




Giving Thanks to a Lady Journalist 
 

 undoubtedly watch too many movies.  Worse, I’ve tended to believe too much of what I see in movies!  Or at 
least, I have tended to suppose that movies that purport to take place in a historical period have some basis in 
genuine history.  And so, I confess, a great many of my impressions of how women came to enter the world of 

journalism has been based on such images as Natalie Wood handcuffing herself to a newspaper office’s men’s 
room in The Great Race, or Diana Rigg being informed by Telly Savalas that while his male employees would be 
delighted to take her to dinner, they’d walk out of his newspaper office en masse if he offered her a job in The 
Assassination Bureau.   
 Don’t worry, I never imagined that these comedies were accurate depictions of the methods by which intrepid 
would-be lady journalists assailed the male-held bastions of the newspaper world.  However, they certainly did 
convey the impression that women didn’t begin “breaking in” to the journalism field until the 20th century.  But as 
I’ve learned from Jenny June’s article in this issue, “Thirty Years in Journalism,” that impression was far from 
accurate. 
 June’s article was published in 1886, and is the text of a talk given at “The Wednesday Morning Club” in 
Pittsfield, MA—itself a lady’s literary club that hosted a variety of noteworthy speakers and journalists, including 
Mark Twain.  It’s worth calling attention to the title: “Thirty Years in Journalism.”  June isn’t speaking about her 
experiences as a “lady journalist” in 1886.  She’s speaking of her efforts to become a journalist in 1856.   
 In fact, June (aka Jane Cunningham Croly) didn’t just write for newspapers, she even ran one for awhile.  
Over the years, she worked as a reporter and a columnist for a variety of publications—and worked hard to 
demonstrate that women reporters (of which there were quite a few even in the 1850’s) could write about more 
than fashion and society topics.  According to an article by Kristi Puchko, “June wanted to inspire women to 
change more than how they dressed. Her ‘Talks with Women’ series pushed other issues close to June’s heart, 
including success stories of accomplished women, the importance of women in the workplace, women’s access to 
education, equal pay, and their value in the home.”1 
 I’ve read a number of June’s articles from Demorest, and she doesn’t minimize the difficulties faced by a 
woman attempting to pursue a career in a male-dominated field.  Getting equal pay for equal work was never easy, 
but even in the mid-19th century, women managed to achieve that goal.  “Lady journalists” were sufficiently 
common in Victorian days that they were often featured in Victorian fiction—not as freaks or novelties, but as a 
normal part of Victorian life.  
 June’s observations on the changes she observed in American newspapers, and the changes such papers were 
bringing to American society, also ring as true today as they did in 1886. “That people read such stuff does not 
seem to me reason enough for printing it,” she says of the spread of gossip and venomous “tittle-tattle.”  “Gossips 
and slanderers find listeners, but their listeners do not respect them. Descending to trivialities and the repetition of 
them ad nauseum lowers, has already lowered, the whole tone of the newspaper press... Shall we not have a 
paper... that works upward instead of downward...?” 
 The antics of actresses in fictional movies are amusing, and I have no doubt that there were indeed female 
journalists at the turn of the century who may have shackled themselves to doors and engaged in other dramatic 
stunts to gain acceptance and recognition.  But they were not the first.  Intrepid writers like Jenny June began 
paving the way for women to become writers, journalists, columnists, and, yes, newspaper and magazine editors 
and publishers more than 160 years ago.  And so, when I choose to think about those who have helped make it 
possible for me not only to do the type of work I do today, but make it possible for me to take for granted my 
right to do that type of work, I will no longer suppose that this battle was begun in my own century.  It was 
waged, and won, much earlier than I suspect many of us imagined.  It is thanks to writers like Jenny June that 
writers like me can simply assume we have the right to be heard, and to write about anything we choose, without 
having to fight for the privilege.   
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 

                                                      
1 Kristi Puchko, “Journalist Jennie June Was ‘Having It All’ in the 19th Century,” April 14, 2015, 
http://mentalfloss.com/article/62964/journalist-jennie-june-was-having-it-all-19th-century 
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