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Around the World and across the Board:
Nellie Bly and the Geography of Games

Edlie L. Wong

I~ THE WINTER OF 1889, AMERICAN JOURNALIST NELLIE BLy,
the pseudonym of Elizabeth Jane Cochrane, embarked upon
a sensational “round the world race” as she attempted to
outpace Jules Verne’s fictional record from Around the
World in 80 Days for Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World
newspaper. The World endorsed the Ne}he Bly Tour as a
“magnificent object lesson” demonstratlng how new mod-
ern technologies and globalizing English mad.e world travel
accessible to any “ordinary” American. Catering to the pop-
ular interest in travel, the newspaper adroitly Ijecast the
dynamic tensions between the familiar and for:elgn, home
and away—the travelogue’s narrative frame—in its nox{el
marketing of Bly’s circumnavigation. In an era of fierce cir-
culation wars, it sought to captivate and grow its broad n_1u}t1—
ethnic and cross-class readership with an expansive vision
of the globe at a time when the world’_s geographic scale
seemed to grow ever smaller in the daily press reports as
the speed of transnational travel threatqned to expeed the
creative power of the human imagination. The inconsis-
tencies of this mass-mediated vision of the world undergo_mg
simultaneous expansion and contraction founq expression
in its representations of Bly as the “New Amerlcan Girl,”a
figure that at once emblematized an 1m_per1a1 Woma’nl‘ltoo.d
and a uniquely American form of modernity. rI.‘he World’s falr ~
circumnavigator” became an immediate national sensation,
and her triumphant transnational journey hqralded a new
phase in the meaning and form of travel writing and travel
culture that radically remade notions of Womanhopd and
perceptions of world geography in Gilded Age America.
As imagined and idealized in Gilded Age Amqucan liter-
ature, the trope of travel expressed both the desu'e:s and the
fears of a modernizing society made rapidly mobile by ad-
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vances in travel and communication technologies. Travel
became unfixed from actual geography and turned into meta-
phor at the moment when its cultural significance began to
shift under the twofold pressures of a burgeoning global
tourism industry and overseas national expansion. By the
end of the decade, the World was well aware that neither
“globe trotting” nor its chronicles were particularly inter-
esting or novel feats: “Since Cook’s day the number of globe
trotters would make a good sized army. Every now and again
somebody becomes imbued with the idea that the surest
road to fame is to run around the globe and then write books
to crowd upon the shelves of libraries. Few of them are ever
read.”! In the newspaper’s aggressive and deft marketing of
the Nellie Bly Tour, it offered a novel form of travel writing
that circulated Bly’s transnational travels directly into Amer-
ican homes and imaginatively repositioned the reader within
a global network of transit. Unlike the ossified travelogue
gathering dust on library shelves, the World provided its
readership with interactive daily accounts of Bly’s travels
bridging geographical distance through the immediacy of
the modern periodical press form. The description of for-
eign peoples and places, the hallmark of the travelogue
genre, likewise, was almost entirely given over to reports on
the experience of transit: the speed, missed connections,
delays, detours, timetables, and routes. World staff writers
liberally enlarged upon Bly’s international reports to suit
public interests and generate copy. The World reading pub-
lic began imagining itself as a coherent national community
through Bly’s transnational travels, which reconceived the
world as an interconnected geography of imperial metrop-
olises and colonial outposts and, which was perhaps not a
coincidence, as U.S. imperial ventures in Asia, the Pacific,
and the Caribbean began radically to expand the boundaries
of the nation.

TouRING AT HOME:
THE WORLD, BoARD GAME, AND GUESSING CONTEST

Joseph Pulitzer took over the World in 1883 and hired Bly in
1887 after she had gained moderate regional recognition as
a foreign correspondent in Mexico for the Pittsburgh Dis-
patch. Bly’s pioneering “investigative reporting” techniques,
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which included feigning madness in 1887 to uncover the
horrific conditions in the Blackwell’s Island asylum, made
her into a nationally recognized figure and helped sustain
the World as the largest-circulation newspaper in the coun-
try. Verne’s immensely successful novel depicting the globe-
trotting travels of the eccentric Londoner Phileas Fogg
captivated the American imagination when it was first
translated from French in 1873 and inspired Bly’s highly
publicized challenge.? With the glib statement that it would
be “only a matter of 28,000 miles, and seventy-five days and
four hours, until I shall be back again,” Bly departed on her
record-breaking globe trot to return only seventy-two days
later on January 25, 1890.2 Bly traveled without a chaper-
one and with only one piece of hand baggage on a route that
took her through the major commercial cities of the late
nineteenth-century Western and colonial world. The World
emphasized the fact that Bly was to avail herself of only the
“usual means of transportation” and travel without the ben-
efit of “a single adventitious aid of any kind,” allowing the
press to record the state of the art in travel and communi-
cation technologies including the telegraph (1844), the trans-
continental railroad (1869), the Suez Canal (1869), the estab-
lished British Peninsular and Oriental and Occidental and
Oriental Steamship lines, and even traveler’s currency.*
On Bly’s triumphant four-day transcontinental rail journey
from San Francisco to New York, she told the Topeka Daily
Capital that any “ordinary” person could make a trip like
hers, “traveling simply for the sake of traveling” in seventy-
five days for $1,500, a more modest budget than the £19,000
($92,340 in 1890) Fogg expended in his journey.®

To generate sales in the long absences between Bly S
cablegrams and letters, the World promoted “The Nellie
Bly Guessing Match,” a contest offering a free first-class trip
to Europe (London, Paris, and Rome) for the guess nearest to
the final travel time (in days, hours, minutes, and seconds).6
Bly was unaware of the guessing contest until her arrival in
Yokohama made recent news copies available. The winner,
according to the World, would also be “provided with a pri-
vate cipher code, so that it will be possible to send cable
messages from any part of Europe to any part of America”
in the same manner as Bly during her tour.” Cheque Bank of
London and New York later agreed to award the winner £50
in checks (equivalent to $250), which the World advertised
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as “a miniature edition, as it were, of the book of checks
Nellie Bly carried in her little gripsack.”8

The “Guessing Match,” as did the simultaneously produced
board game, allowed contestants to “travel” by proxy and
imaginatively identify with Bly during her journey. It also
created an imagined community of contestants—a hetero-
geneous publlc joined voluntarily through participation in
a “guessing tournament,” which the Washington, D.C., cor-
respondent described as a “perfect craze” with dlgnltarles
such as “senators and judges” hazarding multiple guesses.®
The newspaper office received approximately 927,433 con-
test coupons and nearly 20,000 letters in the period between
December 1, 1889, and January 23, 1890. The World exulted
in the knowledge that “the guesses came from all parts of
the country. Hardly a State or Territory is without repre-
sentation. . . . The World readers are scattered all over the
habitable globe and, as practically everybody is followmg
Nellie Bly, a large proportlon of everybody is sure to be in
the great guessing match.”'? Offering readers a personal
stake in the outcome of Bly’s “race against time,” the World
published an almost daily selection of these testlmonlals
ranging from presumptuous claims of vietory to helpful
guessing formulas to sustain a tense yet dynamic balance of
camaraderie and rivalry. With no limit to the number of in-
dividual guesses as long as the original blank was used, the
World republished the contest coupon frequently with elab-

orate updates on Bly’s progress that recalculated her ever-

changing itinerary, introducing uncertainty to encourage a
steady stream of guesses.!! Interest in the contest was un-
distinguishable from interest in Bly’s journey, and news-
dealers had “difficulty in supplying copies of The World on
the days when coupons have been printed.”'2 When the
World announced F. W. Stevens of New York City the winner
on February 2, it also included an extensive list of the nearly
150 contestants who guessed within fifteen seconds of the
correct time. The World used the results of the “Guessing
Match” to sustain the collective identification with Bly in
the effort to promote circulation.13

In 1890, coinciding with Bly’s whirlwind tour, the McLough-
lin Brothers released the hugely successful Game of Round
the World with Nellie Bly, which invited players to follow Bly’s
recent “globe girdling” travels.'* The richly illustrated board
game represented each day of Bly’s spectacular seventy-two-
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day world journey with a brightly colored square following
a spiraling path concluding before an image of Lower Man-
hattan, Brooklyn Bridge, and the Statue of Liberty, a short
distance from the Jersey City-Hoboken Pier where she be-
gan her record-breaking circumnavigation on November 17,
1889.1° The World offered a popular promotional black-and-
white facsimile of Game of Round the World in its January
26, 1890, exhaustive multipage Sunday tribute to Bly, which
ensured the success of the infinitely more durable board
game.16 In the nineteenth century, geographical knowledge
entered the American popular consciousness through mass-
market cartography, school textbooks, the National Geo-
graphic magazine, travelogues, print journalism, photogra-
phy, and, perhaps most informally, board games.1” Advances
in chromolithography, a color-printing technology perfected
by midcentury, permitted the low-cost reproduction of the
bold and richly colored images used to illustrate board
games.'® Ranging in price from modest twenty-five-cent card
games to more lavish three- and four-dollar editions, these
newer games were readily affordable to the average middle-
class household. Fashionable games such as the “dissected
map,” an early jigsaw puzzle, taught children the current
geography of an ever-changing nation.!® Other map-based
race games such as The Amusing Game of Innocence Abroad
(1888), based upon Mark Twain’s best-selling novel, offered
players the thrill of traveling across local, regional, national,
and international geographies all from the comfort of home
as they shared in the national ethos of expansionism.20
The “Guessing Match” and Game of Round the World
recreated the experience of Bly’s actual travels in a sta-
tionary medium that stripped the concept of travel of its
cultural entitlements and made it accessible to the humblest
of American homes. Such forms of “armchair traveling,” as
the travelogue, afforded players the exciting pleasures of
travel without the journey’s actual hardships or costs. News-
papers such as Bly’s former Pittsburgh Dispatch proclaimed,
“Readers of the Dispatch can go round the world just as well
and five times as comfortably as Miss Bly, and yet never quit
their parlors.”?! Through reproduction technologies such
as chromolithography and photography, it had become a
commonplace, according to Miles Orvell, “to speak of the
practical advantages and pleasures of ‘touring’ without hav-
ing to leave home.”22 An 1885 promotional catalogue for the

“Game of Round the World.” New York World. January 26, 1890. Page 21.
General Research Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox
and Tilden Foundation.
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McLoughlin Brothers advertised its board games as a form
of “edu-tainment” that positively enforced stasis in its play-
ers: “They tend to make happy fireside, and keep children
at home, instead of compelling them to seek amusement
away from the family circle.” Game play, according to tl_us
advertisement, serves an indispensable function in main-
taining the order and social well-being of the nineteenth-
century hearth threatened by the expansionist impulse to-
ward otherness and difference. Map games such as Game of
Round the World proposed that families remain at home and
find fulfillment through imaginative travel and engagement
with the foreign.

These games did not aspire to the authenticity of fglt; ex-
perience; rather, they reinvented the popular imaglnll}gs
of foreign geography in a manner akin to what Mary Louise
Pratt describes as the ideological work of the travelogug’s
description of place.?3 Map games projected social fantasies
onto what had begun to be visually represented as a con-
tained nonhuman world, and this tendency to “enclose re-
ality in manageable forms,” as Orvell argues, was a fupda-
mental characteristic of late-nineteenth-century American
popular culture.?* Game of Round the World flattened geog-
raphy into clearly demarcated, standardized playing spaces
according to its own peculiarly fixed spatial and temporal
logic of scale (“go ahead 3 days,” “go back 10 days,’f “go back
to port,” “go to Amiens,” “go in centre”) free of social agents
through which the world, in Bly’s words, “lost its round-
ness and seemed a long distance with no end.”25 These
games transformed three-dimensional geography into a two-
dimensional playing space and offered the player’s proxy
an illusion of mastery over a highly mediated and graphi-
cally diminished world. Unlike the map or atlas, Game of
Round the World made no attempt to represent the “re;al” ge-
ography of Bly’s travel. It pictured the telos of travel inacu-
riously elliptical rather than linear fashion that cast national
and international places into a jarring proximity where
travel outward toward the foreign was visualized as an ever-
constricting inward movement toward the nation’s commer-
cial center, New York City.

The World, according to the biographer Brooke Kroeger,
went so far as to claim that Bly’s “race against time” had
“given new meaning to the study of geography.”26 The World
published an itinerary of Bly’s trip with a map of her “lines
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of travel” the morning of her departure and continued to
offer a variety of charts, diagrams, grids, and timetables
delineating Bly’s changing route, each depicting a different
perspective upon the globe.27 In explaining the significance
of Bly’s globe trot to a puzzled French publie, the editor of
the Petit Journal newspaper stated: “I have answered some,
saying, ‘It is an excellent demonstration of American inde-
pendence and of the value of the American system of edu-
cation.” Personally the idea of this daring journey around
the globe fills my heart with great sadness at the thought
of passing a thousand interesting places without visiting
them.”?8 Bly’s journey, for this French editor, was the result
of a uniquely “American” form of education at odds with a
more European understanding of travel as means of cul-
tural “instruction” and social gilding. In “A Boon for Geog-
raphy,” the World voiced a ringing endorsement of Bly’s
“great educational influence” upon an American public
united in its geographical inquiry:

Her progress is followed on maps by thousands and thousands
in all parts of the United States. For young and old it has awak-
ened an interest in geography and in books of travel that could
not have been called into existence by any other means than
The World’s enterprise in sending its little champion to girdle
the globe in less than seventy-five days. The booksellers and the
school teachers will tell all who have interest in the subject that
there is now prevalent among children and grown people an ab-
solute craze for geographical study. Boys and girls in the schools
pore over their atlases with much deeper attention and interest
than they did two months ago. Parents, too, call for these text-
books, and with ostensible desire to help the little folks out, poke
around in the Java Sea and try to measure the distance from
Hong Kong to San Francisco with the first joint of the thumb.29

As the board game did, this World report fashioned Bly into
the reader’s imagined proxy to promote the didactic impor-
tance of the “great globe trot” even as it reduced the globe
to the dimensions of the human body, the “joint . . . of the
thumb,” as the new measure of geographical scale.

In the days preceding Bly’s arrival, the newspaper made
the bolder assertion, “Everyone will be, to some extent,
improved by the Nellie Bly Tour,” which included both a
domestic and a foreign audience.3® On her transatlantic
steamboat voyage to London, Bly discovers the “erroneous
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impressions entertained by most foreigners about Ameri-
cans and America,” the majority of whom, to her surprise,
were “not able to tell where the United States is.”3! One
passenger, according to Bly’s humorous narration, received
a letter from Germany addressed simply to “HOBOKEN,
OPPOSITE THE UNITED STATES.”32 The geographical be-
nightedness of such “foreigners” demand that Bly through
her globe-girdling journey give the world a much-needed
corrective lesson in U.S. national geography.3® While such
pretensions aggrandize the unmistakable self-interest of
the World editorial staff, American readers also confirmed
the didactic value of Bly’s “flying trip.” Jared Barhite, a
New York public school principal, wrote the following com-
plimentary words to the editor praising Bly’s trip for the
advancement of geographical knowledge: “Perhaps no act
of recent date has had a more potent influence in the de-
velopment of geographical knowledge among the pupils of
our public schools than the flying trip of Miss Nellie Bly
around the earth. The rotundity, size, climate, products and
people of the earth have all had a full share of discussion as
the boys and girls of our schools have proceeded, in the
mind’s eye, with Miss Nellie.”3¢ The World regularly men-
tioned the interest of the “little folk” in Bly’s journey to
counter charges that the Nellie Bly Tour was little more
than a well-managed publicity stunt.3>

Upon successfully completing her journey, Bly asserted,
with the World’s ever-ready amplification, that she had
“established . . . a standard schedule” for circumnaviga-
tion, transforming, to the chagrin of critics, the “dignified
leisure” of the “Grand Tour” into a form of rapid mass tran-
sit: the humorous conceit of Verne’s novel.36 While the World
ostentatiously announced the “great globe trot” with the
headliner “Nellie Bly to Make an Unequalled Rapid Tran-
sit Record,” the European press expressed less salutary re-
sponses to what they perceived to be the impoverishment

of “travel” as a cultural concept.3” The former French prime

minister Jules Simon admitted to the World’s overseas cor-
respondent that he “cannot be enthusiastic about this ad-
venture, making the world too small, reducing what was
once immense and the admiration of peoples into a little
thing to hold in the palm of the hand. . . . Formerly great

men’s sons, having finished their education, made a grand
tour of the world slowly. Now they travel faster, with, how-

ever, less profit. . .. We shall soon come to consider the jour-
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ney trivial, seeing that a limit is imposed upon human pere-
grinations.”3® Bly’s globe-girdling journey, for critics such
as Simon, confirmed the fear that modern advancement was
gained only at the expense of diminished human interac-
‘pions, cultural exchange, and self-knowledge. What begins
in Bly’s travelogue as a fantasy of leisure from newspaper
work becomes her most triumphant journalistic accomplish-
ment.3® She reformulates the idea of travel, “a most de-
lightful and much needed rest,” into work, discovering “the
elixir of life” in a selection of steamship timetables that con-
firmed the plausibility of her new scheme.*® The shifting
axis of identification from work to leisure, according to Gail
Bederman, coincided with the growth of consumer culture’s
ethos of pleasure in the 1890s, which undermined middle-
class ideals of manliness and the “sexualized specializa-
tion of the Victorian doctrine of spheres.”#! Bly renegoti-
ates the masculine ethos of the workaday world to identify
her unconventional travels as a form of labor antithetical to
leisure.#? In Hong Kong, Bly assured her many would-be
hostesses, “I was not on pleasure bent, but business, and I
considered it my duty to refrain from social pleasures, de-
voting myself to things that lay more in the line of work.”43
Ever fearful “that Time would win the race,” Bly confined
her descriptions of places such as Calais to the commercial
vicinities neighboring train stations where she found herself
wandering impatiently waiting for delayed conveyances.#*
The few recorded moments where the leisured temporality
of travel momentarily seduces Bly are quickly banished by
the fact that “this is a work-a-day world and I am racing
Time around it.”4> While Simon’s criticisms of “modern rac-
ing” betray a nostalgia for the “old slow mode of locomotion”
and the grand tours of the past century, they also indicate
how the Nellie Bly Tour precipitated a change in late-nine-
teenth-century perceptions of travel. The very scale of the
world seemed to diminish as Bly’s “Rapid Transit Record”
began to transform the vaunted cultural concept of travel
into a uniquely “democratic” American form of transit.

THAT PLUCKY AMERICAN GIRL:
GENDER, MODERNITY, AND TRAVELS IN ENGLISH

Bly’s itinerary, modeled closely upon Fogg’s imaginary
route, took her through London, Calais, Brindisi, Port Said,
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Ismailia, Suez, Aden, Colombo, Penang, Singapore, Hong
Kong, Yokohama, San Francisco, and New York with a slight
detour to Amiens, where she met Verne in a highly publi-
cized encounter. Verne was curious to discover why the itin-
erary excluded Bombay, the only substantial deviation from
the novel’s fictional route, and reportedly questioned Bly
only to receive the following pithy response: “Because I am
more anxious to save time than a young widow.”46 At the
end of Verne’s novel, an astonished Passepartout exclaims
to Fogg, “We might have made the tour of the world in only
seventy-eight days . . . by not crossing India.”*” However, as
Fogg coolly explains, the passage through India was essen-
tial to the novel’s denouement, the sentimentalized arc of
the protagonist’s journey toward marriage and reintegration
within the social fabric of Victorian England: “If I had not
crossed India, I should not have saved Auoda; she would not
have been my wife.”4® Whereas Verne’s famously phlegmatic
gentleman returns to England with an Indian maharaja ad-
mittedly “fair as a European” for a wife rescued from a “sut-
tee” (the widow pyre), Bly’s travel narrative repeatedly un-
dercuts such romanticized and deeply colonial tropes of
masculine power through mobility. Travel, as Pratt cautions,
cannot be detached from its imperial history or prevailing
masculine paradigms, which legitimized colonial expan-
sion in the disinterested pursuit of knowledge and figured
mobility as an unproblematic articulation of masculine free-
doms. Bly’s “globe-girdling” travels upset the established
bourgeois separation of the spheres characterized by mas-
culine mobility and feminine immurement within the home
as she challenged both Verne’s fictional record and mascu-
line presumptions: “It was all very well for an Englishman
like Mr. Fogg to make the tour of the world with a carpetbag;
a lady could not be expected to travel comfortably under
such conditions.”#°

The phenomenal commercial success of Bly’s world tour
suggests that it fulfilled an American longing for bound-
lessness and expansion characteristic of the geopolitical
imaginary of the 1890s that would seem at first oddly mis-
represented in this idiosyncratic female world traveler.3?
The “old-fashioned” editor of the “conservative” French
periodical Le Gaulois condemned Bly for the indecency of
hertravels, emphatically stating, “Such a young person trav-
elling to such a distance unaccompanied by a male relative
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would be tabooed by society.”! John Cockerill, Pultizer’s
chief editor at the World, voiced similar objections to Bly’s
journey: “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 from 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.”®2 Bly’s gender difference, the
unseemliness of a woman’s traveling without a male chap-
erone combined with her lack of cultural knowledge, her fa-
cility with only the English language in a not-too-subtle nod
toward her “working girl” status, makes her unfit for the
challenges of world travel.?® Bly, in fact, had yet to travel
abroad beyond continental North America or take a steam-
ship passage before this journey. The gendered significance
of Bly’s traveling the world “alone and unprotected” was not
lost upon the American public, and the Kansas City Times
chose to interpret it as a direct challenge to male critics of
female travel and issued the following directive upon Bly’s
successful venture: “If Nellie succeeds in making the cir-
cuit even in 100 days the man who has been paragraphing
for these many years on woman’s inability to travel should
find it time to stop.”5* Reporting upon the momentous meet-
ing between Bly and Verne, Le Gaulois offered a similar in-
terpretation of the gendered significance of the voyage:
“Miss Bly travels alone, and the object of her long journey
is to prove that a woman, speaking no language but the En-
glish, can get around the world without anybody’s help.”5>
English metropolitan papers such as the London Globe and
London Telegraph also concurred with these interpretations:
“Her mission is to prove not only that she can put a girdle
round the earth in seventy-seven days, but that a woman
who speaks nothing but English—including, of course,
American—can travel round the whole world unprotected
alone.”6

These American and European newspapers were im-
pressed not only with the novelty of a lone female circum-
navigator, but with the fact that Bly’s successful trans-
national journey would establish the viability of English as -
the language of world commerce and travel. The inter-
national reports on Bly’s world travels publicly recognized
the globalization of English. They confirmed the language
as a deterritorialized form of imperial power no longer
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contained within or contiguous with colonial boundaries, a
defining characteristic, according to Amy Kaplan, of the
discourse of American imperialism in the 1890s.57 This lin-
guistic conquest of the world aligns Bly’s journey with the
celebration of English colonialism abroad in a period when
the United States, according to Kaplan, began “shifting from
continental expansion to overseas empire, from absorbing
new territories into the domestic space of the nation to ac-
quiring foreign colonies and protectorates abroad.”5® This
geopolitical imaginary is distinct from the territorialized
worldview found in Verne’s depiction of Detective Fix, an
agent of the metropolitan police, who, suspecting Fogg to be
a wanted criminal, also races against time, fearing that des-
tinations in China, Japan, and the United States, will place
him safely outside English colonial jurisdictions. Bly’s sense
of belonging in the world as an “American” is intimately tied
to her intelligibility as an English-speaking subject. Bly
feels safely “at home” while abroad, and her “conquest” of
time, geography, and linguistic difference reactivated not-
so-past images of American Manifest Destiny and millenni-
alism, albeit in a contradictory eastward march. This figure
of the “New American Girl” became an emblem of Ameri-
can modernity as Bly was praised for adding “another spark
to the great beacon-light of American liberty that is leading
the people of other nations in the grand march of civiliza-
tion and progress.”®® These early representations of Amer-
ican modernity as youthfully feminine acknowledged Bly’s
successful deconstruction of the gendered meaning of travel
and mobility, even as they reinvigorated masculine para-
digms of imperial power and possession.

Travel for nineteenth-century Englishwomen, according
to Inderpal Grewal, often implied “a mobility that was syn-
onymous with freedom and rights for women” that aligned
them with the larger imperial project represented as mas-
culine phallic power penetrating the feminized space of
the colonial territories.6° The World’s coverage of Bly’s tri-
umphant return was deeply invested in this contradictory
narrative of a new imperial American womanhood. The
newspaper even went so far as to represent this “original
feminine trotter” as its proxy in the domination of national
print culture: “It is evident that Miss Bly’s feat had obtained
a continent-wide reputation and that The World penetrates
everywhere.”%! As Bly neared the final stages of her itiner-
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ary “homeward bound” across the Pacific Ocean, the World
described her victory, again, through this masculine trope
of conquest: “Her grit has been more than masculine. . .
She is coming home to dear old America with the scalps of
the carpers and critics strung on her slender girdle, and
about her head a monster wreath of laurel and forget-me-
nots, as a tribute to American pluck, American womanhood
and American perseverance.”¢2 Such platitudes worked in
tandem in the various illustrations that the pioneering
World cartoonist Walt McDougall drew of Bly, including the
one of her perched upon the prow of the Oceanic awaiting
her welcome “back to American so0il.”62 The morning after
the triumphant return, the World splashed on its front page
another McDougall illustration of Bly in her trademark blue
plaid ulster coat creating “a little pardonable consterna-
tion” among an illustrious group of imperial explorers and
globe circlers including Francis Drake, Ferdinand Magellan,
Vasco de Gama, and Captain Cook with the caption “She’s
Broken Every Record.”64

These representations, I argue, sought to revitalize a white
American manhood encoded in allusions to the frontier and
imperial conquest, paradoxically, through Bly as the figure
for a vital new white American womanhood whose modern
record-breaking achievements are posed against those of
a masculine European past. This new imperial American
womanhood was not simply the counterpart to the exoti-
cized native woman in a teleological spectrum of civiliza-
tion and culture, the representational commonplace of
nineteenth-century travel writing and ethnography. As Be-
derman and Kaplan variously argue, the forces of indus-
trialization and feminization “at home” forced the recon-
figuration of white middle-class American masculinity in
the 1890s, which had long been linked to ideas of nation-
hood and represented through the dynamic of territorial
expansion.5® Empire, according to Kaplan, became the the-
ater for masculine refashioning in the decade of the 1890s,
and the national press guided by the World resorted to this
repertoire of images in their various representations of Bly’s
triumph. The reclamation of white American masculinity
was curiously domesticated and inflected through the fig-
ure of that “plucky American girl,” a youthful New Woman
critical of patriarchal conventions both at home and abroad.
Supporters and admirers attributed to Bly the very essence
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of American womanhood that was, paradoxically, confirmed
through her highly publicized performative transgression
of the gendered conventions of travel. In the riotous cele-
brations welcoming Bly’s return, she was toasted as “an
American girl—a true type of womanhood” even as guest
speakers expressed humorous surprise that she had “not
brought home a husband.” She was touted as the repre-
sentative “American Girl,” who, in an allusion to Henry
James’s unfortunate Daisy Miller, “will no longer be misun-
derstood. She will be recognized as pushing, determined,
independent, able to take care of herself alone and single-
handed wherever she may go.”67

Bly’s public inscription as a figure for a new imperial
American womanhood was forged as much through an inti-
mate engagement with the domestic history of U.S. domina-
tion “at home” as it was through her travels abroad. These
images of “globe-girdling” Bly did not directly reference the
legacies of African enslavement in the United States and
westward colonial expansion into Mexico, yet her construc-
tion in the popular press was implicitly routed through these
recent and ongoing domestic histories. According to general
biographies, George Madden, the managing editor of the
Pittsburgh Dispatch, selected Elizabeth Cochrane’s pseu-
donym from a popular black dialect minstrel song, “Nelly
Bly,” that Stephen Collins Foster composed for the Christy
Minstrels in 1850. When read within this supplementary
frame of reference, “Nellie Bly” represents a new imperial
American womanhood that bears the historical past of U.S.
slavery in a period that continued to find blackface per-
formance immensely popular and profitable. In fact, Bly’s
travelogue of her circumnavigation notes with pleasure the
blackface minstrel shows performed by “a number of young
men” aboard the Victoria to wile away the tedium of the
passage through Africa by way of the Suez Canal.®8 Bly,
moreover, first began using print journalism to reshape her
public persona as a self-professed representative “New
American Girl” in her earlier experiences as a foreign cor-
respondent in Mexico.%9 In 1886 with her mother as escort,
Bly traveled to a country recently opened to U.S. travel, in-
vestment, and economic expansion under the second presi-
dential term of Porfirio Diaz and returned five months later
under fear of imprisonment for voicing views critical of the
Mexican government.”® In her travelogues of the Mexican
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countryside, which were later collected into a book and pub-
lished in 1888 as Six Months in Mexico, Bly defied conven-
tions of gender and travel while abroad to present herself
as a “free American girl” who could “accommodate herselfto
circumstances without the aid of a man.”?1

The World’s highly publicized tour was not publicly un-
challenged as another female journalist, Elizabeth Bisland
from John Brisben Walker’s infinitely more “genteel” Cos-
mopolitan magazine, set off unsuccessfully to best Bly by
circling the globe in the opposite westward direction. The
World, understandably, paid little attention to Walker’s
challenge other than a brief mention of how the excitement
over Bly’s journey provoked “plans for imitation.””2 While
Bisland also broke Fogg’s fictional record by completing
her journey in seventy-six days, Bly’s success easily over-
shadowed hers. The World began serializing Bly’s account of
travels, what would later become the travelogue Nellie Bly’s
Book: Around the World in 72 Days, in its Sunday issue im-
mediately upon her return. Likewise, Bisland wrote a series
of articles describing her circumnavigation for the Cos-
mopolitan magazine that she later published in 1891 as In
Seven Stages: A Flying Trip around the World. Although Bis-
land’s travelogue delights in a languid temporality and self-
indulgent recollections of her New Orleans plantation home
and was thus quite distinct from Bly’s trademark candid-
ness and humor, it also aligns nascent American imperialist
interest abroad with the global reach of the English language.
In Bisland’s narrative, English functions as a spatially un-
bounded form of imperialism, which nevertheless seeks to
reconstitute American national uniqueness through a mythic
Anglo-Saxonism: “Starting two months ago from a vast con-
tinent which the English race have made their own, where
the English tongue, English laws, customs, and manners
reign from sea to sea, in my whole course around the globe

I have heard that same tongue, seen the same laws and

manners, found the same race. . . . It fills my soul with a pas-
sion of pride that I, too, am an Anglo-Saxon.”?? Bisland’s
westward route, in this imagined identification, returns her
symbolically to the wellspring of an Anglo-Saxon past as
she experienced English dominion through the disembodied
reach of the “English tongue,” the necessary “proof” of the
“the splendor of their empire, of their power, their wealth,
of their dominance.””¢ Bly likewise marveled at the breadth
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and scope of the British empire at every destination, which
bore the unmistakable marks of colonial possession whether
in the shape of “a native policeman, in the Queen uniform”;
the English man-of-war docked in the harbor of Aden; or the
“UnionJack. .. floating over the English Consulate” in Can-
ton.” As Bly arrived in one colonial harbor after another in
her English-speaking routes of travel, she anxiously con-
siders the belatedness of American expansionism, betray-
ing the fear that perhaps the world had indeed become too
small: “As I traveled on and realized more than ever before
how the English have stolen almost all, if not all, desirable
sea-ports.”76

UNPROTECTED WOMEN ABROAD: THE FEMALE
TRAVEL NOVEL IN THE WAKE oF NELLIE BLy

In the months immediately after the well-publicized circum-
navigations of Bly and Bisland, the New York Times pub-
lished a review of a new novel, A Social Departure: How Or-
thodocia and I Went around the World, by the then relatively
unknown writer Sara Jeannette Duncan.”” Initially pub-
lished in 1890, the novel was popular enough to warrant a
more richly illustrated second edition in 1893. A journalist
with the Toronto Globe and Washington Post, Duncan penned
A Social Departure as the first of five novels that traced the
gendered transnational circuits of travel and exchange, par-
ticularly those between and among what Duncan’s narrator
described as the “European East,” British colonial territories
in India and China, and Canada, England, and the United
States at the turn of the century.”® The aptly titled New York
Times book review “Two Women around the World” seized
upon the recent memory of Bly’s and Bisland’s spectacular
journeys to herald the emergence of a new and commercial
form of travel writing: the female “travel novel.” The travel
novel, according to this reviewer, did not espouse the utili-
tarian didacticism of a Baedeker’s or Murray’s travel guide,
but rather chose to embellish the travelogue’s account of
autobiographical experiences with the “little ravelings of
fiction,” refusing, as it did so, to distinguish critically “fact”
from “fiction.”” The new travel novel was really no differ-
ent from the travelogues, map games, or World reports ea-
gerly consumed in middle-class American parlors: for those
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uninitiated to the adventures of “Round the World” travel,
they were both equally the stuff of imagination.8°

The travel novel’s “pleasurable” ambiguity, as in the case
of A Social Departure, only serves to accentuate, inadver-
tently, the tenuous distinctions between real and imagined
geographies of travel. Duncan’s novel is a multiply medi-
ated text written in the marketing spirit of the World’s re-
construction of the travel genre. The unnamed American
narrator cheekily admonishes those readers who prefer
to “stay at home,” declaring, “You delightful English people
who stay at home haven’t a conception of how much more
delightful you sometimes become when you leave your
leaky little island and get thoroughly warmed and dried
abroad.”®! Duncan returns Bly’s feat to the realm of the
imaginary as the reader follows the adventures of two self-
described “planet pilgrims” on a journey around the world
revealing what would have been received as humorous
glimpses into the “progress of Western civilization in the
Orient.”®2 The novel is a study in contrasts between the
American narrator, a Bly-like character determined to travel
only with the “ideal minimum of an umbrella and a water-
proof,” and the fashionable English Orthodocia, who, bur-
dened with “vagrant fancies” and astonishing baggage re-
quirements, bears a remarkable resemblance to Bisland.83
Rather than pairing prose with photographic plates as in
Nellie Bly’s Book (obtained from commercial sources since
Bly forgot her Kodak in her rushed departure), Duncan
collaborated with the popular British illustrator Frederick
Henry Townsend (an illustrator for Punch Magazine), who
created, as advertised on the book cover, 111 original images
for the novel. A Social Departure reads as a “realistic” ac-
count of middle-class travels and offers the reader not only
detailed and accurate descriptions of peoples and places,
but useful advice for future travelers, references gleaned
from Murray and Baedeker, and excerpts supposedly re-
produced verbatim from Orthodocia’s travel notebook.84

The World, likewise, framed Bly’s stunt in terms of this

novel blending of fact with fiction when it introduced her ‘

journey as “the task of turning a dream into a reality” with
the headlining query: “Can Jules Verne’s Great Dream Be
Reduced to Actual Feat?”8 While “thousands upon thou-

sands have been content to stop with the reading” of Verne’s

imaginary travels, the newspaper congratulated itself on be-
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ing the first actually to implement the idea.86 It even adver-
tised Bly’s arranged meeting with Verne as an opportunity
for her to “shake the hand of the man whose interesting
romance was not so very far in advance of sober, solid fact
after all.”8” The chief editor, Cockerill, also aggressively
countered all suspicions of fraud, which only gave added
significance to the rhetorical dialectic of fact and fiction as
the newspaper relentlessly promoted Bly’s “reality” over
Verne’s “imagination.”8® This late-nineteenth-century ob-
session with the “real,” according to Orvell, placed Ameri-
can “newness” against European culture and civilization.
The World was no different in representing Bly’s race as an
“authentic” experience of modernity through new tech-
nologies of travel, and the reading public enthusiastically
embraced Bly’s successful race as a distinctly American cul-
tural accomplishment. The Atlantic Constitution remarked,
“It [Verne’s novel] was a tremendous yarn, but in these days
fact knocks out fiction every time.”8® Human imagination
diminishes before modernity’s technological progress with
the World as its representative vehicle; Memphis, moreover,
according to the Tennessee correspondent, “views Nellie
Bly’s tour around the globe as one of this century’s grandest
achievements, reducing to reality . . . a fiction hitherto re-
garded as wild.”®® In the Sunday edition printed immedi-
ately upon Bly’s celebrated New York arrival, the World con-
firmed its victory over the “imagination” with the following
self-congratulatory front-page banner: “Even Imagination’s
Record Pales Before the Performance of “The World’s’ Globe-
Circler.’”91 ,

While the New Woman figure is commonly depicted as self-
reliant, adventurous, and associated with social questions
such as coeducation and suffrage usually isomorphic with
the Anglo-American nation, Orthodocia and her traveling
companion, in the wake of the Nellie Bly Tour, constitute
themselves as “modern” Western women through complex
circuits of transnational commerce and exchange. In the
“Asian tropics,” Orthodocia and her American companion
discover after being seduced into purchasing “cheap native
silk . . . that the better ‘Indian’ fabrics are chiefly made in
Manchester for this particular trade.”92 As in Bly’s account
of travels, Duncan resolutely refuses to sentimentalize eross-
cultural encounters and situates them within a nexus of eco-
nomic exchange as her protagonists barter for goods and
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engage servants in their travels. The novel humorously re-
casts the New Woman as both the harbinger of modernity
and the ultimate global consumer, who facilitates the incor-
poration of the foreign within the domestic empire through
an acquisitive femininity. Duncan playfully uses the image
of “modernity in petticoats” to describe the uneven, and to
the protagonists, paradoxical industrialization of Japan,
with the New Woman representing, as in the Nellie Bly Tour,
the progress of Western nations. In the words of the Ameri-
can narrator: “If you want to see the Land of the Rising Sun
in anything like pristine simplicity, to travel eastward soon,
for already she is girt about with a petticoat, and presently
she will want to vote.”?3 World travel, for the protagonists
of A Social Departure, becomes a mode of acquiring for-
eignness, objects, and commodities (negotiated down to the
“amazingly cheap”) that eventually will be assimilated into
the domestic space of empire, what the American narrator
humorously describes as Orthodocia’s provincial, yet ex-
pectant Wigginton, Devon. The Indian saris consigned to the
bottom of Orthodocia’s trunk will be made later “into win-
dow curtains or twisted over the backs of Wigginton sofas in
the manner that Wigginton approves of.”94

Unlike Kaplan’s analysis of the popular masculine histor-
ical romance, Duncan’s travel novel refuses to escape from
the contemporary geopolitics of the 1890s and participates
openly in remapping the conceptual borders of the American
nation in a gendered idiom of global commerce.?5 Rather
than escape from the household and nation, the protago-
nists entertain the idea of reinventing Anglo-American do-
mesticity through “foreign” importation. Orthodocia and
her companion momentarily suspend their travels for six
weeks in “Tokio,” where they decide to indulge, according
to the narrator, in their “feminine instinct” and “keep
house.” The two women identify this gendered “instinct”
with the spirit of modernity, claiming, “We might even make
it valuable to other people by starting a domestic reform
movement, when we went home, based on the Japanese
idea. Life amounts to very little in this age if one cannot in-
stitute a reform of some sort, and we were glad of the oppor-
tunity to identify ourselves with the spirit of the times.”%
While Duncan’s narrator playfully toys with the idea of an
American domestic reformation based upon the ‘Japanese
idea,” the reverse effects of “Western” modernization upon
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Japan are comically figured in the mismatched dress and
vocabulary of her Japanese hosts as hybrid “specimens of
progress.” While such textual moments illustrate the un-
even and asymmetrical processes of modernization and
globalization, they also conceive of the Western nations as
powerfully borderless in their ability to expand, assimilate,
and “domesticate” the foreign.

Public interest in Nellie Bly intensified in the days follow-
ing her return to New York, and the newspaper attempted
to satisfy the curious by publishing her portrait and biog-
raphy in the following Sunday World. The demand for Bly’s
picture was so great that newsdealers sold out of copies by
10 a.m. while, according to the special dispatch, “Strings of
customers made the rounds of the news stores, only to be
disappointed.”®” Bly’s publicity stunt quickly generated a
commercial market of collectibles including the board game,
trading cards, figurines, advertisements, and a clothing line
all sporting various images of Bly as the winged “feminine
Mercury” atop miniature replicas of the globe or gamely
“girdling” the Earth as the “around-the-world tourist.” One
Bly supporter wrote to the World asking whether Bly would
consent to the auction of her “little fore-and-aft cap” and
began the bidding at ten dollars.”® By mid-December, illus-
trator McDougall had already augured the commercial
prospects of Bly’s journey with a front-page cartoon entitled
“Will It Come to This?” which depicted an ulster-clad Bly
besieged with offers of “Nellie Bly” commercial goods.?® In
the days.immediately after her return, the World indeed be-
gan printing advertisements using Bly’s name, which had
become synonymous with speed and technological advance-
ment, to promote various products.

After her celebrated return, Bly took a rest from her
work on The World and entered the lecture field, making
her first local appearance before a sold-out audience on
February 9.19° After two more appearances at the Union
Square Theatre, Bly fulfilled forty more lecturing engage-
ments in “every large city of this continent . . . from New
York to California” as she completed her travel account for
her World editor.1% It would be an understatement to claim
that the Nellie Bly Tour was a commercial product of an
industrializing America heralding a new form of travel writ-
ing and a gendered market for mass tourism. Competing
advertisements for life insurance, medicinal restoratives,
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“Will It Come to This?” New York World. December 15, 1889. Page 1. Gen-
eral Research Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and
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Kodak Cameras, Cheque Bank Checks, and Pears’ Soap (not
to miss a well-placed promotion) literally preface and frame
Bly’s “around-the-world story,” and these various appeals to
the savvy and specifically female world traveler constitute
her as a modern, global consumer. Nellie Bly’s globe-circling
journey was quite simply a national sensation as the wide
dissemination of Bly-inspired images and cultural artifacts
occasioned a popularly recognized reorganization of world
geography that commenced the 1890s, a decade that over-
saw the rapid expansion of the U.S. nation through imperial
annexation abroad.
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