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Childhood & Early Life
• At her birth in 1864 she was christened as Elizabeth Jane
Cochran
• Growing up, she was known by yet another name – Pink.
• She was a vibrant, energetic child who never shied from
attention, as she had 13 brothers and sisters to
contend with for attention
• Her mother encouraged her vivaciousness, and allowed
her to dress in bright colors..
• Most other girls and women in their hometown of
•

Cochran, Pennsylvania were wearing drab colors of

•

brown, black, gray, and white…
•When she was 6 years old her father,
Judge Cochran died leaving the
family without a will and no
assets or income.
•Her mother remarried in order to
save the family, but the marriage
turned out to be a disaster

Teenage Life
• Her mother’s new husband was a violent drunk.
• A few years into the marriage and her mother had finally
had enough of his mistreatment, she filed for divorce.
• At only 14 years old, Bly was called upon to testify at the
divorce trial. She had to speak up about what she had
seen this violent man do, and how he had mistreated
her mother.

“My stepfaher has been generally
drunk since he married my mother,
and when drunk he is very cross. He
is cross sober, too.”
• The whole ordeal made an impression on Elizabeth. In the
era she was living in, marriage was supposed to be the
ultimate goal for a woman. But having seen her
mother’s experiences, Elizabeth knew that marriage
didn’t always mean a secure future or even happiness.

Becoming Nellie Bly
• Initially, she went to school for a career in teaching.
• She was a good writer, but she wasn’t a good student. Then, after only one
semester she couldn’t afford the tuition, her mother needed her help at home, and
she had to leave school. She moved with her mother and siblings to Pittsburgh,
where they ran a boarding house for income.
• One day she read an article in the Dispatch
entitled, “What Girls Are Good For.” The actual
contents, well, those were outright angering. The
column asserted that women were good for nothing
but staying at home and giving birth…and working
women? The writer called them “a monstrosity.”
•The writer also suggested that America might
want to copy China’s policy and consider femalespecific infanticide to deal with all our girls.

Meeting Paul Child
• While stationed in Sri Lanka, Julia met Paul Cushing Child.
• Paul was an artist, a poet and a “foodie.” He took her to the
oldest restaurant in France, La Couronne restaurant. The
experience sparked her lifelong love affair with French food.
• Julia didn’t marry Paul until she was 34
• They married September 1, 1946 in Lumberville, Pennsylvania
• In 1948 thy moved to Pairs after Paul took a job for the U.S.
State Department

Becoming Nellie Bly
• Managing editor George Madden was so
impressed with the ferocity and writing ability
the letter exhibited that he published an ad in
the paper inviting “Lonely Orphan Girl” to
come by the paper’s office for proper
recognition.
•George Madden had her write one article in
the next edition of the newspaper. The
response was so great that he offered her a fulltime journalist position
• While at the Dispatch, Cochran officially
adopted the name the world came to
remember – Nellie Bly (she claimed she liked
the sound of it)

•Bly had a writing style that was authentic and well researched. She beloved that
option matters, but not as much as fact.
•In order to get to the facts, she would become a detective and go “undercover.”
This was widely popular with the reading audience.
•But her articles were controversial. And advertisers don’t like controversy. They
started to pull their ads from the Dispatch, and the publisher got nervous…within
time they succumbed to the advertisers and fired Bly.

• In the late 19th century, the mentally ill were
locked up and isolated from society in huge
buildings. The public never knew what happened
in the buildings…just that it was a place of
monsters.
•The Women’s Lunatic Asylum on Blackwell’s
Island, NY was infamous for people entering and
never exiting.
• Bly’s editors wanted her to get into the
institution, so she channeled crazy.
“Write up things as you find them, good or
bad; give praise and blame as you think
best, and the truth all the time.”

• At the asylum she made crazy facial expressions
and stared at the wall for hours at a time, without
speaking.

• She then switched and acted perfectly mornal, which the doctors considered even more crazy.
They subjected her to cold baths, rats infested cells, dirty drinking water, blanket-less beds in
unheated rooms.
•She begin to convert with other patients and found they vast majority didn’t seem to have all
that much reason to be locked up away.

“The more sanely I talked and acted, the crazier I was thought to be”

“What, excepting torture, would produce
insanity quicker than this treatment? Here
is a class of women sent to be cured. I
would like the expert physicians who are
condemning me for my action, which has
proven their ability, to take a perfectly
sane and healthy woman, shut her up and
make her sit from 6 a.m. until 8 p.m. on
straight-back benches, do not allow her to
talk or move during these hours, give her
no reading and let her know nothing of the
world or its doings, give her bad food and
harsh treatment, and see how long it will
take to make her insane. Two months
would make her a mental and physical
wreck.”

• Bly lasted ten days at Blackwell
Island. She was released when the
paper contacted the asylum and asked
for her release.
• Soon after, her article was published
in the New York World and the piece
grabbed attention around the country.

• People were outraged, and were calling for change.
• A grand jury was convened, and Bly joined them in devising a series of changes that needed to be
made at the asylum.
• The New York Department of Charities and Corrections had a million dollars added to its budget to
help with improvements to the facilities it oversaw, and overall safer and more humane conditions and
treatment were implemented at asylums.
• Bly became a celebrity.
• She used her fame to write about a business that imported women for marriage to men, baby-buying,
corruption in government, and the famous Gangs of New York.

• In 1888, when she was 24 years
old, she had an idea to break a
record…a fictions record…she
wanted to travel around the
world in less than 80 days.
• Bly faced push-back from her
editors. “‘In the first place you are a
woman and would need a protector, and
even if it were possible for you to travel
alone you would need to carry so much
baggage that it would detain you in
making rapid changes. Besides you
speak nothing but English, so there is no
use talking about it; no one, but a man
can do this.’
“Very well. Start the man and
I’ll start the same day for
some other newspaper and
beat him.”

• At that time, women traveled
with suitcases full of clothes, and
were often attended to by at least
2 escorts.
• Bly departed on her trip around
the world in 1889 with two small
bags, the dress and overcoat she
wore and a small pouch of
money around her neck.
• On board she got seasick,
labeled for dead, stuffed into a
locker, lot her bag, found her bag,
lost her bag again.
• She traveled from England to
France to Egypt, Ceylon, Hong
Kong and Japan. In China, she
visited a leper colony.

• Along the way, she traveled aboard ships and rickshaws and trains, even riding horses when she
needed to. Back home in the United States, her readership was kept updated via telegraph.
•The New York World offered a trip to Europe for the person who was closest to guessing Bly’s
return time to her starting point..

• 72 days after departing aboard a ship in Hoboken, New Jersey…she was back. Not only had
she beaten Phileas Fogg’s fictional record, she had set a world record of her own.

• In 1895, she met and married Roger Seaman, a 73-year-old man (Bly was just 31).
• Roger Seaman was head of The Iron Clad Manufacturing Industry.
• Bly, bored and frustrated with endless corruption, got involved with Iron Clad Manufacturing
as a designer.
• She improved the milk bottle design (she created a glass lip that held a fitted lid that is still used
today) and a garbage can that has folding handles on both sides (still used today)
• In 1896, she quit working for The New York World and then took over as President of the
company when her husband died in 1904.

• In 1922, when she was only 57 years old, Bly contracted pneumonia. This
illness would prove to be the only thing that could keep her down.
•On January 27th, 1922, Bly lost her life to pneumonia at St. Mark’s Hospital
in New York City.
•Fittingly, the next day’s edition of The Evening Journal called her…

“The Best Reporter in America.”

“I said I could and I would.
And I did.”

