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To Junius Podrug,
my mentor and incredible friend,
whose name should be above mine...
This book is in honour of you.


PREFACE

Journal of Nellie Bly
Paris, 27 October 1889

‘I’ve never feared any man as much as I fear the man in black. His is an evil that seeks blood in the darkest places of gaslit streets and forgotten alleys. The Alchemist, is how I’ve come to think of him...’

Until the discovery of the manuscript containing this passage, the personal journal kept by Nellie Bly, the world’s first female investigative reporter, about her activities in Paris during the 1889 World Fair had been kept secret. The French government decided that knowledge of gruesome deeds and a diabolical plan should die with her and others who shared her secrets: Jules Verne, the creator of science fiction, the wonderfully flamboyant and witty Oscar Wilde, and Louis Pasteur, the great microbe hunter who battled deadly creatures invisible to the naked eye.

We are confident that once readers are acquainted with the contents of this journal, they will appreciate the reason for the secrecy and why these revelations could not be published in the participants’ lifetimes.

While the editors of this work wish first and foremost to protect the reputation of Nellie Bly against the baseless accusations that she was not entirely candid about the grave events that took place in Paris over a hundred years ago, we are also forced to counter accusations that we have in some manner ‘concocted’ this tale from Nellie’s previous writings and a liberal use of historical facts.

As the ensuing litigation over the ownership of the journal revealed, our contention is that it was found in a metal box by a construction worker during the 1955 demolition of the building that had housed the New York World, the newspaper that had employed Nellie Bly. Not realizing its historical value, the finder placed the handwritten journal in his attic, where it apparently stayed until it was discovered at a neighbourhood rummage sale last year.

After purchasing it for a very nominal sum, we had the handwriting verified as Nellie’s own by a world renowned expert.

The editors admit to having made modest corrections to the manuscript before submitting it for publication (as her own editor said, Nellie’s grammar was rocky), but we want the reader to 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


1

Paris, 27 October 1889

I’ve never feared any man as much as I fear the man in black. His is an evil that seeks blood in the darkest places of gaslit streets and forgotten alleys. The Alchemist, is how I’ve come to think of him – like a medieval chemist trying to turn lead into gold or seeking the elixir of life, he has a passion for the dark side of knowledge, mixing murder and madness with science. What purpose he has for the broth he’s brewing I’ve yet to discover, but in an age where many young doctors are following the footsteps of Dr Pasteur in searching for benefits to mankind in their laboratories, a man who uses his microscope to concoct evil... well, I fear his ambitions are of the most preternatural sort.

My name is Nellie Bly, though it isn’t my birth name. I had to adopt a pen name because the common wisdom is that newspaper reporting is no job for a lady. As an investigative reporter for Mr Pulitzer’s New York World, I’ve chased many strange tales and written of things that seared my soul, but on this night I’m questioning my own sanity as I set out to track a killer in Montmartre, a notorious hillside overlooking Paris.

Through intuition, a little information, and perhaps a great deal of imprudence, I’ve followed his gruesome deeds from New York to London and now Montmartre – the hillside Parisians call ‘La Butte’, noted for artists and poets and its Jezebel streets, where men buy empty shouts of pleasure and women lose the shine on their souls.

As a carriage carries me down dark cobblestone streets on my hunt for a madman, I can’t help but worry about the task I’ve set out for myself. No matter how hard I try to find good sense in my plan, nothing comes to mind. Thinking about what I may face tonight gives me the shivers. ‘A goose walked over your grave,’ my mother always said whenever I got cold chills. Not a pleasant thought on this gloomy evening.

Streets wet from an earlier drizzle glisten where the sallow glow from gaslights reach. Now the night air tastes damp as a fine grey mist falls.

Had Mr Dickens written about Paris today, he would no doubt have found that this is not the best, but the worst of times. The City of Light is racked with attacks by anarchists out to destroy civilized government, while a deadly pestilence sweeps in from the East, striking down people like the Grim Reaper wielding his bloody scythe.

With the city besieged by a plague of violence and sickness, no one will listen to my warning that another evil stalks the city. I am left with no other choice but to go out alone to bring the beast to bay.

The German doctor. That’s what we called him at the madhouse on Blackwell’s Island because of his accent and clothes, although we knew nothing about his background or nationality. What I do know is that he’s evil, a depraved monster lusting for the blood of women.

Since his preferred victims are prostitutes, I’ve dressed the part.

I boldly bought from a Montmartre streetwalker a jaded black dress that plunges immodestly at the neck, with the hemline a scandalous six inches above my naked ankles. Despite a vigorous washing, it still bears the scent of cheap rosewater. A wool shawl, trashy red lipstick and a vulgar swish that would erupt fire and brimstone in a Baptist minister complete my costume. Having donned many disguises – from ballet dancer to elephant trainer, servant girl and thief – I pride myself on authenticity.

I’ve learned a great deal about the Alchemist since my first encounter with him in New York. For a time I thought he was simply a rabid beast who murdered women for satanic pleasures, but now I believe his acts of madness cloak a diabolical plan and the test-tubes and microscopes in his laboratory play a sinister role.

My carriage pulls to a stop at the destination I gave the driver. The time has come to test my plan – along with my courage and resolve.

The cabbie has a lumpish face devoid of sensibility. He leers at me and does a vulgar half-whistle click sound with his lips and teeth as he takes my money. ‘Good hunting, Mademoiselle.’

He thinks I’m a streetwalker. Good. I’ve passed the first test and this gives me a bit more confidence, but as I step down from the carriage I find myself praying for my nerves to hold.

I’m in an area I’ve gauged the man in black will be hunting for his prey. Normally the street would be filled with people, but because of a fall carnival at Place Blanche, I’m walking up a deserted street. The damp chill closes in on me and I pull my shawl snugger.

Paris is an ancient, urbane city with graceful, curving streets and wide boulevards, but its bastard child Montmartre is a cranky old woman with bulges and lumps; streets are narrow and crowded with small shops, sidewalk cafés and the cheap hovels of artists and writers. Roads accommodating carriages stop halfway up the hillside, then blend into a maze of narrow alleys and stairwells shaded with moss-covered weeping willows and clusters of creeping vines.

Nothing about Montmartre is considered respectable by decent society; the immorality and depravities of its bohemian inhabitants is a scandal known throughout the world. Its reputation is further tarnished by the crimes and social ills of the marquis, an area of dank shacks in which the phrase ‘unwashed masses’ is not a literary allegory but a description of the inhabitants.

Paris is spread out below. Mr Edison’s newfangled electric street-lights line the main boulevards, while the pale yellow glow of gas-lamps is on lesser streets. The heart of the city is ablaze with the sparkle from the magnificent World’s Fair, celebrating the centennial of the French Revolution. The marvels of nature and technology from around the world are on display, including an entire North African village, an amazing horseless carriage that operates on gasoline, and an electric submarine like Jules Verne’s Nautilus, which can plunge hundreds of feet beneath the sea. Buffalo Bill is even there to thrill visitors with his Wild West show.

The most stunning and controversial monument of the fair – Mr Eiffel’s thousand-foot, gangling steel tower – is the tallest man-made structure on Earth, twice as tall as the Great Pyramid at Giza. The nation’s art community fought bitterly to stop the tower being built, calling the crossbars of steel a betrayal of French art and history, scornfully dubbing it the Tower of Babel. Construction was approved only because the tower would stand for a limited time and then be dismantled.

I wish I was at the fair right now, safely ensconced in the gay crowds rather than trudging down a dark and lonely street in an area that carries more social taint than even San Francisco’s infamous Barbary Coast.

I’m told that Montmartre received its name because some sixteen centuries ago St Denis got his head chopped off at the foot of the hill. The saintly Denis picked his head up off the ground and carried it to the top of the hill, inspiring the name Mons Martyrum, Mount of Martyrs. For centuries the district was a rustic village with windmills that ground flour for the bread of Paris. But Paris finally grew out to the Butte and the hill became part of the city.

As the old windmills stopped grinding flour and awoke to find in their stead cabarets and dance halls featuring lewd jokes and scandalous cancan girls, artists and poets, bohemians with their long hair, rebellious minds and shameless attitudes about sex, abandoned the Latin Quarter for this little village with its grand views and low rent.

My ruminations about the Butte and my feet come to an abrupt halt when a man wearing black steps out of a doorway twenty paces in front of me and stops beneath the glow of a street lamp. I pretend to be interested in a store window display in which the storekeeper has left an oil lamp burning to advertise his stock of lamps. I brought a Chinese fan to hide my features and use it now to cover most of my face.

My body goes cold to the bone as I observe the man out of the corner of my eye. ‘My God,’ I whisper. It isn’t possible that the very man I’m hunting would suddenly appear in front of me.

Too scared to run back down the dark street I came up, I freeze in place as he lights a cigarette. I can make out shaggy, dark hair sticking out below an unfashionable box hat, baggy trousers and a long, cheaply tailored frock-coat.

Even though the clothing isn’t exactly the same as the man I tangled with in New York, it all adds up to the same impression: a poor Eastern European immigrant fresh off the boat onto Ellis Island.

He turns to look directly at me, revealing a beard and heavy, round, gold-framed eyeglasses.

I reach into my pocket and finger a rubber bladder of acid. Besides my police whistle, I’ve armed myself with an unusual weapon I learned about from prostitutes in the slums of Mexico City. They have a small, palm-size rubber bladder filled with hot pepper and their urine to spray into the eyes of men who get too rough. Modesty forbids me from using my bodily fluid and instead I filled the flask with plumber’s acid obtained from a maid at my hotel.

The man in black turns and walks in the opposite direction.

Beyond him I can see the lights of Place Blanche. Keeping my panic in check, I follow slowly, thankful that he’s heading for the celebration at the square.

Thoughts whirl in my head like ghosts in an attic. Could I have actually found him? It seems impossible that I travelled thousands of miles, spent a week in Paris trying to track him down, only to have him suddenly appear in front of me.

As I near Place Blanche, the night glows with bright lights and gay people. Time has rolled back the curtain of centuries, ancient cemeteries have yielded up their dead and living ghosts pack all the cafés as costumed revellers crowd the square.

The recently opened Moulin Rouge is ablaze with crimson lanterns on windmill blades that turn in imitation of the old flour mills. Cafés and cabarets lining the square are dizzy with merrymakers. Happy shouts, sparkling laughter and a bewildering kaleidoscope of people in strange costumes greet me.

As I follow the man in black, a Roman senator wearing a bedsheet for a robe and a crown of laurel, crosses my path. Queen Victoria strolls by, in white lace and black wool. Not only is the queen taller and broader than her pictures, but ‘she’ has the beard and impish grin of a bohemian poet. Charlemagne has escaped his statue in front of Notre-Dame and strolls along with a golden crown and breastplate and an enormous goblet of wine in his hand. He’s surrounded by prancing cocottes, those particularly French tarts, dressed as forest nymphs – or undressed, I should say, since they have less on than off. All this to electrifying cancan music and the cheers of men surrounding women showing their lace as they kick up their heels.

The nation’s president told the city that merrymaking is most important this year because of the doom and gloom created by terrorist bombs and the deadly influenza. Indeed, his personal awareness of the city’s plight must be all the greater since there was an attempt to assassinate him on the eve of the grand opening of the World’s Fair.1

I try to get a better look at the man in black as I follow him through the maze of merrymakers. His gold-framed glasses have a red tint. I don’t recall a tint to the German doctor’s lenses. And his bushy hair and beard are longer and more unkempt than I remember.

Still, I think it’s him... or am I fooling myself into seeing what I want to see? After all, the preference of men everywhere is for beards or moustaches. One significant difference in appearance is obvious: he wears a red scarf, the mark of a radical and revolutionary. However, this begs a question: if he’s trying to hide his identity, why bring attention to his political allegiances in such an obvious way? The answer, of course, is that this is Montmartre, not New York. Wearing the colour of a radical is no more a fashion statement on the Butte than wearing a watch on a gold chain is on Wall Street.

He stops and turns around, appearing to look for someone. Avoiding eye contact, I pretend to be interested in a ragged young woman holding a black cat while she sings a sad song about life on the streets.


At night I stroll along the Seine

In the moonlight.

I take men under the bridge

And sell my love for a few sous.

When there’s not enough to eat,

I bite my lip and keep on walking,

down the lonely street.2



I’ve been given the opportunity to be his proposed victim, but my courage wavers. I have to remind myself I didn’t come all this way to be a coward. That said, I muster my courage and turn to give him my harlot’s smile, but he’s already moved away. The girl singing the song of sorrow speaks to me as I start to follow him.

‘Here.’ She takes money out of the bonnet that holds the alms she has collected. ‘Take this and don’t sell your body tonight.’

I smile my thanks as I rush away, warmed by her charity. I have found that people who have endured hardship seem so much more willing to share their worldly goods than those who have spent their lives in well-padded nests.

Dodging around musketeers in gay red uniforms and plumed hats, I keep my eye on the man in black. What a strange place to be shadowing a killer – surrounded by the profane and the grotesque: Socrates with his mug of hemlock, a headless Marie Antoinette arm in arm with a black-masked executioner carrying her head, Heloise and Abelard holding hands, two round balls hanging from a string around the latter’s neck, my own good breeding refusing to speculate on the symbolism of the balls.

A drunk dressed as an Elizabethan nobleman gropes me and I roughly knock away his offending hands. I’m not a big woman but as a small-town girl with six brothers, I learned early to put up my dukes to a masher.

‘Slut!’ His voice is British.

I quickly move away from the fool, using my Chinese fan to hide a smile of pleasure. In my hometown if a man used that kind of language on a lady, he would be horsewhipped. But on this night in Paris the insult pleases me, for it confirms my disguise is working.

Shouting breaks out to my right and a champagne bottle flies at a wagon that’s being drawn into the square by a team of horses. Men and women on the flatbed of the wagon yell:



‘Give us bread!

Give us freedom!

Death to those who deny bread and freedom to the people!’



They wear the red scarves of radicals. From the words and the curses hollered back from the crowd, it’s obvious they’re anarchists urging violence to gain a better life.

The words strike home with me. My days as a factory girl were marked by strikes, injuries to workers, and lay-offs. I don’t like to think about what happens to families when factories close and workers are turned out into the streets. Losing one’s job ultimately has one consequence: desperation. Oftentimes, starvation sets in.3

In these bad times, the ranks of the anarchists have swollen. Their aim is to destroy organized government by terrorizing the public with bombs and eliminating the country’s leaders by assassination, believing that if organized governments are abolished, the people will rule themselves in a utopian society.

While my heart goes out to the workers, I don’t condone violence. And I can see that these anarchists are deliberately appealing to the wrong crowd. The merrymakers are not unemployed factory workers who retch at the sight of their hungry children, but bourgeoisie who enjoy meat and a bottle of wine at every meal. The radicals are obviously here not to enlighten, but to stir up trouble.

Stepping back to avoid a collision with a very tall, thin man walking on stilts, I bump into a fat Indian maharaja and my fan is knocked out of my hand.

As I bend over to pick it up something pokes me in the derriere.

1 A second attempt didn’t fail. President Carnot was murdered by an anarchist in 1894. President McKinley of the United States, Czar Alexander of Russia, Empress Elizabeth of Austria, King Umberto of Italy, Prime Minister Canalejas of Spain, King George I of Greece, and countless others were also assassinated by anarchists. The Editors.

2 This is a song by Aristide Bruant, Montmartre’s poet-songster. The Editors.

3 Poverty, hunger and the rights of workers were subjects Nellie was particularly sensitive about. Besides many news stories showing the plight of the poor, she dramatized it in fiction. In a poignant scene in her novel, The Mystery of Central Park, when her heroine visits the morgue, she sees the body of a streetcar driver who, out of work during a strike, killed himself because his family was starving. The Editors.
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I freeze in place, stunned. The intruding object is removed as I straighten up to the sound of laughing behind me.

With the fan hiding my features, I turn around.

The man with a British accent who called me a slut grins as he holds the offending cane. His three companions, all dressed in Elizabethan costume, find his insult to me amusing. With their generous paunches, the foursome look rather like caricatures of Shakespearean actors.

Rage explodes in me and I shake like Mount Vesuvius ready to erupt. Had I a dagger I would have plunged it into his heart.

‘She should roger us all!’ one of my assailant’s friends bellows.

My assailant’s short jacket falls to the waistline of his tights. His private parts rudely bulge. I stare at the swelling as I struggle to keep my anger from exploding.

A woman steps between us and grabs the arm of my assailant.

‘Mi’lord! Choose me, Mi’lord.’ She is a real prostitute – sadly one who has said goodbye to innocence long before. She speaks the words in English, probably the only ones she knows in that language, like most of the street girls here. ‘Mi’lord’ is a street name for any man from across La Manche.

With an unkind hand, my assailant pushes her aside and steps closer to me.

‘I’ll give you ten francs for the four of us.’

His friends howl with laugher.

I stand rooted in place, confused. I’ve been in many terrible situations, fought off drunks and turned the tables on pimps, but I’ve never been touched offensively before.

Swaying drunkenly like a ship at sea, he moves so close I can smell whisky on his sour breath. For a second I see the cruel man my widowed mother married, a drunken scoundrel who beat her and dealt lewdly with personal matters before us children.

‘Did you hear me? Ten francs for the four of us.’

His friends double over with laugher.

The devil grips my heart and I edge closer to him, the fan still in front of my face. With trembling lips, I ask, ‘Do you want to get hot, Monsieur?’

‘Yes, yes.’ He moans and smacks his lips.

I squeeze the rubber flask of acid onto his bulging male parts.

Wide-eyed, he stares down at the wet stain between his legs.

‘Bitch!’ He reaches for me and I quickly step away as he bounces off Attila the Hun. I dodge and dart through the crowd with his wails of agony erupting behind me – the acid has seeped into his private parts. The hotel maid assured me that the acid is painful but not permanently disfiguring, but at this point I hope his private parts are scorched.

Damn him. I fear I’ve lost my man in black.

Then I spot him moving through the mass of people. He stops and looks to three prostitutes standing next to the wall of a cabaret and gestures to the woman in the middle. As she hurries towards him, it’s easy to see she’s a real streetwalker – she has that tart’s swish that only a true prostitute possesses. The poor woman has not a clue that the price will include her life.

Wondering what I should do, I watch them walk away. If I had evidence that a policeman would accept, I’d have him arrested on the spot.

Cleopatra with a live snake around her neck steps in front of me, blocking my path. Nubian slaves, looking suspiciously like Frenchmen in bootblack, follow behind her. Hopping up and down to keep my quarry in sight, I struggle through the throng, wishing I were six feet tall instead of five feet one.

They move towards the Moulin Rouge. He turns and looks in my direction and I feel that goose walk over my grave again.

Slipping into a group of men watching two women doing the cancan, I pretend to watch, but keep an eye on the man in black and the prostitute who have stopped to watch tumblers perform.

The dancers lift their legs high with a froth of petticoats and swirling lace as the men cheer. It quickly becomes clear to me that not only are the women showing bare legs, but they are completely naked under their petticoats.

Really! Women showing their private parts when a man should only be privileged to see a little lace above the ankle. And men! It always amazes me how grown men transform into young boys experiencing the rush of puberty when they see a bit of flesh on women other than their wives.

The man and the prostitue enter the Bal du Moulin Rouge and I shoot across the circle, breaking through the other side and hurry towards the dance hall, puzzled by their destination. Why would he want to take her into the busiest cabaret in Montmartre? The establishment has only been open a few weeks, but the daring cancan show put on by Monsieur Zidler is already the talk of Paris. It’s hardly the place for a murderous rendezvous with a prostitute.

As I quicken my pace towards the Moulin Rouge, I let the rubber flask slip to the ground. It is empty and I don’t want it on my person if the police start rounding up street girls to find out who burned an Englishman with acid.

Music, shouting and a blast of body heat assault me as I enter the cavernous ballroom. Good Lord, it’s the size of a railroad station, perhaps two hundred feet long and half that in width. In the centre is a dance floor, flanked by two storeys of alcoves with tables.

Off to the right an orchestra plays frantically, filling the vast hall with pounding music. Thor couldn’t make more noise with his thunderous hammer than the orchestra performing this Jacques Offenbach tune with the ferocity of a Dakota war dance. Slide trombones, bass drums, cymbals – what bedlam!

Out on the dance floor, two women and a tall, thin man are doing the cancan with rubber legs, performing splits and kicks that defy gravity and anatomy.

From a hanging banner I quickly grasp that the music hall has been taken over by art students from the Latin Quarter for a ball celebrating the autumn harvest. Harvest of what, I don’t know, but the decadent art students of Paris don’t need much of an excuse to drink and have fun. With their long scraggly hair, silly hats, pointed beards and three-foot-long tobacco pipes, the students give the city character. Debating Life, Love and Liberty and plotting revolutions while sipping café noir in boulevard cafés, students are the pets of the city, tolerated as long as the revolutions they plan never progress farther than a café table.

The man in black moves towards the end of the hall with the prostitute behind him. I’m still baffled... why would he come into this huge dance hall? Certainly he doesn’t plan to murder the woman to the tune of the cancan. And the red scarf still bothers me. Am I pursuing the wrong man? Is he just a café radical planning to have pleasure with a tart? I never got a good look at the man’s face when he tried to kill me in New York.

As I follow, barnyard doors to the right suddenly fly open and cheers fill the hall as a stunning parade enters. Leading the procession is Montezuma, followed by Aztec warriors, a dozen strong, dressed in bright feathered capes and headdresses in brilliant greens, reds and yellows. The warriors are carrying a platform on which four buxom women, scantily clad, lie on their backs with their feet holding up a small, round tabletop. Standing on the tabletop is a well-proportioned woman who is stark naked except for a turquoise band around her forehead.

Shouting threatens to blow off the roof. I gather that the naked woman has been elected queen of artists’ models for the carnival. She should get an award just for keeping her balance.

To these students who paint nudes as part of their learning, I’m sure flesh is not equated with sin, but I find it a little disconcerting to be in the midst of hundreds of drunken students shouting about a naked woman.

A student paws me and I knock away his hands.

The killer and his chosen lamb reach the rear door and I hurry to intercept with no thought as to what I will do or say after stopping them. Running is impossible in the crowded dance hall and they vanish through a door before I reach them.

Undecided as to what my next move must be, I stare at the closed door as if it will give me an answer. What danger might I find behind it? Is he waiting for me, knife in hand?

I can forget about attracting the attention of anyone in the music hall. The men are completely out of their minds with crazed delight, hailing their new queen. The puny police whistle around my neck wouldn’t be heard five feet away. And if I did manage to gain their attention, what would I tell them? Exclaim in my poor French that I’m an American detective reporter who, after encountering a maniac while I was a patient in a New York insane asylum, followed him to Paris?

I grab a champagne bottle from a table where men are on their feet yelling toasts to the naked queen and her ladies – I could have cut off their beards and they wouldn’t have noticed.

Opening the door, I peer out to a patio that appears big enough to hold a small orchestra. It is filled with tables and an enormous replica of an elephant, but is dark, cold and deserted. Beyond is an alley shrouded by fog and darkness.

I can’t shake my heart’s conviction that I’m following the right man and that the poor woman is in mortal danger. Steeling myself, I prop open the door with the bottle and hurry across the patio.

As I stare at the alley, trying to make out whether I see two people or whether they’re just figments of my overworked imagination, I hear something behind me and spin around to see a waiter holding my champagne bottle as he shuts my door to safety.

Running back, I try the handle. Locked! Banging on it does no good; it remains closed.

Staring at the fog-shrouded alley, I pull my shawl tighter to keep out the chill, but in truth it’s not the night air that’s making my blood run cold.

Too much of a coincidence.

I should have known. It’s too convenient that the man I am searching for suddenly appears purely by chance. I’d be a fool to think otherwise. Obviously he’s found out that I’ve been in Paris hunting for him.

It’s no accident that I find myself alone in a dark place.

The hunter has become the hunted.

It’s a long way from Cochran Falls, I think as I step into the lonely night. That’s my hometown: Cochran Falls, Pennsylvania, population exactly 504. The little town was given my father’s name after he built a mill on the river nearby, turning the sleepy town into a thriving community.

Elizabeth Cochran is my birth name, though my family calls me Pink because of my mother’s preference for dressing me in that colour when I was little. My father passed away when I was six, leaving our family in a bad state of finances. Unable to finish high school, I lived with my mother and worked as a factory girl, making half the wage of the men working beside me.

Defending working women is how this all started. It began with a newspaper article that criticized women who earned their daily bread.

After that I was committed to a madhouse in New York...
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