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    "I am absolutely amazed, and thrilled, to find out about your trip 

  around the world, à la Nellie Bly, and to read your accounts of it in 

  your blog. And, needless to say, to hear that Eighty Days was 

  helpful to you in your travels.  Just know how impressed I am with 

  your travels — you’re a worthy descendant of Nellie (and Elizabeth 

  Bisland) themselves." 

  Matthew Goodman, author of bestseller Eighty Days: Nellie Bly and Elizabeth Bisland's 
  History-Making Race Around the World. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

ME AND NELLIE BLY  

 
Crusading journalist Nellie Bly jumped off the page at me. She appeared as I 

was researching Victorian women adventurers… and she wouldn’t go 

away.  The more I got to know her, the more I was intrigued by this 

spirited woman who wouldn’t take no for an answer despite living in a 

world where women ‘knew their place.’  Nellie knew her place alright, 

smack dab on the front page of the world’s newspapers. 

2015 marks the 125th anniversary of her best known adventure — circling 

the globe in a record-breaking 72 days. In celebration of the remarkable Nellie Bly and her 

amazing journey, I followed in her footsteps around the world. 

WHY NELLIE? WHY NOW? 

 

Nellie Bly raced through a ‘man’s world’ —  alone and literally only with the clothes on her 

back — to beat the fictional record set by Jules Verne’s Phileas Fogg in Around the World in 

80 Days. She won the race on 25 January 1890 and became a global celebrity. 

125 years later, I set out to follow in her footsteps around the world.  

We both travelled alone with one small bag. She went by ocean liner and train. I flew. She 

raced, I didn’t. She covered 21,740 miles in 72 days; I completed 22,500 miles in 32 days. 

She journeyed through the Victorian age, dashing conventions along the way. I travelled 

through the Information age, blogging along the way.  She started from New York. I started 

from London.  We both finished with book-length memories and a profound appreciation 

for the kindness shown to us everywhere we went. 

To this day, she is one of the world’s top 10 female adventurers and deemed one of the 12 

feistiest historical women that ever was – women that ignored conventions and achieved 

the ‘impossible.’ 

Nellie is best known for her record-breaking journey, but even more importantly she 

pioneered investigative journalism that exposed wrong-doing and gave vulnerable people a 

voice. Her stories led to sweeping reforms in asylums, sweatshops, orphanages and prisons. 

She burst into male-only newsrooms and opened the doors to women. 

I followed in Nellie Bly’s footsteps because I wanted to put her ‘back on the map’ and maybe 

even ‘back on the front page.’ 

Because the majority of sea routes traversed by Nellie have disappeared with time, I 

travelled by air which is why I named this account and the blog that it is based on ‘Nellie Bly 

in the Sky.’  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nellie_Bly
http://listverse.com/2011/10/05/top-10-female-adventurers/
http://www.nelliebly125.wordpress.com/
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Chapter I: London, England 

IN WHICH NELLIE RACES FROM WATERLOO TO CHARING 

CROSS 
 

22 November 1889 

After crossing the Atlantic on the Augusta Victoria in eight days – and disembarking in 

Southampton – Nellie’s next stop was London. She had just four hours to obtain an official 

passport from the American Legation; visit the New York World newspaper’s London office 

to pick up cables; get herself to the Peninsula and Oriental Steam Navigation Company to 

buy tickets that would cover half of her world journey; and catch the train to Folkestone. 

She did it – just. After arriving by train at Waterloo station, she travelled by horse-drawn 

cab across London in the early morning fog. 

Second secretary of the American Legation (now Embassy) Robert S McCormick had risen 

early to await Nellie’s arrival and complete the passport that would open doors around the 

world. Along with the US Minister to the Court of St James Robert Todd Lincoln (son of 

President Abraham Lincoln), McCormick was based at 123 Victoria Street in headquarters 

described as “small dingy offices.” Lincoln reportedly found them so objectionable that he 

rarely hosted delegations there.  

He may be relieved to know that swanky glass-fronted offices hosting no less than the 

corporate headquarters of luxury brand Jimmy Choo shoes now stand at 123. 

Nellie was probably too tired to notice. To finalise her passport, she had to swear to the 

date of her birth before Second Secretary McCormick. It later came to light that she took 

the opportunity to trim three years from her correct age of 25. A very Victorian thing to 

do; a very Nellie thing to do. 

Neptune and Navigation 

  

Dashing from London’s West End to the heart of the City, 

she arrived at 122 Leadenhall Street to purchase her passage 

from Folkestone to Boulogne, France and beyond. Now an 

architectural marvel designed by the Richard Rogers 

Partnership, the sleek and shiny Leadenhall Building hurtles 

225 metres into the sky where the offices of the Peninsular 

and Oriental Steam Navigation Company once stood. 

Londoners fondly call it ‘the cheese grater’ based on its shape. 

Amidst the soaring streamlined steel and glass, the architects 

retained a poignant reminder of the golden era of steam 

travel. A stone-carved wall relief entitled ‘Navigation’ featuring 

Neptune cradling an ocean liner commemorates the Victorian 

age of steam innovation and empire. 

Neptune cradling an ocean liner 
at the former P&0 offices. 
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Nellie got to her final London destination, Charing Cross Railway Station, just in time to 

gulp down a bite or two of ham and eggs and grab a quick cup of coffee at the Charing 

Cross Hotel there just before the Folkestone train was called. I treated myself to an over-

priced cappuccino in the hotel’s bar with Nellie in mind. 

Opened in 1865 and extended in 1878, the station and hotel stand in their Victorian glory 

pretty much as they did in Nellie’s day. Trains still run to Folkestone from Charing Cross, 

but ferries to Boulogne, France where Nellie was headed no longer ply the channel. 

Chapter II: Amiens, France  

IN WHICH NELLIE MEETS JULES VERNE 

 
23 November 1889 

Nellie risked a time-guzzling deviation only 8 days into the race, sacrificing two nights of 

sleep, to accept an invitation to the home of Jules Verne - the author who inspired her own 

voyage. It meant going to Amiens, France, hundreds of miles out of her way. 

 “Oh how I should love to see them,” she said upon learning of the invitation when she 

arrived in London. “Isn’t it hard to be forced to decline such a treat?” 

Two days later she received a welcome from Jules and Honorine Verne that she would 

never forget. “Jules Verne’s bright eyes beamed on me with interest and kindliness, and 

Mme. Verne greeted me with the cordiality of a cherished friend,” Nellie recalls. “Before I 

   had been many minutes in their company, they had won 

my everlasting respect and devotion.” 

Nellie’s visit with the Vernes lives on today at the Maison 

Jules Verne, a living tribute to the French author drawing 

visitors from around the world. Many rooms reflect the 

descriptions in Nellie’s own book 

Around the World in 72 Days. 

   Nellie’s account of the Verne’s salon is framed and hung 

         there for all to read: 

“The room was large and the hangings and paintings and soft velvet rug, which left visible 

but a border of polished wood, were richly dark. All the chairs artistically upholstered in 

brocaded silks, were luxuriously easy…” 

In the same room…125 years later  

  

Here at the Maison Jules Verne, for the first time, I was quite literally following in Nellie’s 

footsteps. Nellie Bly and I were in the same room …separated by 125 years.  I guess I might 

have asked Mr Verne the same questions: 

Have you ever been to America? Answer: Once to Niagara Falls. I know of nothing I long to do 

more than to see your land from New York to San Francisco. 

How did you get the idea for your novel? Answer: “I got it from a newspaper.” 

Nellie's visit in 1889 lives on at 
Maison Jules Verne.  

http://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jules_Verne
http://www.amiens.fr/vie-quotidienne/culture/maison-jules-verne/english-version/english-version.html
http://www.amiens.fr/vie-quotidienne/culture/maison-jules-verne/english-version/english-version.html
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It was an article in Le Siècle newspaper showing calculations on travelling around the world 

in 80 days that Jules Verne discovered the basis of his novel. The article had not taken into 

account the difference in the meridians which gained a day for Phileas Fogg and meant he 

won his bet. Had it not been for what he called ‘this denouement’, Jules Verne told Nellie 

he would never have written Around the World in 80 Days. 

By candlelight they visited the author’s study which remains just as Nellie saw it. She was 

surprised by its modesty. So was I. “One bottle of ink and one penholder was all that shared 

the desk with the manuscript.” The tidiness of his manuscript impressed Nellie giving her 

the idea that “Mr Verne always improved his work by taking out superfluous things and 

never by adding.” Great advice for all writers. 

Before she knew it, it was time to leave her new friends the Vernes. They shared a glass of 

wine in front of a roaring fire before bidding each other farewell.   

The race was on. 

Jules and Honorine Verne diligently followed Nellie’s progress around the globe and sent 

her a congratulatory telegram when she reached America. That fleeting visit made a 

lasting impression on all three of them.  

Meanwhile: 25 November to 3 December - Italy, Egypt and Aden (Yemen)  

 
Nellie travelled by train from France to Brindisi, Italy where she boarded the steamship Victoria and 

made her way to Port Said, and eventually Ismailia , Egypt where she traversed the Suez Canal to 

reach Aden. She spent the day there before departing for Ceylon (Sri Lanka) where I 'met up' with 

her in the capital city of Colombo. 

Chapter III:  Colombo, Sri Lanka (Ceylon)  

IN WHICH NELLIE IS DELAYED IN CEYLON 

 
Nellie's dates: 8-14 December 1889; My dates: 7-11 September 2014  

Nellie was the first to step ashore in Colombo. Leaving the other passengers boarding a 

steam launch to go to shore, she balanced on an outrigger that sped towards the exotic 

island once known as Ceylon. 

“The island, with its abundance of green trees, was very restful and pleasing to our eyes 

after the spell of heat we had passed through on the ocean coming from Aden,” Nellie 

wrote. “We all stood impatiently on the deck waiting for the first opportunity to desert the 

ship.  With all our impatience we could not fail to be impressed with the beauties of 

Colombo … we could see the green island dotted with low-arcaded buildings, which 

looked, in the glare of the sun, like marble palaces.” 

The Grand Oriental Hotel 

One of them was the Grand Oriental Hotel. Nellie had already engaged her 

accommodations there when the other passengers arrived. My own accommodations at the 

Grand Oriental Hotel were ‘engaged’ on the internet a month in advance. I’d hoped to stay 

in the same room as Nellie; but records of her stay no longer exist. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Le_Si%C3%A8cle
http://www.grandoriental.com/
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“It was a fine, large hotel,” wrote Nellie, “with tiled 

arcades, corridors airy and comfortably furnished… 

(where one could) sip the cooling lime squashes or 

the exquisite native tea or eat of the delicious fruit 

while resting in an attitude of ease and laziness.” 

I too was greeted with a cooling fruit juice when I 

arrived at the Grand Oriental for the Asian start of 

my Nellie Bly 125th anniversary world trip. 

With an exasperating five-day delay between ships, Nellie became well acquainted with the 

hotel. In her day, the corridors were ‘colonised’ by snake charmers, magicians and jewellers. 

They have long since disappeared – and so has much of the charm that once characterised 

the Grand Oriental. 

Only 80 of the original 300 rooms remain – the rest were sold for police headquarters. 

Even so, the management is fiercely proud of the hotel’s legacy – it’s a listed site. The 

multitude of plaques in the lobby attest to the glorious heritage of the Grand Oriental 

Hotel, including a three-day visit by Anton Chekov in 1890, a year after Nellie’s. Indeed, the 

hotel even boasts an Anton Chekov Suite. 

What’s missing is a tribute to Nellie. Perhaps I should arrange a plaque commemorating her 

stopover. I think they would make space in the lobby; or perhaps in the hotel’s little 

museum on the fourth floor where it could take its place among the time-honoured photos, 

ledgers, crockery and silver from the Grand Oriental’s past. 

With a little help from my friends 

 

Sri Lanka is known for its hospitality and I experienced it big-time. A simple introduction by 

email from a mutual friend in London was all it took for Lakmini Raymond and her two sons 

Jévon and Devin to share their local knowledge, their home and their friendship. 

We started with a cup of famous Ceylon tea in the former Dutch Hospital – there even 

before the British arrived – now a dynamic mix of trendy shops and eateries. From there we 

relaxed in Lakmini’s home near that of the Sri Lankan Prime Minister; before dinner at the 
Hilton which was also hosting the Japanese Premier Shinzo Abe. He was in the country to 

inaugurate a second terminal at the Bandaranaike International Airport, as I discovered upon 

landing there that morning. 

Some of the sites Nellie visited in Colombo were evident, but Lakmini, her sons and friend 

Jagdesh Mirchandani formed the ‘Nellie Bly journey research team’ and managed to 

construct an itinerary for me to track down Nellie’s path. And that was day one in Sri 

Lanka. 

It’s a holiday! 

 

Day two was Binara Full Moon Day across Sri Lanka. It’s a public holiday where businesses 

close, no alcohol is served and women in white flock to Buddhist Temples. A monthly 

occurrence, this particular Full Moon Day commemorated the value placed on women in 

Buddhism. How appropriate for my quest ‘to commemorate the value’ of Nellie Bly and her 

achievements in the Victorian age. 

The Grand Oriental Hotel in its heyday  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anton_Chekhov
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Colombo_Dutch_Hospital
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I discovered this at 9 am while reading the local paper over breakfast in the Grand Oriental 

Hotel’s Harbour Restaurant with a bird's eye view of the port where Nellie arrived at 

precisely the same time on December 8, 1889. 

Colombo reminded Nellie of Newport, Rhode Island. “Possibly – in my eyes at least –

Colombo is more beautiful. Their homes may not be as expensive, but they are more 

artistic and picturesque,’’ she wrote. I can’t see the connection between Newport and 

Colombo; but it’s nice to think that Nellie did. 

Not sure exactly which temples she visited in Colombo; I headed by tuk-tuk for one of the 

most famous, Garangaramaya  crowning a lake. It was brimming with women of all ages, 

shapes and sizes adorned in white to celebrate their day. Processions wound around the 

giant Buddha, the famous Buddha tree and throughout the park. The heady profusion of 

gold, gods, incense and icons was intense. I wish I'd worn white. 

The Mount Lavinia Hotel 

 

The ‘smoothest, most perfectly made roads’ Nellie ever saw led to the Mount Lavinia Hotel,  

15 km from Colombo.  

“Many of these roads were picturesque bowers, the over-reaching branches of the trees 

giving us telescopic views of people and conveyances along the road,’ she wrote. 

The thatched huts lining the road in Nellie’s day now give way to throngs of businesses – 

local and international like Pizza Hut and Burger King – choking both sides of a congested 

road. But every trace of this disappears as the 19th-century splendour of the Mount Lavinia 

Hotel comes into view. 

Nellie described the Mount Lavinia as “castle-like building glistening in the sunlight … on a 

green eminence overlooking the sea.” With is grace, gardens, history and fountains, the 

Mount Lavinia transports you back to the most lavish of Victorian times. I adored it and so 

did Nellie. 

I was here courtesy of new friends and newlyweds Steffi and Moahan Balendra -- again 

connected by my friend in London -- who have more than kindly allocated their day off to 

tackle traffic on a public holiday to get me to the Mount Lavinia Hotel. They inadvertently, 

but with enthusiasm, joined the Nellie Bly trail.  

We explored the colonial elegance of this dreamy gleaming white hotel – its well-appointed 

lobbies and life-size curios from times gone by including an ancient rickshaw, a mode of 

transport that greatly embarrassed Nellie. "I had a 

shamed feeling about going around town drawn by a 

man..."   

The beach is steps away from the hotel and we 

wandered down for a seafood lunch overlooking an 

ancient outrigger (called a catamaran locally) just like 

the one Nellie rode to shore when she arrived in 

Ceylon. 

 

 

On the beach was an outrigger just like 
the one Nellie rode to shore. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gangaramaya_Temple
http://www.mountlaviniahotel.com/
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The romance of the Mount Lavinia is flamed by the story of Ceylon’s second Governor Sir 

Thomas Maitland and his lover Lavinia, a dancer. Sir Thomas built the current hotel in the 

early 19th century as his residence including a tunnel for secret rendezvous with Lavinia. 

Upon returning to England for his health, he purportedly named the residence for her. 

Today it is the scene of many weddings. 

Nellie found the Galle Face Hotel equally romantic. “Where the ocean kisses the sandy 

beach and while listening to the music of the wave, the deep, mellow, roar, (one) can drift – 

drift out on dreams that bring what life has failed to give; soothing pictures of the 

imagination that blot out for a moment the stern disappointment of reality.” 

My only ‘disappointments of reality’ at the Galle Face were that due to renovation much of 

it was inaccessible — and clouds obscured what could have been a spectacular sunset. But 

just being here, enjoying the ocean kissing the sandy beach on a sultry evening after a day 

with friends at the Mount Lavinia, was just fine by me. 

To Kandy by train  

I imagine that the Fort Railway Station hasn’t changed much 

since Nellie Bly climbed aboard the train to Kandy in December 

1889. Even the railway carriage harkens back to the Victorian era 

except perhaps for the screaming blue velour reclining seats 

bursting with comets and stars. Seat numbers are neatly 

stencilled above the windows in white paint. 

Navigating through the teeming masses that define many Asian 

stations, I located platform 2 where the Kandy train was waiting. 

Less crowded here – good thing because precisely at that 

moment the early morning monsoon broke through the 

   Colombo skies at full force. Raindrops ricocheted off the shiny 

   platform as sheets of rain swept the station. 

Same time, same station 

 

Nellie took the 7 am train out of Colombo and so did I. She opted for a day trip. I spent the 
night. Half the excitement was getting to Kandy. I was lucky enough to get a ticket in the 

observation car which offers the best views. 

It is well worth the extra 200 rupees ($1.40) to travel first class in a spacious carriage with 

that much glass. Views of the hill country surpass expectations with explosions of palms, 

banana trees, vines… and flowers carpeting the red earth, hillsides and cascades. A real 

jungle. 

And it was a real train trip too as we swayed with the train to the thunder of wheels 

traversing the tracks carved though rock in the 19th century. 

Confusion with seat numbers brought the Stapels family from Germany into my life. This 

petty annoyance led to an invitation for me to join Bernie, Redda and Julia and their guide 

on a day’s sightseeing trip in Kandy. 

Aboard the morning  
train to Kandy. 

http://www.gallefacehotel.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_Railway_Station
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kandy


12 

 

First stop was the Geragama tea plantation where we learned of the intricate steps required 

to process tea leaves into tea. It’s sad, but I didn’t have enough room in my Nellie Bly case 

to squeeze in a box of this high quality Broken Orange Pekoe tea (BOP). 

Next stop was the very same botanical garden that Nellie Bly visited on her day trip to 

Kandy. Opened in 1821, the Royal Botanic Gardens hosts over 4,000 species and features a 

lake in the shape of Sri Lanka, as well as fragrant spice gardens. In the ultra-lush orchid 

house, a worker balanced a hairy scorpion the size of a Chihuahua on his arm hoping for a 

tip from us. 

Beauty spots throughout the garden were occupied by courting couples which added to the 

splendour of the scenery. I bet it was the same when Nellie came. “It repaid us well for the 

visit,” she wrote of the ‘great’ botanical garden. 

I lodged at the Queen’s Hotel not far from Kandy’s main attraction – the Temple of the 

Tooth.  The hotel sends you right back to colonial times. Perhaps Nellie took luncheon at 

Queen’s. It’s just her kind of place. 

The Temple of the Tooth was not. “In one 

old temple, surrounded by a moat, we saw 

several altars of little consequence, and a 

piece of ivory that they told us was the tooth 

of Buddha.”  Tell that to the multitudes of 

visitors and devotees thronging the temple 

each year. I joined the legions and paid my 

$10 entry fee to visit the temple and file past 

the tooth relic encased in a silver vessel. 

 

 It was one of those ‘hurry up and wait’ situations which involved passing through an 

extensive  inspection line where an attendant whipped a shawl out of my bag and wrapped 

me into full-length respectability so as not to offend the Buddha. All this to ear-bashing 

drumbeats and crushing crowds. Devotees came laden with exotic flowers and baskets of 

fruit as gifts for the Buddha. Not my scene – so I had no hesitation in recycling the souvenir 

DVD that came with the entry fee. 

In complete contrast, the performance of Kandy’s famous dancing in the local Red Cross 
Hall exceeded expectations. This talented troupe thrilled us with music, moves, grace and 

colour – a whirling, pulsing spectacle of balance-defying acrobatics. In a mind over matter 

feat, two men walked bare-footed across burning coals. I could feel the heat from my seat. 

Nellie missed this, and I’m glad I didn’t. Indeed, I think she should’ve spent more time in 

Kandy. 

Meanwhile: 13 to 18 December 1889 - Colombo to Singapore via Penang 

 
Nellie travelled on board the Oriental of the P&O Steamship Line to Penang, Malaysia where she 

spent a day visiting a waterfall, Hindu Temple and Chinese shrine.  I caught up with her in 

Singapore. 

 

Temple of the Tooth in Kandy 

http://www.botanicgardens.gov.lk/peradeniya/
http://queenshotel.lk/
http://queenshotel.lk/
http://www.sridaladamaligawa.lk/
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Chapter IV:  Singapore  

IN WHICH NELLIE MAKES IT HALF-WAY ROUND THE WORLD 

 
Nellie’s dates: 18 December 1889; My dates: 11-14 September 2014 

By the time she reached Singapore, Nellie Bly was half-way round the world and at the 

southernmost tip of her journey. Arriving at dark the night before, it was too risky to dock. 
The P & O Oriental was forced to anchor in the harbour, much to Nellie’s frustration. 

“The sooner we got in, the sooner we could leave, and every hour lost meant so much to 

me,” she wrote. 

When Nellie came on deck the next morning, “the ship lay alongside the wharf and naked 

coolies were carrying, two by two, baskets of coal suspended between them on a pole, 

constantly traversing the gangplank between the ship and the shore, while in little boats 

about were peddlers with silks, photographs, fruits, laces and monkeys to sell.’’ 

Nellie didn’t buy a monkey from the peddlers in little boats; but from the family of her 

driver. 

Monkey business 

“When I saw the monkey my willpower melted and I began straight away to bargain for it. I 

got it,” she wrote. That monkey travelled around the rest of the world with her. He was 

called McGinty and became one of the icons of her world voyage. It’s illegal to buy monkeys 

in Singapore today. 

Nellie noted the shophouses  in Singapore “where families seem to occupy the second 

story, the lower being devoted to business purposes.’’ Today those shophouses are hot 

properties hosting chic hotels, restaurants and boutiques. I stayed in a renovated shophouse 

in Chinatown – a former pawn shop – now the Adler Hostel. 

In her one day in Singapore, she visited the Raffles Museum, now the recently restored and 

very impressive National Museum  standing today as it did in Nellie’s time. Nellie described 

it as “most interesting.” I visited it too and found museum staff member Yeo Li Li to ask 

for help in tracing a Hindu temple that refused Nellie’s entry. 

Temple hopping 

Nellie was incensed. “Why? I demanded, curious to know why 

my sex in heathen lands should exclude me from a temple, as 

in America it confines me to the side entrances of hotels and 

other strange an incommodious things,” she wrote. “My 

comrades were told that removing their shoes would give 

them admission but I should be denied that privilege because I 

was a woman.” 

I spent the afternoon temple-hopping in Singapore’s Little 

India only to discover that 'Nellie's' temple that served the 

dhobies – those who made their living doing laundry in the 

nearby Stamford Canal — was now the site of Dhoby-

Ghaut metro station. No worshipping here – hundreds of  
 Temple hopping in Little India 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shophouse
http://www.adlerhostel.com/
http://www.nationalmuseum.sg/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Little_India,_Singapore
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Little_India,_Singapore
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dhoby_Ghaut
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dhoby_Ghaut
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thousands of people pour in and out on pilgrimages to the area’s colossal shopping malls. 

That will teach them for excluding Nellie Bly. 

Nellie landed in Singapore 70 years after Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles, often known as the 

‘father of Singapore.’ By the time she got here, he was already a legend. I stood before his 

statue, as Nellie did, and read the same inscription: 

“On this historic site Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles first landed in Singapore on 28th January 

1819 and with genius and perception changed the destiny of Singapore from an obscure 

fishing village to a great seaport and modern metropolis.” The statue was sculpted in bronze 

by Thomas Woolner in 1887 – two years before Nellie’s arrival. 

Singapore slings 

Around him soar some of the world’s tallest skyscrapers in the ultra-modern metropolis 
that is Singapore today. But look below these silver monumental giants and you will find the 

Singapore of Nellie’s time in graciously restored Victorian government buildings now 

 devoted to art and culture — the Arts House at the Old 

Parliament Building, Victoria Theatre and Asian 

Civilisations Museum. Not far away, the Raffles 

Hotel maintains its original vocation hosting the wealthy and 

selling over-priced Singapore Slings ($35) to the rest of us. We 

go to ‘drink in’ the colonial atmosphere as much as the gin-

based cocktail invented at Raffles in 1915. The Long Bar 

retains the original air circulation system – individual palm-leaf 

fans in a horizontal row moving mechanically back and forth to 

ease the tropical heat. Nellie was fascinated by fans like these. 

The Fullerton Hotel started life as Singapore’s General Post 

Office in 1928. Its size and grandeur – taking up a full city block 

– are testimony to the major role of the post in colonial times.  

 Although not exactly the same era as Nellie, I picked up many 

  clues on a guided tour of the hotel by Florence Minjout 

  arranged by Stephen Wang at the Singapore Visitor’s Centre. 

  

Nellie would have disembarked at the former Johnston Pier, long since replaced. She 

would’ve crossed the Cavenagh Bridge  built in 1870 – the oldest existing bridge in 

Singapore. 

It’s easy to get lost in Victorian times via time-honoured institutions like Raffles, The 

Fullerton Hotel and the Arts House. Not so at the former Governor’s House which is 

totally off limits except for a few times a year when the public is allowed in. Now 

called Istana, the current home of Singapore’s President Tony Tan Keng Yam is heavily gated 

and guarded. You can’t even see it. Nellie was entertained there by the Governor of 

Singapore. It was built by convict labourers on the site of a nutmeg farm. 

The original Governor’s Residence sat atop the highest hill in Singapore until the 1850s, a 

welcome refuge from the searing heat below. Now called Fort Canning Park, it is also the 

site of Singapore’s first botanical garden and features a replica of the mast that would’ve 

guided Nellie’s ship into the harbour. 

The Victoria Theatre housed 
colonial government offices in 

Nellie's day. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stamford_Raffles
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stamford_Raffles
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Woolner
https://www.theartshouse.com.sg/
https://www.theartshouse.com.sg/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victoria_Theatre_and_Concert_Hall
https://www.acm.org.sg/
https://www.acm.org.sg/
http://www.raffles.com/singapore
http://www.raffles.com/singapore
http://www.fullertonhotel.com/
http://www.yoursingapore.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cavenagh_Bridge
http://www.istana.gov.sg/content/istana/index.html
http://www.nparks.gov.sg/cms/index.php?option=com_visitorsguide&task=parks&id=16Th
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Nellie sailed into a colonial Singapore.  I flew into a ‘Disneyfied’ Singapore with a 

westernised veneer, harbour light shows leaping off of soaring steel and glass; and street 

vendors now corralled into area hawkers centres. All with a slight nod to the past.  

Chapter V: Hong Kong 

IN WHICH NELLIE EXPERIENCES PEAKS...AND TROUGHS   

 
Nellie’s dates:  23-24 December, 27-28 December 1889; My dates: 14-15, 19 September 

  
Nellie arrived in Hong Kong with the monsoon.  I landed in the midst of typhoon warnings 

and the undercurrents of civil turbulence.  Pro-democracy demonstrations — the Umbrella 

Revolution—erupted one week after I left. 

Competition 

 

Nellie’s optimism at arriving in Hong Kong two days ahead of 

schedule quickly sunk to despair. She was only 39 days into her 

journey, and already in China. She headed straight to the 

Oriental and Occidental Steamship Company to book the first 

sailing to Japan, only to discover that someone was ahead of her. 

Elizabeth Bisland, a journalist and author sent by a competing 

publication, set out from New York the day Nellie left, circling 

the world in the opposite direction.  Elizabeth had left Hong 

   Kong three days earlier. An astonished Nellie kept her 

        composure when the O&O Steamship officials told her the 

        devastating news. Even worse, she would be stuck in Hong Kong 

        for five days awaiting her passage to Japan. Nellie wrote: 

"That is rather hard, isn't it?" I said quietly, forcing a smile that was on the lips, but came 

from nowhere near the heart.  

When they told her that the race was over and she’d lost, Nellie replied:  “I am not racing 

with anyone.  I promised to do the trip in 75 days and I will do it.”  She did it in 72; 

Elizabeth Bisland finished in 76 days. The rest is history. 

An excruciating five-day delay between ships gave Nellie time to explore Hong Kong. But 
the Hong Kong that Nellie and Elizabeth experienced now exists only in photos, memories 

and a smattering of sites that have survived massive urbanisation. My goal was to locate 

them during my own race to beat the fury of approaching Typhoon Kalmaegi, due to sweep 

past the city at speeds of 125 km (77 miles) per hour. Warnings from the Hong Kong 

Observatory were escalating. 

Snakes! 

Setting out from Wan Chai, one of the Umbrella Revolution ‘hot spots’, I travelled by 

metro, bus and finally tram to Hong Kong’s Happy Valley and the multi-faith cemetery that 

Nellie raved about. “It rivals in beauty the public gardens and visitors use it as a park,” she 

wrote. “One wanders along the walks never heeding that they are in the Valley of Death, so  

Nellie didn't know that 
Elizabeth Bisland was 

ahead of her. 

https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/10/10/in-which-nellie-experiences-peaks-and-troughs-in-hong-kong/
https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/10/10/in-which-nellie-experiences-peaks-and-troughs-in-hong-kong/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2014_Hong_Kong_protests
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2014_Hong_Kong_protests
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elizabeth_Bisland
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Typhoon_Kalmaegi_(2014)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wan_Chai
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hong_Kong_Cemetery
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thoroughly is it robbed of all that is horrible about graveyards. That those of different faiths 

should consent to place their dead together in this lovely tropical valley is enough to give it 

the name of Happy Valley.” 

Happy Valley cemetery is sad now. Neglected and unsafe, signs warn visitors of slippery 

grounds and stairs, and worst of all snakes!  The only living soul that morning in a massive, 

crumbling, reptile-infested cemetery, I stepped warily (and loudly to ward off any snakes), 

across broken concrete and overgrown paths to explore the tombstones of Muslims, 

Hindus, Jews and Protestants. Although bereft of the beauty Nellie described, the cemetery 

and its ossuary evoke a sense of the hereafter. A sign in the Muslim section states: “Visiting 

graves …. benefits both the dead and the living. While it is a tribute paid to the dead, it 

prompts the living to think about the essence of life.” 

What a blast – the Noonday Gun 

Something to ponder as I rushed from Happy 

Valley for Hong Kong’s Causeway Bay waterfront. I 

got to the Noonday Gun there just in time for the 

daily blast. Made famous in Noel Coward’s Mad 

Dogs and Englishmen, the tradition began in 1864 

when Jardine’s, the company who owns it, was 

required to fire a one-hot salute every day at noon.  

The company kept to the deal and now collects 

   money for charity from those who wish to fire the 

                                                            Noonday Gun. 

Nellie would’ve experienced a bigger blast. Jardine’s lowered the power…and the 

decibels… in 1961 at the request of neighbouring waterfront establishments. 

Peak experience 

Typhoon warning levels escalated as I dashed from sea level at Causeway Bay to the highest 

point in Hong Kong – Victoria Peak via the historic Peak Tram to Victoria Gap.  

Asia’s first funicular and the world’s steepest, the Peak Tram was a feat of modern 

engineering that Nellie rode a year after it opened in 1888.  The steam tram extending 

1,350 metres to Victoria Gap cost Nellie 30 cents up and 15 cents down.  Today it’s electric 

and costs $5 US round-trip. The tram carried as many as 150,000 passengers its first 

year.  In 2013, its 125th year, the tram transported 4 million passengers. 

Seats have always faced uphill to prevent passengers from falling forward. Intermediate tram 

stops are named after former British governors/administrators — Kennedy, MacDonnell, 

May and Barker until you reach Victoria Gap. 

From Victoria Gap, Nellie was carried by sedan chair to the summit at Victoria Peak. My aim 

was to find the 'umbrella seat' as described in her book Around the World in 72 Days, the 

spot where her three bearers rested on their way up. 

I put myself 'in Nellie's place' inside the tram. If she disembarked today, Nellie would be 

aghast to find Peak Tower, a colossal futuristic retail complex — home to the usual ghastly 

global suspects — Burger King, Adidas, Swatch, Swarovski and Travelex and more. 

Attracting 7 million visitors a year, Peak Tower totally obliterated all references to Nellie's  

The Noonday Gun 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noonday_Gun
http://www.discoverhongkong.com/eng/see-do/culture-heritage/historical-sites/colonial/noon-day-gun.jsp#ixzz3FfVydnPE
http://www.thepeak.com.hk/en/5_5_2.asp
http://www.thepeak.com.hk/en/1_2_1.asp
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time. Only a vintage tram cabin under a Victorian canopy remained, the home of the Peak 

Visitor Centre.  

Visitor centre staff Sanford Lee and Windy Chui had never heard of the umbrella seat 

where Nellie's bearers rested. But my mission became their mission. Sanford had a hunch. 

His second hunch, that I might never find it on my own, meant that he sent Windy along. 

Wilting under the searing heat, I was driven by pride to keep 

pace with exuberant 20-something Windy as we trudged 

upwards.  At last the tourist traps began to surrender to 

gardens. 

And there it was - an elegant stone structure; a canopy shading a 

bench just right for a rest. I'm not sure who was most excited as 

we politely dislodged the pensioner occupying our umbrella seat 

and took turns posing before it.  

Now I was ready to flee the heat and beat the typhoon. Not 

Windy. We headed up another 15 steamy minutes to the 

    summit . . . and the ultimate panorama of Hong Kong and its 

           harbour. Nellie called it 'superb' ... "the bay, in a breastwork of 

mountains lies calm and serene, dotted with hundreds of ships that seem like tiny toys." 

Rain was falling in sheets by the time we got back to the Peak Visitor Centre; obscuring 

everything, even Peak Tower itself. The typhoon signal jumped from 1 (standby) to 3 (strong 

winds). I sprinted back to the tram to descend to a city shutting down.  I arrived back at my 

hotel in Wan Chai to discover that typhoon signal 8 (gale and storm force winds) was in 

effect and all government agencies were now closed. I'd won my own race against time that 

day. But would I make it to Canton (Guangzhou, China), Nellie's next stop?  Certainly not 

on a boat up the Pearl River like Nellie, but perhaps the trains would be running… 

Chapter VI: Guangzhou (Canton), China    

IN WHICH NELLIE EXPLORES TEMPLES AND TIME  

 
Nellie’s dates: 25-26 December 1889 My dates: 16-17 September 2014 

 

Typhoon, or no typhoon, I had to get to Canton. It was one of the most exotic stops on 

Nellie’s world tour and the place where she spent Christmas Day. Besides, I invested time, 

money and untold stress to get a visa for mainland China. In any case, I would’ve been 

homeless in Hong Kong because there was no room for another night at the ‘inn’ – the 

heartless Bishop Lei International House in the business district Wan Chai. 

The roaring winds and thrashing rain of typhoon Kalmaegi actually cleared the way for my 

rail journey to China’s third largest city. 

Officially shut down, Hong Kong was deserted and so was Hung Hom train station across 

Victoria Bay. No queue to buy tickets and before I knew it I was aboard a luxurious train, 

 seated beside  a dapper Cathay Pacific flight attendant named Wesley, awaiting  breakfast. 

 

I was ready to congratulate myself for prevailing over the typhoon when I spotted my 

Windy and I found the 
 elusive umbrella seat.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hong_Kong_tropical_cyclone_warning_signals
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guangzhou
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Typhoon_Kalmaegi_(2014)
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  seatmate Wesley’s travel bag. It was the spitting image of 

 the small satchel that Nellie Bly carried around the 

  world! Honest. Even Wesley was astonished when I 

  showed him a photograph of Nellie’s bag. 

  This wasn’t to be the only time that Nellie joined 

  me in Canton, the most challenging of all my 

  destinations. Officially Guangzhou – Canton totally 

  enthralled Nellie, and me. In the spirit of Nellie’s times,   

   I’ll call it Canton. 

 

Nellie was enticed by Canton’s macabre side – a leper colony, mortuaries and execution 
grounds that I never located. Whew!  Many of Nellie’s destinations have long since 

disappeared or been re-classified with Communist-approved nomenclature.  And some 

were restored for the 2010 Asian Games held in Canton. 

Temple tracking 

Take the once-abandoned Temple of Horrors, officially the refurbished Cheng Huang 

Temple. Inside, ferocious, larger-than-life gods — poised to torture devils — bring the 

nickname alive. They were meant to instil fear and inspire good deeds in this Taoist temple 

that protects the people of Guangzhou and Guanghong Province. Today, I’m told, the aim is 

show the beauty of the gods to guide the public towards ‘goodness’. From surrounding urns 

of fire, worshippers lit hefty bundles of incense wrapped in bright pink paper. Grasping their 

burning bundles with both hands, they stood before the Gods and bowed from the waist as 

smoke encircled them. 

Nellie’s favourite was the Temple of 500 Arhats, officially Hualin Temple tucked deep inside 

the vibrant jade market quarter of Canton. Nellie’s golden ‘gods’ are actually arhats or saints 

that were destroyed in China’s Cultural Revolution, but replaced in the 1990s. Each of the 

500 gleaming golden arhats features a different expression and meaning, and one is said to 

represent Marco Polo. I found him… eventually. 

Tracking these temples required research and perseverance which were equally applied to 

sites I never found. Most disappointing was the absence of the ‘Temple of Death’ where 

Nellie ate her Christmas lunch. 

I was not alone in my endeavours. The lovely receptionists at Canton’s Customs Hotel were 

quick to whip out their phones and scour Chinese cyberspace on my behalf. They also 

wrote out the sites I was seeking in Chinese characters so people on the street could point 

me in the right direction. I couldn’t have done it without them. 

Still, we couldn’t pinpoint the ancient bronze water clock that Nellie raved about. Officially 

known the  Clepsydra of Canton, it's described as one of the most extraordinary clocks in 

the world. This water clock was first made in about AD 1316, and destroyed and restored 

many times. It was located in the northern city gate pavilion on the axis line of the ancient 

city. Water dripped from one copper bucket to another, over a 12 hour period.  A float on 

the lowest bucket indicated the approximate time of day. 

Believing I’d found all that could be found, I headed for Yuexiu Park downtown, particularly 

striking as light showers brightened foliage, flowers and sculptures and encouraged visitors 

to unfurl their pretty umbrellas.  When the showers intensified, I ducked inside the green-

Wesley and I 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guangzhou
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2010_Asian_Games
http://www.lifeofguangzhou.com/node_981/node_989/node_996/node_1012/2012/01/20/132704414894538.shtml
http://www.lifeofguangzhou.com/node_981/node_989/node_996/node_1012/2012/01/20/132704414894538.shtml
http://www.chinatravelsavvy.com/destinations/guangzhou/attractions/hualin-temple/
http://www.customshotelguangzhou.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water_clock
http://cdnc.ucr.edu/cgi-bin/cdnc?a=d&d=SFC19120907.2.107.31
http://www.travelchinaguide.com/attraction/guangdong/guangzhou/yuexiu.htm
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tiled Zhenhai Tower, built in 1380, and home to relics of Canton’s 2,000 year-old history. 

The city’s centuries unfold in each of the tower’s five stories. I roamed the top floors to gain 

context for Nellie’s times — late 19th century. On the way down to earlier eras, I stopped 

dead in my tracks. 

There it was. Nellie’s water clock! Right in front of me in all its ancient glory. Stunned and 

                                                                elated, I had the inexplicable, but very real 

        feeling, that I had been led to it. Nellie again? 

An alluring exotic bronze creature part goat, 

part turtle and part snake crowns the second 

bucket.     

I took photo upon photo trying to avoid the 

cherry red universal ‘don’t touch’ signs obscuring 

this almost timeless timepiece. I used gestures to 

ask the uniformed guard stationed nearby for her 

 permission to move them, just for a few seconds. 

       

No, came the swift and resolute response. When she returned to her post, I quickly moved 

them anyway. In a split second she was at my side and I was forced to return the signs to 

their rightful, but annoying, places. 

As I continued to photograph the water clock, the guard appeared again. She let me know 

with her eyes that she would remove the signs, but I better be quick. The deal was done 

and I snapped away. I was grateful and I could tell she felt good. But not good enough to let 

me take her photo in front of the water clock. 

Nellie didn't visit the Museum of the Mausoleum of the Nanyue King. The 2,000 year-old 

tomb of the king Zhao Mo was only discovered in downtown Canton in 1983. But I didn’t 

want to miss the treasures and tragedies associated with this king who seemed to have no 

qualms about demanding the sacrificial deaths of those who had devoted their lives to him – 

15 people from servants to concubines. I could see their bones and how they had been 

arranged in the tomb. 

In between all of this misery, I heard my name.  Who knows me here, I thought.  Well, it 

was none other than Wesley, my seatmate on the train from Hong Kong to Canton. The 
one with the look-alike Nellie Bly bag. We hugged and took a selfie and went our separate 

ways, quite pleased that our paths had passed once again. 

Walking distance away was the Orchid Garden. I have seen more orchids at London's Kew 

Gardens or even Colombia Road Flower Market than were evident at the Orchid Garden. 

It’s not the season.  But even so the setting spoke evocatively of Chinese gardens and 

offered plenty of green on a rainy day which transformed into a sauna when the sun arrived.  

Shamian Island 

Predictably, both Nellie and I felt most at home on Shamian, a tiny island in the Pearl River 

in Canton once set aside for Europeans.  Shamian or Shameen, meaning 'sandy surface,' is 

shaped like a large ship mooring alongside a wharf.  Crossing to the island over charming 

white stone footbridges, you enter another reality. 

Details on the water clock 

http://http/www.guangzhoumuseum.cn/en/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Museum_of_the_Mausoleum_of_the_Nanyue_King
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shamian_Island
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Nellie wrote of Shamian as “green and picturesque, with handsome houses of Oriental 

design, and grand shade trees, and wide, velvety green roads…broken only by a single path, 

made by the bare feet of the chair-carriers.” 

More than 150 western-style buildings  — consulates, churches, banks, post offices, 

telegraph offices, hospitals, residences and hotels —  were built on Shamian. Proud of its 

colonial heritage, the little island now signposts the splendid architecture seen in gracious 

foreign consulates that have since fled to Canton’s ultra-modern Central Business District. 

Many of Shamian’s fine buildings are now labelled with their past roles — sending you 

straight back to colonial times. I found the former American Consulate where Nellie 

challenged her companions. 

“Here for the first time since leaving New 

York, I saw the stars and stripes,” she 

wrote. “It was floating over the gateway to 

the American Consulate. The moment I 

saw it floating there in the soft, lazy breeze 

I took off my cap and said: “That is the 

most beautiful flag in the world, and I am 

ready to whip anyone who says it isn’t.” 

“No one said a word.  Everyone was afraid,”  

         she wrote. “I saw an Englishman in the  

         party glance towards the Union Jack, which 

was floating over the English Consulate, but in a hesitating manner, as if he feared to let me 

see.” 

Pearl River cruise 

Ferries now replace wooden boats like the one that transported Nellie from Hong Kong to 

Canton on the Pearl River that flows past Shamian. But today’s tourists in Canton have a 

choice of masted crafts resembling pirate ships to ply the river on popular night cruises. In 

an effort to re-create Nellie’s Pearl River voyage, I joined families and friends for a cruise 

winding past the neck-stretching cityscape of geometric giants that now characterise 

Canton. Enormous technicolour rays -- lilac, tangerine, magenta, cerulean – play on the 

city’s latest erections, and leap off the swirling black waters of the Pearl River.  

Chapter VII: Yokohama, Tokyo and Kamakura 

IN WHICH NELLIE FALLS FOR JAPAN 

 
Nellie's dates 2-7 January 1890; My dates 19-24 September 2014 

 

Nellie simply adored Japan. “If I loved and married, I would say to my mate: ‘Come I know 

where Eden is,’” she wrote, “and … desert the land of my birth for Japan.” She called it ‘the 

land of love-beauty-poetry-cleanliness.’ 

The former American Consulate where Nellie saw 

the US flag for the first time since leaving home. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Central_business_district
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She idolized the people there too heaping praise upon them — ‘charming, sweet, happy, 

cheerful, delightful, graceful, pretty, artistic, obliging and progressive.’  

 

“In short I found nothing but what delighted the finer senses while in Japan,” gushed a 

usually rather snide Nellie Bly. 

Yokohama 

Her port, Yokohama, 20 miles outside Tokyo, had a ‘cleaned up Sunday appearance,’ wrote 

Nellie. That was in 1890. By 1923, almost everything had vanished – swallowed by the tragic 

Great Kanto earthquake that wiped out the city, claiming the lives of 30,771 and injuring 

47,908.  

An ornate lion-faced water tap, one that lined the streets every 300 

yards when the city’s waterworks were installed, is among the scant 

physical evidence of Nellie’s time. It was displayed in the garden of 

the Yokohama Archives of History – the former British Consulate 

built after the earthquake. 

The Grand Hotel described by Nellie as good ‘barring an enormous 

and monotonous collection of rats’ was long gone. The city’s 

celebrated Doll Museum has taken its place. A new Grand Hotel 

built in 1927 still stands in Colonial splendour at the port. The 

    concierge there took time to explore the area’s history with me. 

      So did Yuki Saito at the Museum of Cultural History. She combed 

her collection for books, photographs and vintage postcards to bring Nellie’s time in 

Yokohama to life for me. 

Nellie landed at the Port of Yokohama, now the 31st largest in the world, at Osanbashi Pier. 

The port’s oldest pier, Osanbashi has been transformed into a colossal curling wave of 

concrete that is now the international passenger terminal, one of Yokohama’s premier 

landmarks. Today’s ultra-modern port boasts parks, sculptures and awesome views of the 

skyline of Japan’s second largest city. 

 

In 1890, the port hosted the American sloop USS Omaha where a luncheon was held in 

Nellie’s honour – “one of the pleasant events of my stay,” she wrote. Five days later, when 

Nellie finally set sail from Yokohama to San Francisco, the band on the Omaha played 

‘Home Sweet Home’, ‘Hail Columbia,’ and ‘The Girl I Left Behind.’ 

While in Japan awaiting her next ship – the Occidental and Oriental Steamship to San 

Francisco, Nellie ventured to Tokyo and Kamakura. So did I. 

 

 

Water taps lined the 

streets when Nellie 
was in Yokohama. 

http://www.city.yokohama.lg.jp/lang/en/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Kant%C5%8D_earthquake
http://www.kaikou.city.yokohama.jp/en
http://www.yokohamajapan.com/things-to-do/yokohama-doll-museum/
http://www.hotel-newgrand.co.jp/english/
http://www.hotel-newgrand.co.jp/english/
http://www.yokohamajapan.com/things-to-do/kanagawa-prefectural-museum-of-cultural-history/
http://www.city.yokohama.lg.jp/kowan/english/
https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/10/www.osanbashi.com/en/outline/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USS_Omaha_(1869)
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Tokyo  

“It would fill a large book if I attempted to describe all I saw during my stay in Japan,” Nellie 

wrote. I wish she had described more, but at least I was able to track what she did recount 

of Tokyo. 

Nellie went to see the 'Mikado’s Japanese and European castles,' better known as the 

Emperor's Palace. To visit inside as Nellie did, reservations are required months in advance. 

But expanses of the private palace are revealed from the public East Garden where you can 

almost touch the buttresses that fly across the deep moat protecting the grounds.  

Temples and trees  

All that remains of the great Shiba Temple – today’s Zojoji Temple – from Nellie's time is 

the majestic vermillion-lacquered Sangedatsumon Gate built in 1622. The soaring 21-metre 

gate overlooked by the Tokyo Tower has survived fires, earthquakes and wars. It is said to 

deliver us from three earthly states of mind -- greed, anger and stupidity. The gate itself was 

‘delivered’ from World War II air raids that obliterated the rest of the site. 

A memorial service packed the main hall at Zojoji Temple when I visited. Hundreds of 

people from near and far lined up for their turn to pray and bow before the Buddha. Zojoji 

is one of Japan’s principal Buddhist temples. 

An outlying garden in the temple grounds holds row 

upon row of simply-cast identical stone statues of 

children. Poised in prayer with upturned faces and soft 

smiles, they represent Japan's unborn babies. Parents 

adorn them in vividly-coloured crocheted hats and 

scarves, and plant bright silk flowers and whirling 

pinwheels around them as gifts to Jizō, the guardian of 

unborn children. The vibrant colours and spinning 

    motion of the gifts lightens the solemnity of this 

            poignant tribute. Keeping in mind Nellie Bly’s 

crusading journalism on behalf of mothers and children, I’m sure she would’ve been drawn 

here.  

Across Tokyo lies Japan's first and most popular public city park - Ueno. Like South 

Kensington in London and Berlin’s Museum Island, it's home to an impressive array of 

world-class museums including the Tokyo National Museum, National Museum for Western 

Art, Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum and the National Science Museum. It is also home 

to Ueno Zoo, Japan's first zoological garden. 

Originally part of Kaneiji Temple, once one of Tokyo's largest and wealthiest temples, Ueno 

also boasts golden temples, pagodas, gardens, a lily -adorned lake and amusements. Nellie 

described only a memorial tree and a very clever monkey there. 

A poignant tribute to Japan's unborn 

children at Tokyo's Zojoji Temple.  

http://www.zojoji.or.jp/en
http://www.japan-guide.com/e/e3019.html#national
http://www.japan-guide.com/e/e3019.html#western
http://www.japan-guide.com/e/e3019.html#western
http://www.japan-guide.com/e/e3019.html#metropolitan
http://www.japan-guide.com/e/e3019.html#science
http://www.japan-guide.com/e/e3019.html#zoo
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I found the tree, but not the monkey.   

In fact there were two trees, planted by General Ulysses S 

Grant and his wife Julia during a world tour they undertook 

following his US presidency (1869-77). The cypress planted 

by the General and magnolia planted by his wife on 25 August 

1879 still stand. Fearing ‘that few people knew about the 

history of the trees’, a monument was erected 50 years after 

their planting by ‘those who had the privilege of participating 

in the welcome event’ honouring the US President.  

You can find it between the ice cream stand and bumper cars 

at Ueno Park, adjacent to the area set aside for smokers. 

Kamakura  

 

There were only two places in my entire journey where I could be certain that I was 

standing where Nellie stood. The first was the in home of Jules Verne in Amiens, France 

where I shared his salon, study and winter garden with Nellie.  The second was inside the 

belly of the Great Buddha of Kamakura, Japan. 

Diabutsu, 50 feet high with a waist circumference of 96 feet, was built in 1250. The size of a 

5-story building, he commands the entire region. Diabutsu has survived earthquakes and 

wars that devastated many parts of Japan. He is one of the country’s greatest icons. 

Inside the Buddha 

When Nellie visited, she could climb a ladder straight “up into Diabutsu’s eye and from that 

height view the surrounding lovely country.” I had to be content with narrow steps into his 

hollow tummy. Once inside, along with graffiti, there are illuminated drawings of how this 

    massive bronze Buddha was cast in 30 separate stages – 

beyond amazing at that time. 

“I had my photograph taken sitting on its thumb with two 

friends,” wrote Nellie.   

 

I’d so love to find that photo.  Now we must admire 

Diabutsu's sofa-sized thumbs from a distance.  A Buddha-

sized bowl of fresh-picked fruit and a spray of autumn 

flowers lay at Diabutsu’s fingertips. 

He sits ‘in a verdant valley at the foot of two mountains,’ 

Nellie wrote. Today the valley, a little more than an 

 hour outside Tokyo, isn’t quite as verdant as pilgrims and 

                  tourists flock to one of Japan’s most popular destinations. 

Monument to the trees (above) 

planted by Gen Ulysses S Grant 
and his wife Julia in 1879.   

Diabutsu  

https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/09/08/in-which-nellie-meets-jules-verne/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/K%C5%8Dtoku-in
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/K%C5%8Dtoku-in
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I might not have been one of them without the kind invitation of Japanese friends from 

UNICEF, Yoshie and Yoshihisa Togo. 

When I told them that Japan was on my Nellie Bly itinerary, they immediately suggested an 

overnight trip to the countryside, never knowing that Nellie had been there before me. 

By the time I reached Japan I was half-way around the world. I’d spent 13 days and nights 

relentlessly tracing Nellie’s epic journey. I was more than ready to join friends to discover 

the country she so adored. 

Hot springs 

With Yoshie and Yoshihisa, I travelled to stunning Hakone National Park with its forest-

carpeted hills and to-die-for views of Mount Fuji. We stayed in the wonderfully retro Fujiya 

Hotel built in 1891 featuring onsens (Japanese hot spring baths), a glorious garden with a 

waterfall, and real live bellhops with pillbox hats. The hot spring water flows straight into 

your bathtub; but I relaxed in the onsen and swimming pool, both reflecting another, 

gentler, era. It put me in mind of the award-winning movie The Grand Budapest Hotel. 

Being in the lavish dark-wood dining room at the Fujiya was a pleasure; not to mention the 

Silver Star service and yummy French, yes French, dishes. Savouring Coquilles St Jacques in a 

period Japanese restaurant with dragon flourishes was wonderfully surreal, especially after a 

series of in-room picnics. My first break from Nellie in two weeks was a welcome one. 

Meanwhile: Nellie sailed from Yokohama across the Pacific Ocean to San 

Francisco where she travelled cross-country by train to New York. 

 
At last she was on United States soil.  From California she crossed America in four days by train 

with stops in Fresno, Albuquerque, Topeka, Dodge City, Kansas City, Chicago, Columbus, Harrisburg, 

Pittsburgh, and Philadelphia before her final stop in Jersey City, New Jersey. She’d won the race!  I 

caught up with her in New York City joined by my life-long friend Alice Robbins-Fox from Florida. 

Chapter VIII: USA 

IN WHICH NELLIE BLY BEGINS AND ENDS HER RACE AROUND 

THE WORLD 
 

Nellie’s date: 14 November 1889; My date: 25 September 2014 

The Start: Hoboken, New Jersey  

“On Thursday November 14, 1889 at 9.40.30 o’clock, I started on my tour around the 

world,” wrote Nellie Bly in Chapter 2, entitled The Start, in her book Around the World in 72 

Days. 

Nellie was not an early riser.  She scolded ‘the good people who spend so much time in 

trying to invent flying machines’ saying they should devote more energy to promoting a 

http://www.hakonenavi.jp/english/
http://www.japan-guide.com/e/e2172.html
http://www.fujiyahotel.jp/en/
http://www.fujiyahotel.jp/en/
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system in which boats and trains would always make their start at noon or afterwards’ to be 

of greater assistance to a ‘suffering society.’ It was to be another 14 years before the Wright 

brothers' experimentation led to the first successful powered airplane in 1903 and a refined, 

practical flying machine in 1905. 

Departing with a lump in her throat, Nellie encouraged herself by thinking:  “It’s only a 

matter of 28,000 miles and 75 days and four hours until I shall be back again.” 

“The morning was beautiful and the bay never looked lovelier,” she recalls of her departure 

from Hoboken, New Jersey in New York Harbour. “But when the whistle blew and they 

were on the pier and I was on the Augusta Victoria, which was slowly but surely moving 

away from everything I knew, taking me to strange lands and strange people, I felt lost,” she 

wrote. 

“My head felt dizzy and my heart felt as though it would burst.  … the world lost its 

roundness and seemed a long distance with no end, and-well, I never turn back.... I am off 

and shall I ever get back?” 

Nellie had never ever been on a sea voyage before. 

Re-tracing the start … and finish  

The morning was grey with random squalls when Alice and I 

headed to Pier 11 near Wall Street for the ferry to Hoboken 

to retrace Nellie’s departure. Two ominous Osprey aircraft 

suddenly swooped down onto the Downtown Manhattan 

Heliport nearby. They were followed by a drove of helicopters 

and police cars with flashing lights. A Coast Guard cutter plied 

the waters. We looked up to see snipers on the roofs of 

nearby buildings. President Obama and the First Lady were 

leaving town by Air Force One after three days of United 

Nations discussions on climate change, foreign terrorist 

fighters, education, and the Ebola epidemic. Soon the harbour 

was shut and ferries were frozen. Flocks of people in dark suits 

delivered in long black cars strode towards the aircraft. Everyone 

looked the same so we never even knew if we saw the President and Michelle Obama. 

Within minutes of lift-off, the scene was cleared, the ferries were back in business and the 

Obamas were on their way to the White House. 

And we were on the way to Hoboken where Nellie started her epic travels, and then Jersey 

City, where she completed them. Nellie’s train pulled in to Jersey City at 3.51 p.m. on 25 

January 1890, 72 days, 6 hours, 11 minutes and 14 seconds since she had left. No one had 

ever gone around the globe as quickly.  

She had raced through a ‘man’s world’ –  alone and literally with the clothes on her back — 

to beat the fictional record set by Jules Verne’s Phileas Fogg. She was said to be the most 

Nellie departed on her world 
trip from the pier at Hoboken. 

http://www.downtownmanhattanheliport.com/
http://www.downtownmanhattanheliport.com/
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/09/20/president-obama-and-first-lady-travel-new-york-ny
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/09/20/president-obama-and-first-lady-travel-new-york-ny
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famous woman in the world that day. After crossing three oceans and four continents, she 

ended her journey with a ‘flying trip’ by train across America. 

Flying by train 

“I only remember my trip across the continent as one maze of happy greetings, happy 

wishes, congratulations, telegrams, fruit, flowers, loud cheers, wild hurrahs, rapid hand-

shaking and a beautiful car filled with fragrant flowers attached to a swift engine that was 

tearing like mad through flower-dotted valley and over snow-tipped mountain on-on-on! It 

was glorious!” Nellie wrote. 

People dressed in their Sunday best flocked to the train stations along her route. Multitudes 

of well-wishers filled the stations to cheer her on as she travelled across America -- Fresno, 

Albuquerque, Topeka, Dodge City, Kansas City, Chicago, Columbus, Harrisburg, Pittsburgh, 

Philadelphia… 

At Pittsburgh’s Union Station, not far from her hometown of Apollo, thousands turned out 

at 3.10 in the morning to wave her on. Nellie stepped onto the rear platform of her car and 

waved with tears in her eyes to all those who came in the middle of the night to see her. 

Pittsburgh Post-Gazette reporter Len Barcousky found the following account of Nellie's arrival 

as reported in the January 25, 1890 edition of the Pittsburgh Commercial Gazette:  

“Although she had succeeded in skimming around the globe in the fastest time 

on record, the achievement had not affected her in the least bit. She was the 

same bright-eyed girl who used to hustle ... in this city, with a cheery greeting 

for every friend and an eager desire to gather in any stray gems of thought. 

Nellie, when she appeared on the platform of the car, was attired in a long 

traveling coat, which reached to her feet, and a jaunty little traveling cap, which 

was saucily set to one side of her head. She looked the picture of health ...” 

“'I am feeling splendid,’ said Nellie. ‘I am not in the least fatigued and have had 

good luck during my entire trip. I kept myself awake on my way to this city as I 

wanted to see my old home and to meet my old friends.” 

Jersey City, New Jersey  

When she reached her final destination in Jersey City – the station was heaving. 

 

“The station was packed with thousands of people and the moment I landed on the 

platform, one yell went up from them…and the cannons at the Battery and Fort Greene 

boomed out the news of my arrival,” wrote Nellie. “From Jersey to Jersey is around the 

world and I am in Jersey now.” 

“I took off my cap and wanted to yell with the crowd,”  Nellie wrote. “Not because I had 

gone around the world in 72 days, but because I was home again.” 
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On her victory parade to The New York World's headquarters at Park Row, the streets were 

choked with people and windows were filled with faces as Nellie’s carriage made its way up 

Cortlandt Street to Broadway… and into history. 

Chapter IX: New York City  

NELLIE BLY'S FINAL RESTING PLACE 

 
After following Nellie Bly so intently around the world, 

I wanted to visit her gravesite when I arrived in New 

York City to pay my respects. She is buried 

in Woodlawn Cemetery, a National Historic Landmark 

in the Bronx. 

Elizabeth Bisland, who was circling the globe at the 

same time as Nellie, is also buried at Woodlawn along 

with newspaper magnate Joseph Pulitzer publisher of 

the New York World, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Duke 

         Ellington and many other notable people. 

My friends Alice Robbins-Fox and Sally Emery, and I were met by cemetery historian Susan 

Olsen who took us on a tour of this fascinating burial ground stretching more than 400 

acres and home to 300,000 graves. 

A rose for Elizabeth Bisland  

We passed the tombs of America’s most-loved people, some adorned with Tiffany glass. 

The first stop was at Elizabeth Bisland's gravesite where I laid one of the 12 white roses I 

brought for the occasion. 

Our second stop was the tomb of Joseph Pulitzer, Nellie’s boss at the New York World.  He 

built a newspaper empire from scratch. It was his idea to send Nellie to the lunatic asylum 

on Blackwell’s Island to uncover the abuses the women there suffered. That story resulted 

in Nellie's book Ten Days in a Madhouse and sweeping reforms in the care of mentally ill 

people. 

In honor of a famous news reporter 

At last we were on our way to Nellie’s tomb — plot 212, section 19 in the Honeysuckle 

Lot. It’s where many victims of the influenza epidemic of 1918 are buried, according to 

Susan Olsen. Nellie’s was one of the few graves in the Honeysuckle Lot that had a 

headstone. But it wasn’t even erected until 1978 when the New York Press Club dedicated 

it ‘in honor of a famous news reporter’. 

To me, Nellie Bly was so much more than a famous news reporter. She not only paved the 

way for women in journalism;  she  pioneered investigative journalism – the kind of 

Nellie's grave at Woodlawn Cemetery 

http://www.thewoodlawncemetery.org/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elizabeth_Bisland
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Pulitzer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ten_Days_in_a_Mad-House
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reporting that brings about change and reforms….and makes the world a better place. 

When most women were relegated to the home, she travelled the world on her own with a 

small satchel and the clothes on her back. 

With that in mind, I laid the 11 remaining white roses on her grave. 

I’m not sure whether it was the discovery that she was buried in a pauper’s grave unmarked 

for 56 years, or if this visit represented the culmination of a special journey for both Nellie 

and I, but I was overcome with emotion. 

Rest in peace Nellie Bly. 

Chapter X: Washington, DC 

IN WHICH NELLIE MAKES THE NEWS 
 

Washington DC was not on Nellie’s world trip itinerary, 

but it had to be on mine.  The satchel she carried 

around the world is on display at the Newseum there, 

courtesy of Nellie Bly biographer Brooke Kroeger.  I 

had to see it. 

Adjacent to the Capitol, the Newseum whirls you across 

five centuries of journalism via a mind-bending array of 

multi-media, exhibits, galleries and interactive screens.    

Nellie’s satchel 

I’d been hoping to be able to hold Nellie’s satchel or gripsack as she called it — just for a 

minute — but it’s  well- protected and inaccessible inside a Plexiglas display.  Even so, it was 

exciting to see an icon of her epic journey that so totally captures her spirit. When Nellie’s 

editor said he’d have to send a man around the world because a woman required a 

chaperone and innumerable trunks, Nellie showed him by stuffing everything she needed in 

a 16x7 inch satchel and travelling alone. Go Nellie. 

Aside from her own display, Nellie stars in a 4-D ‘film experience’ demonstrating the power 

of journalism not only to inform, but to confront social injustice. It recounts the 10 days she 

spent in the Blackwell’s Island Insane Asylum for Women in New York and the reforms that 

followed her exposure of the cruelty there. It was terrific to see her role in investigative 

journalism celebrated so vividly — even if we had to endure shaking chairs and flashing lights 

to ‘heighten’ the 4-D experience. 

Nellie is in good company at the Newseum with exhibits monitoring press freedom, a 

memorial to fallen journalists, a large section of the Berlin Wall, front pages from around 

the world and intense Pulitzer-prize winning photographs. The legendary Joseph Pulitzer, 

creator of the prizes, who was Nellie's boss. 

The satchel Nellie Bly carried around 

 the world.   

http://www.newseum.org/
http://brookekroeger.com/nellie-bly-daredevil-reporter-feminist/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pulitzer_Prize
http://www.pulitzer.org/biography
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I visited the Newseum with my great friend Louisa Peat O’Neil, a travel writer and former 

journalist at The Washington Post, and my husband David Stanton who flew over from 

London. We were met by Peat’s friend John Maynard, Senior Manager, Exhibit Programming 

at the Newseum. 

Chapter XI: Apollo, Pennsylvania 

IN WHICH NELLIE COMES ‘HOME’ 

 
If it were not for Nellie’s 150th birthday on 5 May 2014, I 

might not have known about the Apollo Area Historical 

Society in southwest Pennsylvania and its esteem for Nellie 

Bly, their famous hometown girl. Run by local volunteers 

who look after their own Apollo Historical Museum, the 

Society keeps alive the spirit and pluck of Nellie Bly and 

honours her each year on her birthday. Her 150th was 

commemorated with films and a performance by members 

of the Apollo-Ridge High School drama club. This special 

birthday made it into the Valley News Dispatch and out into 

cyberspace where I seized it and added Nellie Bly’s 

   hometown to my itinerary. 

 

My visit on the weekend of 5-6 October with David just happened to coincide with the 

Apollo Area Historical Society’s monthly meeting. Vice President Sue Ott invited me to 

address its members. We could stay at Dolly McCoy’s Guest House if we wanted to spend 

the night in town. We did. 

It feels like most people in Apollo, 35 miles northeast of Pittsburgh, know each other — or 

may even be related. Apollo’s heyday seems to have passed, but the historical society 

preserves its vibrant past as a prominent steel and iron town. 

Locals gather at Lackey’s Dairy Queen or the authentic Yakkity Yak Diner just down the 

road. Lackey’s Dairy Queen opened in 1955 and is owned by Dolly McCoy’s sister-in-law. It 

closes for the season as autumn approaches. When I was there, people were stocking up on 

ice cream supplies ready for the harsh Pennsylvania winter. They know it will be harsh 

because so many furry black caterpillars have been spotted – an omen in these parts. 

Where Nellie lives on  

The Apollo Area Historical Museum is housed in the former Women’s Christian 

Temperance Union building. An entire case there is devoted to Nellie Bly. Bliss. 

Upstairs in the meeting room, I was presented with a hand-stencilled fluorescent pink 

poster announcing the bicentennial of Apollo in 2016 by Donna Darlene Dunmore who 

asked me to take it to England in hopes of showing it to the Queen. The best I’ve done so 

A historic marker designates 

Nellie's childhood home. 

http://adventuretravelwriter.org/
http://griftloguesthouse.com/
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far is to share it with the mayor of Gerberoy, France – the country’s smallest town and one 

of its most beautiful. During my visit there, Mayor Pierre Chavonnet posed with it in front 

of Gerberoy’s own historical museum. 

It felt really good to be in the company of true blue Nellie Bly fans—where they knew as 

much, or usually more, than I did about her. I basked in their knowledge; nothing needed to 

be explained from scratch as it had in Sri Lanka, Singapore, Hong Kong, China and Japan, 

even the UK. And they were pleased as punch that I was celebrating Nellie’s record-

breaking world journey. 

Nellie’s birthplace 

In nearby Cochran Mills where Nellie Bly was born, a mill 

stone is embedded with a special plaque honouring their 

hometown girl. She was born Elizabeth Jane Cochran at 

Cochran Mills, Pennsylvania on 5 May 1864 to Michael and 

Mary Jane Cochran. Her father ran a prosperous grist mill 

there on the banks of Crooked Creek.  

Dolly McCoy of the Apollo Area Historical Society (and 

Dolly’s Guest House) and Arnold Blystone, co-founder of the 

Burrell Township Historical Society took a morning off to 

 show us around Nellie’s birthplace. The house where she 

   was born and the mill run by her father are long since gone. 

    The only vestiges of the once thriving mill town are a few 

foundation stones shrouded in moss. But Nellie remains the area’s most famous resident 

and her legacy carries on. 

Envoi: Acknowledgements  

IN WHICH NELLIE PAYS TRIBUTE   

 
“To so many people this wide world over am I indebted for kindnesses that I cannot… thank them 

all individually.  They form a chain around the earth. To each and all of you, men, women and 

children, in my land and in the lands I visited, I am most truly grateful. Every kind act and thought, 

but if an unuttered wish, a cheer, a tiny flower, is imbedded in my memory as one of the pleasant 

things of my novel tour.” Nellie Bly 1890 

I’m with Nellie. My trip couldn’t have been so successful … or even ever 

happened…without the ‘kindnesses’ shown by so many. I send my heartfelt thanks to the 

countless people en route who helped me along the way and also to all those who 

generously donated to UNICEF through my Footsteps of Nellie Bly page. 

I must first acknowledge the support from my husband David Stanton and daughter Acadia. 

David helped me design my itinerary, plot the flights and pack my small bag so everything fit. 

Best of all they both believed in what I wanted to do. 

 A mill stone honours Nellie Bly 
in Cochran Mills, her birthplace. 

http://fundraise.unicef.org.uk/MyPage/Rosemary-Brown-Footsteps-of-Nellie-Bly
http://fundraise.unicef.org.uk/MyPage/Rosemary-Brown-Footsteps-of-Nellie-Bly
https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/09/05/acadias-farewell/
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My Chain Around the World 

UK 

Also on the home front, thank you to Anna Barfield and Janet Goodman for the lovely bubbly 

send-off at Heathrow. Barbara Richardson, Liz Khan, Susan Lacy, Christina Watson, Vicky 

Webster, Dinah Nichol and Patsy Puttnam also spurred me on, as did everyone in my freelance 

writing course at City Lit led by Susan Grossman. Alan Taylor contacted our friend Nikhil 

Hirdaramani who introduced me by email to his lovely friends in Colombo. I am delighted 

that Women in Journalism endorsed my trip and the Royal Geographical Society registered 

it.  Many thanks to Michael Blunt, Vice-President of Corporate Communications at oneworld 

Alliance who asked his airline colleagues en route to offer assistance if necessary. Happy to 

report that I never needed to call on them because everything went smoothly. Nellie Bly 

herself travelled with a similar ‘letter of introduction’ from ocean liner officials. 

USA 

Louisa Peat O’Neil gave me good advice from the start. She’s always been an inspiration. Back 

in 1980, she embroidered Rainbow of the Road on my bright yellow backpack and sent me 

off. Alice Robbins-Fox, a terrific travel companion who keeps me on track, met me in New 

York City to share the journey and her birthday. Sally Emery made connections there and 

helped us plot urban itineraries. Victoria Fulmer offered to come around the world with 

me…as long as it was on a private jet. Pat Streifel and Vim Maguire helped pave the way. Dolly 

McCoy and Arnold Blystone took me to explore Nellie’s birthplace in Cochran Mills, 

Pennsylvania. Donald and Marilyn Schlief kindly offered their apartment in Washington, DC so 

we could visit the Newseum that features Nellie Bly. Kristina Heintz' birthday card to me 

featured a dancing girl with the words ‘she could no longer deny the gypsy in her soul.’ 

Perfect. My trip was enriched by the writing and research of Brooke Kroeger — Nellie Bly: 

Daredevil, Reporter, Feminist  and Matthew Goodman – Eighty Days. 

SRI LANKA 

Thanuja Kanchana of Camlo Lanka Tours met me at the airport in Colombo and managed to 

extract my credit card from the machine that swallowed it – rescuing my source of funds 

for the rest of the trip. Lakmini, Jevon and Devin Raymond; and Steffi and Moahan 

Balendra pulled out all the stops to show me the best of Colombo. Nushka Nafeel wrote 

about Nellie for the Sri Lanka Daily News. The Stapels family — Bernie, Redda and Julia 

from Germany — invited me to join them and their guide in Kandy and together we visited 

the Royal Botanic Gardens that so impressed Nellie. 

SINGAPORE 

Folks at the Adler Hostel  helped me to map out itineraries taking in all of Nellie’s 

sites. Stephen Wang at the Your Singapore Tourist Information Office provided historical 

background and organised a tour of the Fullerton Hotel with Florence Minjout who shared 

her knowledge about Singapore in the 1890s. 

http://www.susangrossman.co.uk/
http://womeninjournalism.co.uk/
http://www.rgs.org/
http://www.oneworld.com/
http://www.oneworld.com/
http://www.adventuretravelwriting.wordpress.com/
https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/11/03/in-which-nellie-bly-begins-and-ends-her-race-around-the-world/
https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/11/03/in-which-nellie-bly-begins-and-ends-her-race-around-the-world/
https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/11/03/in-which-nellie-bly-begins-and-ends-her-race-around-the-world/
https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/11/17/where-nellie-bly-lives-on/
https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/11/17/where-nellie-bly-lives-on/
http://www.newseum.org/
http://www.brookekroeger.com/
http://www.brookekroeger.com/nellie-bly-daredevil-reporter-feminist/
http://www.brookekroeger.com/nellie-bly-daredevil-reporter-feminist/
http://www.matthewgoodmanbooks.com/
https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/09/19/in-which-nellie-is-delayed-in-ceylon/
http://www.camlolanka.com/
http://www.botanicgardens.gov.lk/peradeniya
https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/09/30/in-which-nellie-makes-it-half-way-round-the-world/
http://www.adlerhostel.com/
http://www.yoursingapore.com/
http://www.fullertonhotel.com/
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HONG KONG 

Sanford Lee, Windy Chiu and Chung of the Hong Kong Tourism Board office based at Victoria 

Gap joined my quest to find the umbrella seat where Nellie rested on her way to the peak.  

GUANGZHOU, (CANTON) CHINA 

With the generous help from the team at the Customs Hotel, I was able to find obscure Nellie 

sites.  Business man Joe Yang not only gave me directions, but delivered me to the Nanyue 

King’s Tomb Museum. Jenny at the Hilton Hotel near Yuexiu Park gave me a map, advice and 

sent me off in the right direction. 

JAPAN  

Yoshihisa and Yoshie Togo whisked me off to Hakone with spectacular views of Mount Fuji 

and Kamakura, home of the Great Buddha Diabutsu. 

Appendix A 

A DOZEN DETAILS 

 
1. My expedition honouring Nellie Bly was not a race. Nellie won it 125 years ago and I 

merely followed in her footsteps around the world to commemorate her amazing 

achievement — just one of many of her triumphs. 

2. I travelled on my own, just as Nellie did. I met people and made friends along the 

way which was one of the greatest pleasures of Nellie's trip. 

3. I took one cabin bag slightly larger than the ‘gripsack’ that Nellie took. Don’t worry, 

I didn’t wear the same outfit for the entire journey as Nellie did, but kept clothing to 

a bare minimum. 

4. I funded my entire journey. The New York World newspaper funded Nellie's. 

5. I followed in Nellie’s footsteps by air. Sea travel is limited by the routes available and 

hostilities occurring in some locations.  Travelling by cargo ship was a possibility but 

I’d still be on the seas now. I travelled on a round the world ticket that cost £2,300. 

6. I live in London where my journey started and ended. From London I made a 

separate trip to Amiens, France to visit Maison Jules Verne, just as Nellie did. 

7. My itinerary was based on the destinations where Nellie spent the most time. 

8. The day that Nellie Bly set out from New York harbour, another courageous young 

writer left New York to travel around the world in the opposite direction in an 

attempt to win the global race. Her name was Elizabeth Bisland. You can download 

her book In Seven Stages: A Flying Trip Around the World for free here. 

https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/10/10/in-which-nellie-experiences-peaks-and-troughs-in-hong-kong/
https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/10/14/in-which-nellie-spends-christmas-in-canton/
http://www.customshotelguangzhou.com/index.htm
http://www.travelchinaguide.com/attraction/guangdong/guangzhou/nanyue_king.htm
http://www.travelchinaguide.com/attraction/guangdong/guangzhou/nanyue_king.htm
https://nelliebly125.wordpress.com/nelliebly125.wordpress.com/2014/10/21/in-which-nellie-explores-tokyo/
http://www.amiens.fr/vie-quotidienne/culture/maison-jules-verne/english-version/english-version.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elizabeth_Bisland
http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/bisland/stages/stages.html
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9. Nellie Bly was not a saint. I am aware of her shortcomings, but admire her just the 

same. 

10. In an attempt to offset carbon emissions from my expedition, I made a donation to 

Rainforest Foundation UK where I once worked so I know first-hand the role that 

rainforests play in countering global warming… and that my donation will make a 

real difference. 

11. With help from my friends, I raised money for UNICEF-UK to help the world’s most 

vulnerable children.  

12. Since my Nellie Bly 125th anniversary journey, I have become a Fellow of the Royal 

Geographical Society. My expedition is registered with the Royal Geographical 

Society and endorsed by Women in Journalism. 

APPENDIX B: Itineraries 

 
NELLIE BLY’S ITINERARY 14 November 1889 – 25 January 1890 

 
USA: New York 

ENGLAND: Southampton, London, Folkestone 

FRANCE: Boulogne, Amiens, Calais 

ITALY: Brindisi 

EGYPT: Port Said, Ismalia, Suez 

ADEN (Yemen)  

CEYLON: (Sri Lanka): Colombo, Kandy 

MALAYSIA: Penang 

SINGAPORE 

HONG KONG 

CHINA: Canton (Guangzhou)  

JAPAN: Yokohama, Tokyo, Kamakura 

USA: main cities - San Francisco, Chicago, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, New York 

Total miles travelled: 21,740 

Total time occupied:  1,734 hours and 11 minutes, being 72 days, 6 hours and 11 

minutes. 

The names of the steamers and the different routes by which Nellie travelled were 

the Augusta Victoria of the Hamburg American Steamship Line, the London and South 

Western Railway, the South Eastern Railway, the India Mail, the Victoria” and the Oriental 

of the Peninsular and Oriental Steamship Line, the Oceanic of the Occidental and Oriental 

Steamship Line, the Southern Pacific Railway, the Atlantic and Pacific Railway, the Atchison, 

Topeka and Sante Fé Railway and the Pennsylvania Railway. 

http://www.rainforestfoundationuk.org/
http://www.unicef.org.uk/
http://www.rgs.org/
http://www.rgs.org/
http://womeninjournalism.co.uk/
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She traversed the following waters: North River, New York Bay, Atlantic Ocean, English 

Channel, Adriatic Sea, Ionian Sea, Mediterranean Sea, Suez Canal, Gulf of Suez, Red Sea, 

Straits of Babel Mandeb, Gulf of Aden, Arabian Sea, Indian Ocean, Straits of Malacca, China 

Sea, Pacific Ocean, San Francisco Bay. 

– Nellie Bly's travel information is taken from her book Around the World in 72 Days. 

MY ITINERARY 6 September – 8 October 2014 

 

FRANCE:  Amiens - Nellie risked a time-guzzling deviation at the beginning of the race, 

sacrificing two nights of sleep, to accept an invitation from the author who inspired her own 

voyage. Her stopover lives on today at Maison Jules Verne. 

SRI LANKA (Ceylon):  Colombo, Kandy - A nail-biting five-day delay found Nellie 

tempering her frustration with sight-seeing trips by day and balmy evenings at grand colonial 

hotels that continue to delight guests. She made a day trip to Kandy in the island's hill 

country. 

SINGAPORE:  By the time she got to Singapore, Nellie was more than half-way around 

the globe. Here she met the monkey that would travel with her around the rest of the 

world. 

HONG KONG:  It wasn’t until she arrived in Hong Kong that Nellie discovered someone 

was racing against her. On the same day that she left from Hoboken, New Jersey, writer 

Elisabeth Bisland departed from San Francisco to circumnavigate the globe in the other 

direction.  Elisabeth was ahead.  

CHINA:  Guangzhou, (Canton) Names and places have changed significantly since Nellie 

visited Canton; but I tracked down many of the temples and other sites she saw. 

JAPAN: Yokohama, Tokyo and Kamakura. Nellie compared Japan to Eden. She loved it.  

USA: New York, Jersey City, Hoboken - By the time she’d won the race and returned to 

her home town, Nellie Bly was said to be ‘the best-known and most widely talked of young 

woman on the earth.’  It’s where she lived, worked, and launched her greatest adventure. 

  Washington DC – Where the Newseum features exhibits about Nellie Bly including the 

small satchel she carried around the world; and a 4 dimensional film about how she feigned 

insanity in a woman’s insane asylum to expose the cruelty there.  

  Apollo, Pennsylvania – Where Nellie grew up and started the journalism career that 

opened the door for female journalists around the world. I addressed the Apollo Area 

Historical Society when I was there. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.amiens.fr/vie-quotidienne/culture/maison-jules-verne/english-version/english-version.html
http://www.grandoriental.com/
http://www.grandoriental.com/
http://www.newseum.org/
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Appendix C 

RACING AROUND THE WORLD NELLIE BLY STYLE  

Travel tips based on Nellie Bly's voyage around the world 

Don’t take no for an answer 

When Nellie first introduced her idea to race around the world faster than the fictional 

Phileas Fogg in Jules Verne’s Around the World in 80 Days as a feature for the New York 

World, her editor insisted that ‘only a man’ could do it. In Nellie’s day, no-one would send a 

young woman to the far corners of the earth without a chaperone. In any case, the 

numerous trunks required by a female traveller would prevent the speedy connections 

necessary to win the race, he explained. 

Nellie told him to assign a male; but she would take her idea to another paper and win the 

race. He knew she was right…and conceded.  

Be ready to go at a moment’s notice 

Even so, Nellie’s story idea to race round the globe faster than Phileas Fogg sat on The New 

York World newspaper editor’s desk for a year.  Suddenly on 12 November 1889 Nellie was 

asked if she could start her journey ‘the day after tomorrow.” I can start this minute,” she 

said.  

Pack lightly 

Nellie took a small satchel (17.8 x 40.6 cms) and wore the same dress throughout the 

journey. 

 “One never knows the capacity of an ordinary hand satchel until dire necessity completes the 

exercise of all one’s ingenuity to reduce everything to the smallest possible compass,” she said. 

She escaped responsibilities. 

"On one occasion–in Hong Kong when I was asked to an official dinner–I regretted not having an 

evening dress with me, but the loss of that dinner was a very small matter when compared with the 

responsibilities and worries I escaped by not having a lot of trunks and boxes to look after.” 

She could have packed lighter. 

“After, experience showed me that I had taken too much, rather than too little baggage.” 

 But don’t forget your camera 

 “The only regret of my trip, and one I could never cease to deplore, was that in my hasty 

departure, I forgot to take a Kodak.”  

Take (even more) risks 

 Nellie was only eight days into the race when she received word that Jules Verne, the 

author that inspired her own voyage with his novel Around the World in 80 days, wanted to 

meet her at his home in Amiens, France. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_World
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_World
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jules_verne
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Around_the_World_in_Eighty_Days
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That would require a time-guzzling deviation threatening her success right from the start, 

not to mention two nights without sleep. She did it. 

“Before I had been many minutes in their company, they had won my everlasting respect and 

devotion,” Nellie said of Jules Verne and his wife Honorine. 

The feeling was mutual. Nellie’s visit lives on today in photos and references found in their 

home, Maison Jules Verne, now a first-rate museum attracting visitors from around the 

world. You can see where she had tea with the Vernes and view his study, just as it was 

when Nellie visited.  

Believe in humanity 

People pleaded with Nellie to carry a revolver on her travels for protection. She refused. 

 “I had such a strong belief in the world greeting me as I greeted it that I refused to arm myself.” 

When encouraged to use a cane to ‘keep off the beggars’ in Port Said, Egypt, Nellie refused 

all offers to accept one saying “a stick beats more ugliness into a person than it beats out.”  

But keep your distance 

Nellie narrowly escaped death in the South China Sea from a love-sick passenger planning to 

take her in his arms and jump overboard so they could drift away and drown ‘in peaceful 

slumber.’  

Hurry up and wait  

Nellie was delayed five days in Colombo, Ceylon (Sri Lanka). She tempered her intense 

frustration with sightseeing during the day and balmy evenings at splendid Colonial hotels. 

Lounging on the veranda at The Galle Face Hotel, Nellie reflected: 

“while listening to the music of the wave, the deep, mellow roar can drift–drift out on dreams that 

bring what life has failed to give; soothing pictures of the imagination that blot out for a moment the 

stern disappointment of reality.” 

Choose your souvenirs wisely 

Nellie acquired a monkey in Singapore that she named McGinty.  McGinty travelled half-way 

round the world with Nellie, causing nothing but chaos on board; and later in her home. 

 Make friends along the way 

“To so many people this wide world over am I indebted for kindnesses that I cannot thank them all 

individually. They form a chain around the earth,” said Nellie. “Every kind act and thought, if but an 

unuttered wish, a cheer, a tiny flower, is imbedded in my memory as one of the pleasantest things 

of my novel tour.” 

 

http://www.amiens.fr/vie-quotidienne/culture/maison-jules-verne/english-version/english-version.html
http://www.gallefacehotel.com/
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Appendix D 

IN WHICH NELLIE BLY PACKS HER BAG 

 
“If one is travelling simply for the sake of travelling, and not for the purpose of 

impressing one’s fellow passengers, the problem of baggage becomes a simple 

one.”   –– Nellie Bly, 1889 

OK Nellie, you’re on.  My rolling rucksack is slightly larger (21 by 10 inches) than your 

gripsack (16 by 7 inches). Even so it’ll be a squeeze to get everything in. But like you, I am 

determined that my baggage will not slow me down so a single piece of cabin baggage it is. 

Unlike you, I will not be travelling in the same outfit. Indeed today’s technology means I can 

pack lots more in a much smaller space. So I’ve treated myself to a mosquito-repellent 

quick-dry skirt, a whisper-light, sun-resistant travel dress and heat-wicking t-shirts. Like your 

over-sized jar of cold cream, it will be my electronic equipment that takes up the most 

space — tablet, mobile phone, chargers, adapters — and I won’t forget my camera as you 

did. The tablet is my equivalent of your ink stand, pens and pencils. 

I’m swapping three bandanas for the three veils you took. Not too worried about a tennis 

blazer or dressing gown, and my flip-flops can substitute as slippers. I’ll leave the hankies and 

ruchings (lace, muslin and other materials for trimming dresses) this time. 

Once I have ‘crushed’ everything in as you did, my reaction will likely be the same as yours: 

“Packing that bag was the most difficult undertaking of my life; there was so much to 

go into such a little space.” 

Nellie Bly's packing list:  

three veils, silk bodice, two travel caps, slippers, toiletries*,inkstand, pens*, pencils and 

paper*, sewing kit*, dressing gown, tennis blazer, flask and drinking cup, hankies and fresh 

ruchings, cold cream, undergarments* 

My packing list: 

two skirts, travel dress*, rain jacket, shorts, 4 t-shirts, khaki trousers, sewing kit*, 

toiletries*, swimsuit,  first aid kit, glasses and sunglasses, research material, tablet, mobile 

phone, camera, chargers and adapter; notebook* and pens*; running shoes, sandals, flats, flip 

flops, shawl and bandanas, undergarments* 

*the same 
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Appendix E 

FAREWELL FROM ACADIA 

 
My 19-year-old daughter Acadia, a student at the University of Winchester, is not 

thoroughly convinced by my expedition; but none-the-less wrote me a sweet farewell 

letter. She said I could share it with you.  

Dear Mummy 

Thank you for coming to see me in Winchester.  You’re leaving in 5 days!  Although I’m a 

little apprehensive about the trip and wish you were travelling first class, I am very proud 

that you are going round the world when most mummies are grey and boring and watching 

The Morning Show. So I guess you do classify as a ‘cool mummy.’ 

I am so jealous, please can we go travelling – my style — 5* hotels, spas, first class—when 

I’ve finished university? 

On your travels, remember be interested, not interesting. Unless it’s in a sealed bottle, 

don’t drink it and if it’s not from a pack, don’t smoke it. 

You don’t really tell me off unless it’s about the important things. You’ve always supported 

me, no matter how many silly and occasionally slightly immoral things I’ve done and you 

always seem to be right in the end! 

I’ll try not to stress Daddy out too much and manage my money a bit better while you are 

away. Also I’m being taught to cook by my roommates so you might have competition when 

you get back – how I’ll survive without your shrimp risotto for a month I have no idea. 

I love you lots and lots. 

Wormie (my nickname for her because she wiggles a lot and loves to read books)  
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This account was compiled during a world journey to mark the 125th anniversary of Nellie Bly's epic 

expedition. Although every precaution has been taken in its preparation, the author assumes no responsibility 

for errors or omissions. Neither is any liability assumed for damages resulting from the use of the information 

contained within. Hyperlinks in the text were correct at the time of publication. 

All quotes from Nellie Bly come from her book Around the World in 72 Days which is available at no charge 
here. The author is grateful for information shared in Eighty Days by Matthew Goodman and Nellie Bly: 
Daredevil, Reporter, Feminist by Brooke Kroeger. 

Picture credits cover: Pittsburgh Post-Gazette Archives; p5: Library of Congress, coloured by Loredana Crupi; 
p6: David Stanton;  p9: Grand Oriental Hotel; p11: Bernie Stapels; p15: New York Public Library Archives; 
p27: Alice Robbins Fox; p28: Newseum; p30: David Stanton. All other photos by author.   

   

 

A note about the author:  Rosemary J Brown MA FRGS is a journalist and adventurer. She 

has lived in Florida, Washington DC and Paris, and now resides in London with her husband 

David Stanton and daughter Acadia. Her articles have appeared in The Tampa Tribune, The 

Washington Post, The Guardian, New Internationalist, France magazine and others. She has 

worked for international development and environmental organisations including Save the 

Children UK, The Rainforest Foundation UK and Green America. She is active in 

organisations advancing human rights and social justice. 

The itinerary for my expedition celebrating the 125th anniversary of Nellie Bly's record-breaking journey around the world. 

http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/bly/world/world.html

