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“Her Very Handwriting Looks as if
She Owned the Earth”

Elizabeth Jordan and Editorial Power

june howard

In her autobiography Three Rousing Cheers, published in 1938 when
she was seventy-three, Elizabeth Garver Jordan wrote: “I have been
pianiste, reporter, newspaper editor, magazine editor, public speaker,
playwright, dramatic critic, and novelist”—humorously adding, “which
helps to explain why | have never done any one thing superlatively well.
I even took a hand in the moving-picture game. But these different
activities have given me an interesting life and a lot of those ‘vital human
experiences’ clubwomen love to discuss.” As this passage suggests,
Jordan deserves our attention not because of any single accomplishment
or literary work but because of her creative participation in the crafting
of a new kind of life for women.

Among the many roles that Elizabeth Jordan played, the one
that she embraced most enthusiastically—and the one that most fully
expresses her distinct contribution to this new womanhood—was the
role of editor. In her autobiography, and in her papers at the New York
Public Library, the years 1900-13 when she was editor of Harper’s Bazar
(as it was then spelled) emerge as a key period in her life, certainly the
most fully documented period. She played other sorts of editorial roles
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as well. She was a book editor for Harper and Brothers for many years,
edited a memoir by women’s movement leader Anna Howard Shaw,
and is now best known for her editing of two composite novels (that is,
round robins in which each chapter is written by a different author).
The first of those, The Whole Family, appeared serially in the Bazar in
1907 and 1908, during her editorship; the second, The Sturdy Oak (1917),
was a fundraiser on behalf of the campaign for woman suffrage.

My research on Jordan began with The Whole Family.? In the
course of that work | came to see her as constantly engaged in syncre-
tism, constantly in practice bringing together values and practices that
in the abstract seem opposed. She never rejects tradition and she never
stops innovating; she is an unabashed individualist who is devoted to
her family and friends and endlessly collaborative; she is a reverent ad-
mirer of high culture and always at work selling it, along with other, less
elevated commodities. One of the two strands in this essay is a sketch of
Elizabeth Jordan’s biography, which is well preserved in the historical
record but not very well known. | want to see this formidably energetic
and creative woman restored to view. The other strand begins with her
syncretism; it is an analysis of how the role of editor enables Jordan to
maneuver among the intricately linked oppositions that structure mod-
ern understandings of “society.” Distinctions like public and private, or
commerce and culture, do not indicate separate spaces so much as they
organize mental maps (and thus have material effects). Jordan consis-
tently crosses and combines them, remapping spheres to make room
for the professional woman. | describe my work on The Whole Family
as a “microhistory”—by which I mean that it focuses very closely on a
specific, small historical moment, but sees it as a site where large forces
intersect. As the Italian historian Giovanni Levi puts it, to understand
the simple act of buying a loaf of bread one must study the world’s grain
markets.® This brief essay cannot deliver a microhistory, of course,
but the informing background of my discussion is that broad. I think
Miss Jordan would have loved being on that big stage. She would have
thought it quite right to take a bow not only as her own extraordinary
self but also as a representative of a social movement and a historical
moment—a participant in an enormous collaboration.

Elizabeth Jordan was born, in 1865, into a prosperous Catholic
family in Milwaukee. She was educated—and this was important to
her—at the Convent of Notre Dame in that city. The story of Eliza-
beth Jordan as a woman in print begins there, both because she began
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writing as a schoolgirl and because one of her early successes as a writer
was the May lIverson series, set in a convent boarding school. These sto-
ries show female friendship as constantly mediated by the girls’ reading
and writing. As Jordan later wrote of herself, when she graduated at the
age of seventeen what she wanted was to enter the convent as a novice
and eventually become a nun. Her mother wanted her to continue her
musical studies in Europe and eventually become a concert pianist. The
compromise that her father worked out was for her to go into newspaper
work, with an eye to pursuing another of her passions: literature.

Jordan started her career in journalism in an exceedingly femi-
nine role: the humorist and journalist George Peck was a family friend,
and her father secured her a position editing a new woman’s page for
Peck’s Sun in Milwaukee. Jordan writes, “‘Sunshine,” Mr. Peck insisted
on calling the department; and he wrote a flowery introduction for it
which conveyed the impression that | would personally supply light and
warmth to the universe. | myself was not a sentimentalist. It is a miracle
that the stuff I had to carry in ‘Sunshine’ did not permanently destroy
my interest in newspaper work” (14). Feminist scholars have come to
appreciate the importance of such discourse—but this was not the kind
of serious journalism Jordan had in mind. Her father found her another
local position, this time in an office, and she wrote occasionally for the
Chicago Tribune and submitted articles to magazines. Soon, however,
while ostensibly on holiday in the East, she interviewed for and won a
position on Joseph Pulitzer’s World in New York City.

Almost three decades of scholarship have shown us that, as a
woman attempting a career in journalism, Jordan was adventurous but
certainly not alone. By the time she arrived in New York in 1890, the
field was populated enough that she could define herself not only against
sunshine-spreaders but also against stunt journalism like that of Nellie
Bly, who had preceded her at the World.* Her autobiography makes it
clear, however, that she was quite willing to play the lady when it gave
her an edge in the competitive arena of journalism. Nor did she hesitate,
either from fear or from the suspicion that it was not serious journalism,
to spend the night in a “haunted” house and write about the experi-
ence. In her early days, like many another fledgling journalist, Jordan
was given trivial, frustrating assignments; in fact, her first exclusive story
came when she was in exile doing articles about resort hotels on Long
Island for the World’s Brooklyn edition. President Benjamin Harrison
and his family, including “Baby McKee,” a five-year-old-grandson who
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was the current darling of the press, came to vacation on Cape May,
New Jersey. All reporters had been excluded from this elite, familial
scene, until Jordan’s combination of class privilege, confident profes-
sionalism, and personal warmth—aided, she admits, by some lucky tim-
ing—turned the key, and gained her a chance to watch Baby McKee’s
first swim in the Atlantic and to chat informally with Mrs. Harrison.
This “beat,” and her ability to write an account intimate enough to
please her editor without making the Harrisons feel their privacy had
been violated, earned her a raise and better assignments from that day
on.

Jordan writes, in Three Rousing Cheers, that it was fortunate her
mother had visited during her Long Island excursions and carried away
an unrealistically pleasant image of newspaper work—for Jordan soon
became “a daily frequenter of the Tombs, of Bellevue Hospital . . . , of
the Police Courts and the city prisons.” In her series “True Stories of
the News” she researched the facts behind minor news items and wrote
them up as if they were fiction. These half-page special articles, mod-
eled on a Parisian innovation, contributed to the development of the
“human interest” feature story and presaged the development of liter-
ary journalism.®

Throughout her work, in fact, Jordan meshed literature and
journalism very closely. Her first published book, a collection titled Tales
of the City Room, portrays a group of women journalists as they make
choices that define their gendered professional identities. She wrote
its ten linked stories in the city room of the World on Wednesday and
Thursday nights, where she was supervising the reporters and artists
who were producing the material for the Sunday supplement: she sat
there waiting for their copy and put the time to use writing fiction. Sev-
eral of her tales turn on tensions between an ethic of connection and
more skeptical, self-interested attitudes—one, specifically on a conflict
between loyalty to another woman and the imperative to get the story.
Jordan’s autobiographical character Ruth Herrick chooses not to print
the fact that an abused wife acquitted of her husband’s murder had ad-
mitted her guilt in a private interview—which, over Jordan’s protests,
was interpreted as indicating that Lizzie Borden had confessed to her.
In fiction and her autobiography Jordan portrays it as a challenge to
lose her “convent manner” and blend successfully into a workplace in
which men swore constantly, yet remain completely respectable. Jordan
even writes about sexual harassment, most openly in a final volume of
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the May lverson series in which May becomes a journalist. By her own
account, Jordan did find a way to be both a lady and a good fellow.

In New York, at Pulitzer’s World during the period of its enor-
mous success, Jordan was in the very center of “progressive publishing.”
The fact that she chose this career, as well as her pride in it, manifests
the prestige that the role of the reporter had recently acquired; and
her pride in the long hours she worked reflects the ethos of energy that
characterized the emerging profession. This was—in a phrase from a
memoir by one of the Harpers—*"“everybody’s busy day.”® Not only by
her own account but by other people’s as well, Jordan delighted in that
atmosphere, and flourished in it. In Ladies of the Press: The Story of WWomen
in Journalism by an Insider (1936), Ishbel Ross wrote: “Miss Jordan used
to bedazzle the compositors by showing up in immaculate shirt-waists
and slinging type with an experienced hand. When everyone else was
sweating and in a state of collapse from heat and overwork, Miss Jordan
would look completely self-possessed. . . . [She] was never bothered with
minor women'’s page assignments, but combined the best features of the
stunt age with sound writing. She tested the accommodations of jails
and asylums, rode an engine cab, interviewed social leaders and covered
the news of the town. She traveled through the mountains of Virginia
and Tennessee on horseback, fording rivers, climbing gorges, forcing
her way through thick forest, her only companion a Negro guide. She
visited a lonely mining camp in the mountains, in which no woman had
ever set foot. Armed with a Spanish stiletto she explored the camps of
the moonshiners and did a series for the Sunday World that was copied
widely.”” The sort of writing Jordan did—not merely reporting the
news but actively developing stories—was also characteristic of the in-
novative journalism of her era. In Ross’s words one hears, as well, the
racial, class, and regional hierarchies that Jordan operated within and
the prejudices she actively endorsed.

The novelist Gertrude Atherton, who met Jordan during the
1890s and encouraged her ambitions in fiction, wrote: “Elizabeth Jor-
dan, then the star woman reporter on the World, interviewed me . . .,
and what she and other girl reporters told me of their vicissitudes and
mortifications convinced me that this stratum of woman’s endeavor was
not for me. Miss Jordan had a masterful personality, and a Juno-like
beauty that would give any girl confidence—she could hold her own;
for that matter she was soon elevated to the editorship of the Woman’s
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Page; but all those other girls who told me their woes disappeared in a
few years, worn out, body and soul.””®

Atherton’s concise verbal portrait captures vividly the impres-
sion Jordan seems to have made on people. She was a sizable woman of
great energy and self-confidence. Alice Brown actually used the nick-
name “Juno” in their correspondence. (The letters, preserved like the
others | quote here in the New York Library, are undated but come
from late in their lives.) In one she addressed her friend as “dear Ju-
noesque Juno,” in another, as “Queen Bess.” On one occasion Brown
wrote to Jordan, “It was very heartening to see Elizabeth’s envelope
even, because her very handwriting looks as if she owned the earth,
and one feels that all is well” (Jordan papers, Box 1, File 11, undated
letter). Margaret Deland wrote to Jordan from Bermuda in 1920: “My
dear what have you been doing? Flying about on the snow and wind to
lunches + dinners + theatres + opera? Yes, | know you have. Nothing
keeps you at home. Are you blooming + magnificent as always? Ah! My
Elizabeth how I wish you were here. Have you written two new books +
a thousand articles?” (Box 1, File 21, letter dated April 24).

The moment in 1900 when Jordan moved from the World to
Harper’s is very important in both strands of my story.® She had told her
parents when she left Milwaukee that she would be editor of Harper’s
Bazar or St. Nicholas or the Youth’s Companion within ten years, and indeed
she made it—as she says in Three Rousing Cheers—"with hardly a day to
spare”. She felt she had “died and gone to heaven”—~but, she also wrote,
“I had my hours of fellow-feeling for the little girl whose mother had
promised her heaven, and who, dazed by the effulgence of the picture
drawn, wistfully asked if she could occasionally pass a Saturday after-
noon with her little friends in hell. | had been living in an atmosphere
where the news of the world broke over me like pounding breakers. The
contrast of the academic calm of Harper’s sometimes depressed me”
(171).

What had happened was that Harper’s, the bastion of genteel
publishing, had gotten into financial difficulties, had taken loans from
J. P. Morgan, and eventually went bankrupt. As William Dean How-
ells later remarked, “It was as if | had read that the government of the
United States had failed.” As a result, Harper’s modernized abruptly
under the leadership of Morgan’s representative, George Harvey.!
Elizabeth Jordan was part of that process. Her autobiography contains
some wonderful stories about the stress of the transition, and there is
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equally interesting material in her unpublished correspondence. She
writes in Three Rousing Cheers about the man in charge of the technical side
of the art department who confided that she made him “noivous”—but
she doesn’t say that she also made William Dean Howells nervous, and
she clearly did. Jordan saved even unimportant letters that prestigious
authors like Howells wrote her, so we have a full record of his annoy-
ance over being rushed to get proof back to her quickly, and his fear
that she was going to act like exactly what she had been—a newspaper
editor—and cut or edit his work without his approval.

At the same time, however, there is evidence in the correspon-
dence that her connections with other women eased the transition
between different publishing styles. Jordan was only the third editor of
Harper's Bazar: Mary Booth edited it from its founding in 1867 until 1889,
Margaret Sangster for the next ten years. Sangster was supplanted by
Jordan when Harvey took over, but she wrote a series of warmly sup-
portive notes to Jordan, expressing affection and confidence, and prais-
ing the new issues as they came out. Jordan managed to have her cake
and eat it too—she was part of an aggressive, masculine, modernizing
movement in publishing, but at the same time she embraced and was
embraced by a nurturing women’s community. Jordan represents her-
self—and the correspondence suggests that she was accepted as—the
loving daughter of an older generation of literary women and activists.
There is a warm letter from Susan B. Anthony dated from the very
month Jordan took over as editor, saying that although she gets asked for
photographs constantly she is sending some, because she loves to “help
the cause along even by allowing my homely face at best—but still more
0 in newspaper cuts—to be shaddowed [sic]—+ especially am I will-
ing that it should be seen in Harpers Bazaar—whose first editor—Mary
L. Booth—I knew so well—and loved + honored so much—" (Jordan
papers, Box 1, File 1).

Jordan was very proud of the fact that she knew so many promi-
nent American women; Three Rousing Cheers asserts that she knew “most
of them more or less intimately” (330). She writes with great affection
and admiration about leaders of the women’s movement such as Fran-
ces Willard and Anna Howard Shaw, and the story of her collaboration
with the latter occupies an entire chapter of the autobiography.t Jordan
considered Shaw “a born talker and probably the best woman speaker
America ever had,” but both knew she wrote badly (332). She needed
to work with a skilled editor if her experiences as a pioneer in western
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Michigan in the 1860s, and as a pioneer for women in the ministry, in
medicine, and in the suffrage movement were to be recorded—and,
not incidentally, to be published by Harper’s. Jordan failed to persuade
Shaw to accept her assistance until Dr. Shaw’s busy schedule was sud-
denly interrupted by a broken leg. With characteristic humor, at once
self-aggrandizing and self-mocking, Jordan writes that she “hardly
gave her time to have the bones of her ankle set before | hurried up
to the McAlpin Hotel, where she was stopping, to take up again the
matter of that book” (330). Shaw disliked wasting time just as much as
Jordan did, so every morning for three weeks Jordan and her secretary
Charlotte Lambrecht came to the hotel. Jordan asked questions, Shaw
talked, Lambrecht took the reminiscences down in shorthand, and they
“laughed and cried with her; we were tense with interest during every
hour” (333). Later Lambrecht typed up her notes and rearranged them
in something like chronological order for Jordan, who created an out-
line, wrote the narrative, and read it, chapter by chapter, to Shaw for
her approval. The memoir was published serially in Metropolitan Maga-
zine and then in book form in 1915 by Harper’s as The Story of a Pioneer.
Shaw is listed as the author, but “with the collaboration of Elizabeth
Jordan” also appears on the title page.

Of course, another name for this kind of editing is ghostwriting.
That practice can be seen as a thoroughly commercial, perhaps even
slightly disreputable practice that undermines our habitual reverence
for individual authorship. Yet as described by Jordan, the production
of the volume seems a remarkable exercise of recollection and candor
on the one side, and of empathy and editorial craft on the other. Jordan
wanted to convey her friend’s spirit—to keep herself out of the book,
which she knew was no easy matter when she was listening so passion-
ately that she felt “as if I had lived her life with her” (333). Jordan praises
both the other collaborators while making it clear that she herself de-
serves considerable credit for the book’s success; she writes that Shaw
“had been wonderful during her own telling of the tale—extraordinarily
open-minded, always willing to follow leads and suggestions,” but that
she “was even more wonderful” during the reading: “From start to fin-
ish . . . she never interrupted it; and at the end she never suggested a
change except a correction of some name or date. This seems too good
to be true; but it is true, and it forms a unique record in collaboration”
(334). On the commercial side of the arrangement, she frankly reports
that both she and Shaw were paid generously for the serial, but that she
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“voluntarily and unnecessarily” (331) turned over all her royalties from
the book to Shaw. As so often, Jordan manages to mesh two appar-
ently contradictory positions: she is a self-supporting professional, and
she earns something from the project, but her account also altruistically
serves Shaw, the women’s movement, and the reading public at large.

Jordan’s narrative emphasizes her intimacy with Shaw, and
she reports with visible pleasure that Shaw used the language of kin-
ship to talk about their collaboration, always referring to the book as
“*our child’ (336). The very basis of their connection is that they are
both “public women.” As Carroll Smith-Rosenberg has shown, politi-
cally radical New Women did not reject the loving female world and the
female-guided family, but “wove the traditional ways of their mothers
into the heart of their brave new world.”*? Jordan takes on the role of
loving friend or daughter, inducing the hard-working Shaw to attend
the theater, concerts, even the occasional vaudeville performance with
her—which, again mixing the vocabularies of public and private, she
describes as making herself “a committee of one” to bring new pleasures
into Shaw’s life. She interweaves family rhetoric with individualism,
demonstrating pride in a degree of personal freedom (not only from the
conventional family but from the political obligations that enmeshed
Shaw) that even this “pioneer” for women’s rights admires and im-
plicitly compares to a man’s. “One evening when we had seen a good
play, and were sailing airily into the dressing-room of its distinguished
woman star, Dr. Shaw said to me smilingly but almost enviously, ‘What
an independent cuss you are!’” (335). Here Jordan performs a similarly
syncretic operation on behalf of an unnamed actress—the vocabulary
of celebrity merges with that of high-cultural prestige, so the “star” is
“distinguished.” Jordan edits together family and citizenship, intimacy
and publicity.

In a recent historical monograph, Margaret Finnegan argues
that activist women of the early twentieth century appropriated the
emerging strategies of consumer culture; suffrage, she tells us, was sold.
Suffragists “incorporated modern methods of advertising, publicity,
mass merchandising, and mass entertainment into their fight for voting
rights. They adopted commercial standards of design and display. They
equated consumer rights with consumer desire.”*® In the process they
entered into a dialogue that alters the terms in which we understand
gender, politics—and shopping. The Sturdy Oak, the composite novel
about the New York suffrage campaign of 1916-17 that Jordan edited,
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certainly manifests this creative process. Both its content and its pro-
ceeds supported the movement.

The front of Finnegan’s book is a clipping she found in Susan
B. Anthony’s papers: a drawing of suffragists on a train, titled “Cam-
paign Literature.” On their way to a convention, carrying signs pro-
claiming “Votes for Women,” these ladies are eagerly reading fashion
magazines, among them—its title prominently visible—the Bazar.
The image, as Finnegan suggests, pokes fun at suffragists by implying
an incongruity between their claim to political participation and their
frivolous interest in clothing. Yet it also quite literally represents these
privileged women laying claim to public space, implicitly pointing to the
concomitant transformation of politics itself that was under way. The
resonance of the image is deepened further when we note how Harper’s
Bazar itself represents a melding of cultivation and consumption. From
the time of its first editor, Mary Booth, and certainly in Jordan’s day, it
was very much engaged with high culture and public affairs. This is to
some degree still true for the Hearst-owned Bazaar later in the twentieth
century—Carmel Snow, the magazine’s celebrity editor during the
1940s and 1950s, famously described her reader as a “well-dressed
woman” with a “well-dressed mind.” (In the November 2001 issue,
the new editor, Glenda Bailey, placed herself in the magazine’s distin-
guished editorial tradition by invoking that very quotation.)

A related syncretism, | have suggested, is visible throughout
Elizabeth Jordan’s career. She constantly uses the rhetoric of the family
to refer not only to women’s networks but to all her close friends and
her workplace community as well. She composed an elective family, a
household consisting of two other women and an adopted daughter, as
well as (for many years) her own biological mother. She wrote of her
“best man friend” John a Becket: “During the first year of our acquain-
tance | had assured him | would be the mother he needed so sorely.
He was much older than | but he accepted the relation, and called me
‘Mother’ to his last day. He always addressed my mother as ‘Grandma,’
and my ‘adopted sisters’ . . . as ‘Aunt Harriet’ and ‘Aunt Martha.” He
became knight errant to the family” (146). Jordan joined Harper and
Brothers exactly at the moment—and exactly because—it ceased to be
a family business, yet she wholeheartedly embraced Harper’s as a home
and its staff as a family.

Jordan’s years as part of the Harper establishment put her in a
powerful position as a cultural broker. She was by most accounts a very
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successful editor, seamlessly merging the commercial and the cultivated,
the fashionable and the domestic, the dashing and the didactic. Marga-
ret Deland wrote to her on one occasion: “l am convinced that you
edit the Bazar for a missionary purpose, the encouragement of authors!”
(Jordan papers, Box 2, File 4). That is, however, not the only perspective
preserved in the correspondence. There are some painful letters from
Mary Austin, who had hoped Jordan would negotiate an arrangement
that would allow her to publish exclusively with Harper’s in return for
some financial stability. She was not satisfied with what Jordan offered
her—and she found Jordan unsympathetic and overbearing. Austin
particularly resented Jordan’s interference with what she considered her
artistic autonomy on something like the title of a piece. Here, as else-
where, | have tended to emphasize here what we might call the utopian
dimension of editing—the way in which it can allow human agents to
work together in a common project that both fulfills them and pushes
them beyond themselves. That is not always the way editorial power
works; Austin sees it, instead, as gatekeeping. The moment of creative
syncretism in the early twentieth century when Jordan edits the Bazar
may be the exception rather than the rule.

Let me close with another critical view, from late in Jordan’s life
when the political situation—in terms of suffrage and much else—had
changed profoundly. Susan B. Anthony’s niece, who shared her name,
apparently sent Jordan a manuscript to comment on—and was not
pleased with the response she received. The archives preserve a letter,
dated 1939, that opens with this rebuke: “Your letter and my manu-
script came this morning—and thank you very much for the criticism.
I am amazed at your interpretation of Aunt Susan’s very words and
speeches as Communist. Because, Miss Jordan, every word that | quote
Aunt Susan as saying in the prologue is taken directly from some speech,
article or book that she wrote. If her words coincide with those of the
Communist then far from turning in her grave at the coincidence—she
would be the first to leap up and say—"Why, | thought of that way back
in the middle of the nineteenth century’” (Jordan papers, Box 1, File
1). This disagreement suggests the limits of Jordan’s syncretism: some
positions are too radical to be assimilated. It reminds us, too, of the
complexity of the task of translating opinions across eras. What inter-
ests me most about the exchange, however, is the way Susan Anthony
imagines her aunt undaunted by the accusation that she held dangerous
views—in fact, to be proud of her prescience. She implies that what
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matters first, if not most, is continued relevance: in effect, being in print.
I imagine the other women whose words are woven into this essay nod-
ding in agreement.

My title (taken from Alice Brown'’s letter, quoted earlier) evokes
both the exclusionary and the democratic dimensions of Elizabeth
Garver Jordan’s writing as if she “owned the earth.” Contemplated at
length, the phrase suggests class privilege and colonial domination—
which are indeed the historical conditions of Jordan’s self-assertion. At
the same time it figures Jordan’s refusal to accept any restriction of her
sphere. Her syncretism tracks across public and private, individualism
and family, to create a distinctively female version of the writer and edi-
tor. Her transformative labor helped make the category that frames this

volume—*"*women in print”—available to us.
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