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To Hildegard.

Who doesn’t know the beauty, kindness,

intelligence and wisdom she possesses.

But that is what makes her so

extraordinarily special.


Preface

I discovered that Egypt is a land of both mystery and magic, an exotic place where trees talk and men turn staffs into snakes, so it should not have come as such a surprise to me that death would also be mysterious in this ancient, haunted land of pyramids, mummies, and the eternal Nile...

Journal of Nellie Bly, 1889

These words were recorded by Nellie Bly, the world’s first female investigative reporter, during the race around the world she made in 1889 to beat the record of Jules Verne’s fictional hero Phileas Fogg in the novel, Around the World in 80 Days.

That journey of nearly 22,000 miles by steamship, carriage, and iron horse brought her not just into contact with exciting and exotic cultures during Victorian times, but into the intrigues of great nations at a time when ancient magic and a mysterious prophecy of the Sphinx threatened to stain the Nile red with the blood of foreigners.

While Nellie’s adventurous journey was related for the public in her book, Around the World in 72 Days, those of you who have read Nellie’s previous accounts of her investigations are aware that she also maintained a secret journal of what actually happened during her investigations, beginning with the murder and mad science she encountered when she spent ten days in a madhouse in order to get a ‘man’s’ job as a reporter.

Many readers are already familiar with the fact that the discovery of Nellie’s secret journals – found in the rubble when the old building that housed her employer, the New York World, was razed – has been the subject of both litigation and accusations that Nellie’s actual accounts were liberally altered to include murder and intrigue.

This accusation is firmly rebutted.

While it was necessary to make modest editorial corrections to the journal, the reader may once again rest assured that they may compare our truth and veracity to that attributed to that lioness of literature, Lillian Hellman, by none other than author Mary McCarthy.

THE EDITORS
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Nellie Bly

Setting out on her race around the world with a small valise


Prologue

19th Dynasty Burial Chamber

Ancient site of Tanis

Egypt, 1889

I discovered that Egypt is a land of both mystery and magic, an exotic place where trees talk and men turn staffs into snakes, so it should not have come as such a surprise that death would also be mysterious in this ancient, haunted land of pyramids, mummies, and the eternal Nile.

That I could meet a bizarre end in this strange land has not occurred to me until now as I stand, frozen, staring down at the long black snake I’ve stepped on.

I don’t dare lift my foot; I can’t even breathe; I just stand stiffly in place, the toe of my shoe pressing down on the serpent as it thrashes and tries to coil.

Darkness is closing in as a burning torch on the dirt a few feet from me fades. When the bundle of sticks burns out, there’ll be just me and the snake – in the dark.

In the dark where? This is a burial chamber, for sure. A sarcophagus is off to my right and I can make out on the wall a scene from the Egyptian Book of the Dead – an aged painting of a boat that has the head of a lion, a tail and clawed feet at the stern; aboard are wailing women, some with hands outstretched, others covering their faces – mourners for the dead.

The stone coffin, pillars and faded hieroglyphics are the only remnants of what was perhaps the magnificent tomb of some long dead pharaoh. Once filled with unimaginable treasures, it now contains nothing but dust and cobwebs; thieves have taken everything but the ghosts.

Shouting for help will do no good. No one knows I’m here except the person who imprisoned me; someone I’ve yet to put a name or face to, but who has murder in their heart, and who knows I’m trying to flush them out.

The snake’s tail whips against the side of my leg and I nearly jump out of my skin.

I have no idea what kind of snake it is, but this country is famous for its asps – deadly horned vipers and cobras. Cleopatra tested their venom on condemned prisoners to find out which killed the fastest and most painlessly before she had one bite her.

How I came to be imprisoned in an ancient tomb with one foot on a snake and the other on my own grave has me wondering how I’ve managed to offend the gods of this ancient land so quickly. A mystifying artefact of Egyptian black magic is the source of my troubles and I have been forewarned – possession of it has already caused blood to soak into the primordial dust of the Nile valley.

It is not the first time I’ve stepped into a snake pit, so to speak, but it’s never happened literally before; at times like this I wonder if there is something about me that attracts the strange and the dangerous.

My name is Nellie Bly and I’m a reporter for Mr Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World. With too much boldness for my own good, I bullied and bluffed my way into having the newspaper send me on a race around the world in which I had to beat the ‘record’ set by Phileas Fogg in Jules Verne’s novel, Around the World in 80 Days.

That it was the thirteenth day of my journey when I made landfall in Egypt should have told me that this was not an auspicious time to visit a place where priests once made people eternal with dark magic, and the land blistered under ten plagues hurtled at it by the almighty Jehovah.

The snake twists and thrashes violently, and I press harder – at least I think I do. My body is blue-cold, I can’t feel my toes, and my knee is shaking wildly as if it has a life of its own.

Did something move at the sarcophagus?

I’m sure I saw something move.

Dear God, let it be a trick of the light.

The fading torchlight is casting eerie shadows. There can’t be anything in the stone coffin, not something alive, unless it’s true that Egyptian priests could embalm in a way that preserved life indefinitely.

More snakes?

The thought of being in the dark with snakes, scorpions, spiders and God knows whatever else lurks in ancient tombs causes the shaking in my knee to work its way up to my hip and my whole body trembles. I want to cry but I can’t spare the strength and instead press down harder on the snake.

The torch flickers and hisses as if it’s burning through the last of the pitch. I have to get to it and somehow keep it going until I can find my way out of this nightmare. There has to be a door somewhere.

My knees and my courage are giving way and I keep imagining I’m letting up the pressure on the struggling serpent. I know I can’t keep this awkward stance any longer. I have to do something now before the darkness completely embraces me.

The creature underfoot thrashes violently, whipping its whole body. It starts to slip out from under my shoe and I scream as I push down on it again, my heart pounding so hard that I’m breathless and sway dizzily, almost losing my footing.

Shutting my eyes tightly, I ask God for help. I don’t think He will listen; unfortunately I’m one of those people who never talks to Him unless I’m up to my neck in alligators, but I try anyway, though I don’t think that the Good Lord would approve of my present association with the dark side of Egyptian magic.

I can’t be left blind in the darkness with a deadly snake. I need to get both feet on the snake and jump up and down until I’m sure it can’t harm me, then get to the torch before it dies.

I start to bring up my other foot up as I look down.

It’s gone.

The snake has slipped out from under my foot.

Mortified, I can’t move, can’t breathe. It could strike at any second.

Mother of God, how did I get myself into this mess? Ancient curses, magic amulets, esoteric mysteries from the Egyptian Book of the Dead, murder and fanaticism; it’s all madly peculiar for a young woman from Cochran’s Mills, Pennsylvania, population exactly 504.

As the darkness closes in on me and my breathing takes on the hoarse rasp of a death rattle, I ask myself what I could have done differently when I decided to flush out a killer in a land blessed by the sun and damned by ancient curses.


PART ONE

DAY 13

I shall now speak at greater length of Egypt, as it contains more wonders than any other land, and is preeminent above all countries in the world for works that can hardly be described.

Herodotus (450 BC)
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Port Saïd, Egypt

27 November 1889

Thirteen days after I leave New York, the Victoria, the ship that will see me all the way to Ceylon in the Indian Ocean, anchors in the bay at Port Saïd, the gateway to the Suez Canal. The bay is too shallow for large ships to reach the docks and they must lie out and be fed coal for the boiler by coolies on barges.

My effort to beat the eighty-days-around-the-world record of Jules Verne’s Phileas Fogg has progressed nicely. By carriage, train and ship – the Victoria being the third ship to convey me – I have put over 5,000 miles under my feet.

Particularly gratifying is that my membership in the female gender has not in the least delayed or otherwise hindered my travels. Mr Pulitzer had planned to send a newspaper man on the assignment because he believed the race too dangerous and strenuous for a mere woman.* But more about that later.

When I hear the anchor chain clanging I dress to go out on deck and get my first sight of the ancient land by dawn’s early light.

As I step out of my cabin, a man down the corridor is closing the door of his room behind him. He gives me a studied look as if to judge whether I have come out because of him, then turns away without a ‘good morning’ and hurries to the companionway that leads to the outside deck.

He’s dressed rather peculiar for a passenger, his attire looks more like the work clothes of a sailor, and he’s carrying a small sea bag not unlike those I’ve seen sailors tote. Most unusual about his clothing is that the pants are a little too long, the shirt a bit too roomy, looking to me as though they are borrowed or bought on short notice.

He is an intense-looking gentleman, perhaps close to thirty years old, to whom I’ve offered a ‘good day’ a couple of times in the passageway since I boarded at Brindisi two days ago, but have had hardly a nod in return. He takes his meals in his cabin and appears very preoccupied with his own private affairs, so much so that he forgets common courtesies; a man on a mission, the boys back in the newsroom would say. Caught up with his own importance, I’d say.

If he asked, I would tell him that he’d have more success keeping his own affairs from public scrutiny if he acted less like a nervous squirrel hiding nuts.

Out on deck, the last lingering moments of night along with a fine mist hanging in the air make my first impression of Egypt not the golden land of the eternal sun, but the gloomy outline of a dark city, with a line of buildings along the shore appearing as a great serpentine beast with humps that has lain down along the water’s edge.

No gaslights glow in windows or on street lamps, nor is there the tell-tale bounce of carriage lamps that one expects in a city. By crossing the Mediterranean, I have left behind the world of the modern conveniences of steam-powered engines and Mr Edison’s newfangled electric lights, and stepped into a land that has changed little over the centuries.

A chant coming from a tall, slender tower silhouetted against the breaking dawn reminds me that I have arrived in the Islamic world. It is a call to prayer made by a muezzin from a balcony near the top of a minaret that rises next to the domed roof of a mosque. Neither spoken nor sung, the summons to face Mecca and pray is strange to my ear, a mournful wail like a plea to Allah for mercy and bounty in a harsh, dangerous world.

I spot the peculiar passenger from my corridor and realize why he’s dressed in work clothes – he’s standing on a small wooden platform being lowered to a rowing boat below. He must be in a hurry not to have waited for the accommodation ladder, a gangplank that will be placed on the side of the ship later to assist passengers in boarding shore boats. Is urgent business, perhaps even a family emergency speeding his exit from the ship?

A movement at the railing on the deck above catches my eye. Someone, a man I think, but I’m not sure because the individual is wrapped in a hooded overcoat, is at the rail, watching the passenger being rowed ashore.

My neighbour at least is entertainment on an otherwise dark and gloomy morn.

When the call to prayer ends, a violent gust of wind blows from shore, buffeting the ship and creating an eerie murmuring in the rigging.

‘The poisoned wind, the A-rabs call it,’ a crewman says as he passes by. He pauses and catches my eye. ‘They say it comes out of the desert to blow us foreigners back to where we came from, and there’s plenty in Port Saïd who believe it. Don’t go ashore without a good man’s protection, miss.’

A passenger slipping ashore under cover of darkness, a watcher in the night, a wind full of menace?

I return to my cabin to get ready for an excursion ashore, wondering what other curious things await me in the uncanny land of the Nile.
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The night before we anchored, Herr Von Reich, a gentleman from Vienna, invited me to join him on an excursion to the city’s native bazaar on our first day in Port Saïd. There, he assures me, I will find the mysterious and unimaginable, along with everything under the sun to buy, from rings to rugs and ‘Even a camel if the captain will let you bring it aboard.’

Accompanying us will be Lord and Lady Warton, a British couple who have business ties with Von Reich, an engineer and inventor who once worked in Egypt.

There are sounds of discord when I go to meet my companions at the accommodation ladder. Arab boatmen below are shoving and shouting at each other in a mad haste to be the rowing boat closest to the platform that passengers step off at the bottom of the stairway.

Von Reich grins down at the chaos. ‘We need only one boat and there are six warring to serve us. Lord Warton and I will clear the way with our canes. You ladies should keep your umbrellas handy.’

Both men carry Penang lawyers, thick walking sticks with bulbous, leaded heads.

As I follow the two men down the nearly vertical narrow stairway on the side of the ship, Lady Warton, coming behind me, says, ‘You’ll find that a sharp blow from a cudgel is the language these natives best understand.’

I glance back, nearly losing my footing, and gasp instead of making a retort. Having been formally introduced to the woman only last night, and in light of their generous acceptance of my presence, it would be ill-mannered of me to point out that a stick beats more ugliness into a person than it ever beats out.

The steep stairway sways and scrapes against the side of the ship and I hold on tight, wishing I wasn’t wearing the long dress that far increases the risk that I will take a neck-breaking tumble. For sure, it was an inconsiderate man who made up the rule that only men can wear pants.

At the bottom platform I bite my lip as the canes swing right and left to drive back all but one boat. Lady Warton lashes out at a grabbing hand with her umbrella, but I have no intention of using mine in such a rude manner against fellow human beings. It’s obvious that rowing passengers ashore is the only way these boatmen have of earning their bread, and it’s a small loaf at that.

Forced to leave high school due to a heart condition, then living hand to mouth as a factory girl until the age of eighteen my sympathies lie with the poor wretches.*

Von Reich and Lord Warton board a boat to assist us ladies and I step aside so Lady Warton can go on first. Swells lift the platform and I step back, reaching for the support of the railing, when a boatman on the other side grabs my arm and I am literally dragged into his rocking boat. It happens so quickly I only get out a ‘Well!’ after I’m seated.

Von Reich shouts, ‘We’ll see you on shore, Nellie,’ and I give a brave little laugh and hold onto the sides of the boat for dear life, finding myself a prisoner of four Arab rowers who are naked except for loincloths.

This is an adventure, I tell myself, a mantra I repeat when it appears I am going to hell in a handbasket and have no control over the situation.

I smile at the man who dragged me aboard. ‘Get me to shore dry and I shall be very grateful.’

He unleashes a long statement in Arabic and I just smile and nod. I have no clue as to what he is saying, but I am sure he understands and is agreeable to my needs. I wish I could tell him how sorry I am that my companions found it necessary to administer the cane so freely and lavishly, and that I marvel at their stubborn persistence even while cringing under the blows.

I am reflecting upon the unkind attitude I heard expressed aboard the Victoria by Europeans and Americans about people of less fortunate nations, when I realize the rowers have stopped rowing and we are rising and rocking in swells a hundred feet from shore.

The man I spoke to gives me a nasty smirk, holds out his hand and says in perfect English, ‘More money or you swim.’

I stare at him – gape at him – thoughts and emotions convulsing in my head like the shifting patterns of a kaleidoscope. Manhandled, kidnapped, and now I’m threatened and blackmailed by people I sympathize with.

Rising in the unsteady boat, I raise my umbrella and tell the ungrateful devil, ‘Get me to shore!’
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Safely ensconced in an open carriage with my companions as the sun’s oppressive heat beats down on us, we make our way down a narrow, unpaved Port Saïd roadway alive with people and animals, the swirl of dust, and noise from every quarter – a street symphony punctuated by the braying of donkeys, the shouts of street vendors and the glee of children.

Two- and three-storey buildings with large enclosed balconies projecting far enough to shade the crowded passages below shoulder both sides of the street. Made of wood tarnished by time, the balcony windows are latticed with lovely Eastern motifs.

My companions busy themselves talking about the strategic importance of the Suez Canal, and while the uncommon sights, sounds and smells make Lady Warton’s nose wrinkle, I smile in wonder as a cloud of pigeons on a terrace above take wing as a black-veiled woman walks among them like a magician releasing an entire flock.

We pass a train of camels carrying firewood, kicking up dust on an old man sitting cross-legged on the curb, years of hardship etched on his face, loaves of flatbread for sale lined up on newspapers beside him. A fat merchant wearing a red Turkish fez and straddling a small donkey clutches a metal box tightly to his chest as a fierce Saracen with a wicked-looking curved sword clears the way in front of him.

The streets are alive and the people have a strange flavour to me: servants – slaves, Von Reich says, despite the pretence of slavery being illegal – get up from sleeping on the ground outside their employers’ houses and go inside to work; men and women are clothed from head to foot in long, loose-fitting cloak-like garments. Girls without veils and women with their faces hidden go to a nearby well to draw water and carry it back in clay pots balanced on their heads; a little boy leads a cow with a rope from house to house, milking the cow into jars brought out by householders. The milk boy carries a stuffed toy calf to fool the cow into giving milk.

‘Would a cow really believe a stuffed toy is her child?’ I ask Von Reich, our expert on everything Egyptian.

‘Perhaps not in America, but in Egypt, who knows? In this strange land, where it is said that the Sphinx rises on moonless nights and runs across the desert like a jackal, and mummies dead thousands of years rise from their tombs, the unexplainable is not always unimaginable.’

We rumble past a line of men balancing bulging goatskin bags on wood poles across their shoulders.

‘Public water carriers,’ Von Reich says.

Their bodies are skeletal, as if the hot desert sun had melted away all their flesh except for a layer of skin as rough as papyrus. Though they’re not in shackles, they remind me of a chain gang. ‘How do they survive such hard work in this brutal heat?’

‘Necessity.’

My companions for the day appear to be strange bedfellows not only to me, but to each other. The Viennese inventor is relaxed and amiable, displaying plenty of bonhomie, while the British peer and his wife appear aloof, standoffish to the point of snobbishness, but I suppose they have a common ground in business. Von Reich has told me he is traveling with the Wartons to Hong Kong and on to Washington, D. C. on a business matter concerning an explosive he has patented.

The Austrian introduced himself to me while I was walking on deck the first morning at sea after we left Italy.

A dapper gentleman with well-cut clothes, Von Reich is broad-built with a closely shaved head and a gold monocle which looked custom-manufactured to fit comfortably and securely in his right eye. His flamboyant moustache with its long curved ends resembling the handlebars of a bicycle defies gravity with the help of a generous application of wax. His whole appearance is very much in vogue with men of wealth and position – and those who imitate such models of success. It always amazes me what great lengths men go to in order to portray a certain look – and they say women are vain.

After Von Reich made several overtures on board towards me in his blunt, central European manner – approaches that my mother would have deemed cheeky – I amused myself by asking him if Frau Von Reich would be joining him en route.

After assuring me rather stiffly, ‘Frau Von Reich is faithfully awaiting my return,’ he broke out laughing and told me that the only frau in his family is his mother.

He certainly is a handsome figure of a man, but an onboard flirtation is not in the stars for me. As I tell myself each morning, I have rivers to cross, mountains to climb, castle walls to storm, dragons to fight... and in this case, pulling a man along would slow me down.

After I refused an invitation of a walk on the deck and some liquid refreshment afterwards, his ardour cooled significantly.

However, when he told me he was going with friends to the bazaar, I boldly hinted that I would be delighted to join him. It was cheeky of me, indeed, but I am cabling my experiences back to New York and it will provide local colour.

Kids swarm across the street, causing our carriage to stop. A cyclist wearing an Arabian robe with a closely drawn hood quickly swerves to avoid them. His front wheel catches in a pothole and both man and bicycle go down hard.

‘I hope he’s okay,’ I blurt out.

‘What does it matter if one of these lazy natives is bruised?’ Lady Warton asks.

Charming woman. Her husband refers to her as Eleanor, but she is Lady Warton to me. Eleanor is much too sweet for the woman’s sour personality.

As the cyclist gets up, his hood slips down to show the side of his brown face, but oddly enough a flash of pale white skin above the boot on his right leg is also exposed. Rather than the sandals that the Egyptians prefer for their hot climate, the cyclist’s footwear appears to be the same type of brown boots I’ve seen on British soldiers.

Brown face, white legs, army boots. How odd is that?

I start to share the observation with my companions when a racket erupts that sounds like the hounds of hell have broken out of their cage.

‘Good gracious!’ Lady Warton snaps. ‘What is that horrid noise?’

‘Hopefully it’s not trouble with the Mahdi,’ Von Reich says.

‘What’s the Mahdi?’ I ask.

‘A fanatical group who have unleashed a jihad, a holy war, to drive the British and other Europeans from Egypt and kill Egyptians who consort with them. The name actually refers to a Muslim messiah, a Christ-like figure who will return to Earth during the End Days to rid the world of evil.’

I recall reading about the movement. ‘Are they the fanatics who defeated a British army several years ago?’

‘Actually, it was a British general leading an Egyptian army that was overwhelmed by vastly superior forces. Cutting off the head of Chinese Gordon, the general, and mounting it on a pike fired the movement. If the self-proclaimed Mahdi had not died of typhus, he may well have continued down the Nile, driving Europeans and the Egyptians who tolerate them into the sea.’

‘Is there any danger to tourists?’

‘There have been incidents of violence against foreigners, but we will be safe.’ He pats his chest near his heart. ‘Lord Warton and I are armed.’

Wonderful. After battling rowing boat pirates who threatened to cast me into the sea, I have been dropped into a hornet’s nest of murderous terrorists.

‘The Egypt government’s rather ineffective, isn’t it?’ I ask. ‘Under British control?’

‘Yes, the government went broke and couldn’t pay its debts, but the real interest of other nations isn’t Egypt herself, but the Suez Canal. The country that controls it can put an economic stranglehold over other countries.’

‘Britannica rules the seas,’ Lord Warton says, ‘and that little ditch scratched into the sand is a strategic route to India and the Far East.’

A mounted company of Egyptian cavalrymen with British officers trots by, heading in the direction of the noise.

‘What do you think is going on?’ I ask Von Reich.

‘Noise can mean a celebration or trouble. This sounds like trouble.’

‘Our troops can handle any situation,’ Lord Warton says.

I didn’t point out to him that the troops were Egyptian; only the officers were British.

The clamour grows louder and our carriage-driver pulls off the road as a large crowd of men come up the street repeating the same shouted phrase. The Arabic words mean nothing to me, but its violent tone is similar to one I once heard from a mob that had gathered after strike-breakers left union men dead, and it frightens me.

A squad of foot soldiers led by a British sergeant double-times smartly into place near us and our male companions leave us to speak to the noncommissioned officer as the crowd gets closer.

Perhaps a hundred men are in the crowd, no women, though a number of children are prancing along. Most of the men are wearing the djellabah, a loose-fitting hooded robe that is the universal male attire here unless one is working in the water or at the beach.

It doesn’t strike me as an organized demonstration, at least not in the sense of people in a parade, but more of a crowd that was sparked into action spontaneously.

Egyptian horse soldiers with British officers, perhaps the ones we saw earlier, are in single file on both sides of the advancing crowd, acting rather like cowboys herding cattle.

Time to return to the ship, I think. However, too inhibited to show a yellow streak, I keep this thought to myself as our gentlemen return with the British sergeant.

‘Sergeant O’Malley says we will be safe this close to his troops,’ Lord Warton tells us.

The sergeant touches the rim of his pith helmet with his fingertip in greeting. ‘Don’t worry, ladies, we won’t let the rabble get out of hand.’

‘What are they shouting about?’ I ask.

‘The Father of Terror,’ Von Reich replies.

‘The Father of Terror?’

‘That’s correct, madam,’ the sergeant says. ‘That’s what they call the Sphinx. Seems a tree told them that the Sphinx was going to get up from where it’s squatting at Giza next to the pyramids to drive us demon foreigners from Egypt.’

It occurs to me that the cyclist I saw might be a British spy on the lookout for troublemakers.

Sergeant O’Malley busies himself lining up his men to assist in crowd control while our driver gets our carriage off to the side of the road.

‘Trees talking!’ scoffs Lady Warton, sounding personally offended, as if they were talking behind her back. ‘What will these ignorant people imagine next?’

She appears wedded to hats with netted veils and wears them even on the ship. I assume she has facial blemishes she doesn’t want to share with the world, or that she wishes to protect her skin from the sun.

Something about my expression causes the woman to direct her ire at me. ‘Young woman, I suppose you believe in talking trees.’

I smile sweetly. ‘Well, I was thinking that not far from here God spoke to Moses from a burning bush and commanded him to lead his people from Egypt.’

Von Reich doesn’t say a word, but it is easy to see that his jaws are clamped tight to keep a laugh from erupting.
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