to Jordan. She wanted to be a part of its inner world.




  Joseph Pulitzer had purchased the World in 1883, and he followed what was known as “the new journalism”—which included the initiation of reporters having bylines, increasing respectability of newspaper work, and independence of thought.10 When Pulitzer purchased the World, there were almost one hundred reporters, editors, compositors, and other employees in the firm. He would greatly expand that number as he shaped the daily publication into the most influential paper in the city. Pulitzer intended to create a truly democratic newspaper and asserted that the “keystone of The World’s arch of triumph is public service.”11 These were the values Jordan embraced as she envisioned joining the paper.
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    Joseph Pulitzer




    LIBRARY OF CONGRESS




  Audaciously, with no appointment or letter of recommendation to present, Jordan entered the offices of the World and asked to see the editor in chief. Fortuitously arriving at a slow moment in the day’s usually frantic work pace, she was admitted to Colonel John A. Cockerill’s office. The impression he made on her lasted a lifetime: “He was a big man, six feet tall, and . . . about two hundred pounds. He had a massive head with graying hair, an expression suggesting power combined with a valiant kindliness, and strained, tired eyes that usually held a friendly twinkle.”12 When an office boy interrupted them one too many times, however, Cockerill let out a torrent of curses—not at all unusual for him, as Jordan would learn. Cursing and drinking excessively would soon become his most obvious traits.13




  At first dubious about the young woman who asserted herself without hesitation, Cockerill listened to Jordan detail her experience and her proclamation that she wished to work as a reporter for the World. Cockerill seemed amused at first. The more they spoke, however, the more interested he became, recognizing the spark of intelligence, determination, and ambition that suggested the makings of an excellent reporter.




  Jordan made certain demands even as she asked for a job: “I warned Colonel Cockerill that I was not up to ‘stunt’ reporting and that I did not like it.”14 This was an extraordinary demand. Stunt reporting was the means by which many of the handful of full-time women reporters on the big papers had made their names. “Girl stunt reporters,” as they were known, included the World’s Elizabeth Cochran. These young women were typically given catchy names—for Cochran, it was “Nellie Bly,” the name under which she had feigned insanity and spent ten days in a “mad house” and would soon take off on her “around the world in eighty days” adventure. Stunt reporting may have been the name given to women’s reportage, but in its early days it was actually investigative reporting that required talents of detection that paralleled Pinkerton’s own agents.15




  By the 1890s, when Jordan met with Cockerill, however, there was a backlash forming that viewed this form of stunt reportage as “gutter” journalism that would damage a woman’s morals and “desex” her because of the places she would have to go and the degrading language and actions she might experience. If gutter journalism was a highly conservative perspective, stunt reporting had changed from social justice assignments to trite escapades.16 Jordan did not want to engage in stunts or use an assumed name, but she did want to report on the city’s ills and its most needy inhabitants, which were a large part of the focus of the new journalism newspapers.




  To the surprise of everyone at the World, Jordan was hired. She and the colonel agreed with a handshake that she would start in April 1890. Her Plan was coming to fruition.
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  In January 1890, Nelly Bly made her famous trip around the world and then, to continue the sensationalism of her endeavor, made a triumphant tour from New York across the Midwest. When Bly arrived in Milwaukee, she was greeted by an appointed welcoming committee—the Milwaukee Sentinel city editor, Charles Ledlie, and Elizabeth Jordan. They were to meet her at the train and take her to a reception planned in her honor.




  Jordan was thrilled. Not only would she meet the remarkable Miss Bly, but she also would be able to inform Bly that she would soon be joining the staff of the World. The meeting did not go as expected, however. When Jordan shared that she was about to be employed by the World, “Miss Bly remarked briefly that she had just resigned from the World and that she was sorry for any one who was going to work on that sheet.” Stunned, Jordan’s expectations for Bly crashed. “The entente between us took on a delicate layer of frost.”17 Jordan could not have known that Bly had left the paper because, after creating an extraordinary level of publicity for the World, they refused to pay her what she felt she was worth.18 The experience did not, however, dull Jordan’s excitement about joining the elite group of the World’s reporters.




  Bly was a sharp, creative entrepreneur of her own career and reputation, but she did not at this moment offer to give a young admirer a hand up. It was an error Jordan would not make. Her skirt tails would carry many a new reporter or author to a successful career.




  Little could Jordan know in these exciting weeks of anticipation that her arrival at the World a few months later would be met with a similar “layer of frost.” She may have won over Cockerill, but his star was fading and Jordan was about to be caught in his downfall.









  



  Chapter 3




  A New Kind of Education




  MARGARETTA JORDAN WAS NOT AT ALL PLEASED WITH HER DAUGHTER’S success in securing a position in New York. It took a great deal of William’s gentle persuasion to bring his wife around to the idea. Eventually, the three of them agreed that Elizabeth would stay in New York for a year or two at most.1 Margaretta remained dubious about the move, even more so as she realized that this opportunity signaled the end of her dream that her daughter would become a concert pianist. The best she could manage was to secure a promise from Elizabeth that she would practice the piano every day.




  Margaretta’s worries proved well founded: Elizabeth Jordan fell in love with New York City and lived there until her death fifty-seven years later.




  Throughout her life, Jordan maintained a series of Plans tucked away in her mind and rarely shared with anyone until she had accomplished her goals. So, despite agreeing to a short New York stay, she had determined that literature held the premier place in her future, over music and newspaper work. She planned to devote five years as a reporter to hone her writing skills and then find magazine work, which she felt sure would “open the door to the world of literature.”2 And that world was in New York. Her predictions may have been slightly off timewise—she would remain with the World for ten years—but her career in literature as an author and editor would be notable. When Jordan made up her mind regarding a Plan, she followed its path to the end.
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  She arrived in New York in mid-April 1890; the following month, she would turn twenty-five. It was a time when newspapers were thriving. When Pulitzer had purchased the World seven years earlier, there were forty-three daily newspapers in the city, and the World’s circulation in 1883 was flagging at fifteen thousand, a number that did not begin to compete with the more than one hundred thousand subscribers for the New York Times and the New York Tribune.3 Pulitzer had a vision, however, and he promised staff and readers that the World would be truly democratic: inexpensive and “dedicated to the cause of the people rather than that of purse-potentates.” Its goal would be to expose “all fraud and sham, fight all public evils.”4




  Partly a true desire and partly good advertising, this goal captured Pulitzer’s intention to garner the greatest circulation New York had ever seen. Seeking to break away from the staid traditions of his competitors, Pulitzer emphasized human-interest stories presented in prose that sounded more like a good story than a newspaper article.5 This attitude about newspaper stories offered Jordan the perfect school for learning to become a magazine writer.




  When Jordan arrived, the World had become home to more than six hundred reporters, editors, and other staff, and it had a circulation of around 185,000.6 Ready to begin her reporting adventures, Jordan fully expected to be welcomed into the bosom of this hotbed of reporters that defined the city and its people. Instead, she was stunned to land in the middle of an in-house battle for management of the paper. Joseph Pulitzer rarely came to the office these days, due to worsening eyesight problems. She met him face-to-face only a few times in her decade of work at the World, but he kept in close contact with his employees through the use of cables and telegrams.




  Pulitzer’s frequent absences led to infighting among his editorial staff as they jostled in what Jordan called “a life-and-death struggle for supremacy.”7 One of the most heated of these battles when Jordan arrived—which she termed “Homeric” in its intensity—was between John Cockerill, editor in chief, and Ballard Smith, managing editor but clearly rising in the firm.8 Due to Pulitzer’s long absences, editorial roles were not as clearly defined as they were in most newspapers, and the battle between the numerous men holding these positions lasted throughout the 1890s while Jordan was at the World.




  She appreciated the traits of both editors: “Colonel Cockerill was a born newspaperman, a great worker, a great leader, but of the old school. Ballard Smith . . . was young and dynamic. He was a really brilliant newspaper man, and he carried his ambition like a flaunting flag.”9 Soon after Jordan arrived, she realized that Cockerill was clearly losing the battle—and he was the man who had hired her. Smith resented that decision, since he had not been consulted and believed he alone had the right to hire reporters.




  None of which was obvious or explained to Jordan; she simply knew that there was a very cold wind blowing in her direction. She was given only trivial assignments, and even when she crossed paths with Smith in the hallways, he ignored her.10 Still, she tried to embrace the joy she felt every time the bell rang signaling the start-up of the press and the thunderous thumping that meant news sheets were being cut, printed, and folded, ready to bring the news to the world.




  She was not to be thwarted: “My optimism was indestructible. I set my jaw and took what came, though my pride was a tattered flag.”11 She trusted that her work would prove her talents.




  To improve her skills, she studied the star reporters in the city room, learning their styles and methods. She read every item in the World each morning and many other newspapers’ major stories. Over the next two months, she also observed enough to understand the feud between Cockerill and Smith and to realize her supporter would not win. Fortunately, she received a good salary and, at this point, Smith did not have the power to change that, but he could try to force her out by making her life miserable.




  She worked fourteen to eighteen hours a day (a schedule she maintained throughout her years at the World), which should have given her the opportunity to produce some excellent articles, but she was assigned nothing of importance while being sent all over the city on leads that rarely developed into anything worthy of publication. When Cockerill stepped in and offered her a real story to cover, Smith would strike the assignment from the reporters’ schedule board. The city editor sided with Smith in the feud, so he did not intervene. No one was going to risk his position for a cub reporter, especially a female, who many felt had no place in the profession. When she tried suggesting topics for specials, they were rejected out of hand.12




  To Jordan’s dismay, Cockerill came up with what he believed was an excellent solution. Without consulting her, he arranged for her transfer in June 1890 to the staff of the Brooklyn edition of the World. The change meant she would no longer be in the Manhattan office, at the heartbeat of the paper. It broke her heart and humiliated her. It was exile.




  When she arrived at the regional office, she learned that her assignment was to cover the local resorts. Brooklyn Heights had become a favorite summer community for New York professionals, especially since elevated railways now made the commute into the city relatively easy. Jordan understood only too well that her assignments were fluff pieces meant to promote the resorts and thereby create more advertising for the paper.




  She was bored in no time, even when the Newport and Lenox resorts were added to her coverage. Two good things came out of these months of misery, however. She became friends with the Brooklyn edition’s managing editor, Vincent Cook, and together they were successful in increasing the edition’s circulation and advertising, which earned her a raise and pleased Ballard Smith. The second benefit was personal. Just after she was assigned to Brooklyn, her mother decided to visit in order to see what kind of life her daughter was truly leading in New York. Margaretta went to some of the resorts with Elizabeth, and “the jaunts were healing and soothing to us both.”13 If Margaretta still lamented her daughter’s choice of a career, she returned home believing it was a safe and genteel occupation. Had she arrived a few months later, she would have feared for her daughter’s safety, but, for now, Margaretta was appeased, even if her daughter was not.
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  Jordan knew there was little chance that she could cover a story at the resorts that would be her ticket back into the Manhattan office, but an unexpected opportunity did arise. President Benjamin Harrison and his wife, Caroline, were spending the summer in a cottage at Cape May, along with their daughter, Mary Harrison McKee, and her three-year-old son, Benjamin. Caroline Harrison was notorious for refusing interviews. Ballard Smith told his star reporters he wanted to know what that cottage was like and how the family was spending the summer. The Harrisons had, of course, expected such interest and refused all interviews. Smith was unhappy with his crew, as were newspaper editors across the country who had sent reporters to Cape May.




  By July, infuriated at his Manhattan reporters’ failure, Smith remembered “that girl over in Brooklyn” and sent for Jordan. His instructions were short: get the story. She left for the shore that night and the next morning was on the doorstep of the Harrisons’ cottage. Jordan dressed judiciously in “a fresh white linen tailor-made suit, white canvas shoes, a white sport hat, and white wash gloves,” so that when the butler eyed her at the Harrisons’ front door, he would assume she was a friend.14




  He led Jordan into the hallway, farther than any other reporter had gotten so far. Fortuitously, at this moment Caroline Harrison entered with her grandson. Jordan knew if she had been announced, she would have been turned away, and she was not going to lose this opportunity. She stepped forward, explained that she was a new reporter and that she had been ordered to get an interview. Wisely, she turned her attention to the child, known to the public as “Baby McKee.” It was the way to a grandmother’s heart. Mrs. Harrison invited Jordan to join her and the baby as they headed down to their private beach.




  Jordan had Harrison to herself while little Benjamin played in the sand. During the hours she spent with the First Lady, Jordan was introduced to her daughter, Mary Harrison McKee, who instantly took a liking to the young reporter. The two women became lifelong friends. Meanwhile, Harrison described the family’s daily routine while in Cape May, noting how nice it was to escape the pressures of Washington, and told Jordan about the books she was reading.15




  When Jordan’s article appeared the next morning with intimate details about Harrison’s summer months, it was considered the most important news story of the moment. After the publication, Mrs. Harrison sent Jordan a note, indicating she appreciated the way Jordan had presented her. Even more important for Jordan’s future, Ballard Smith was thrilled. He reassigned her to the New York office immediately, raised her salary, and appointed her to his personal staff of reporters. Her real life as a journalist had begun.16
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