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The goddess who changed the face of Hollywood.



















[image: image]

Unpretentious, natural, and completely at home in front of the camera.

















Introduction


On a Saturday in March 1993, a radiant Lena Horne entered the famous MGM recording soundstage. She hadn’t stepped on the lot since 1956, when she had filmed a musical sequence for Meet Me in Las Vegas. Now she had returned to Hollywood to shoot a segment for the third in MGM’s big anthology series, That’s Entertainment! III, a compilation of dazzling performances from the studio’s illustrious history. Watching her with admiration and a sense of awe was a lineup of starry-eyed technicians, grips, and hair and makeup people as well as the director, the camera-operator, and their assistants. By her side was MGM’s master hairstylist, Sydney Guilaroff. Among the journalists who covered the event were Robert Osborne, then a columnist for the Hollywood Reporter, and Liz Smith, then a syndicated columnist with New York Newsday. There to take pictures was Roddy McDowall.


For Lena Horne, it was a bittersweet experience. In the 1940s, she had been MGM’s Black Beauty in Residence, signed to a seven-year contract, and she emerged as the first Black woman in Hollywood history to be fully glamorized and promoted. MGM had taken care to find the right makeup for her; to light her in the best way; to maintain an image for her as a beautiful, sensual, yet untouchable Black movie goddess. The studio had steadfastly refused to cast her in maid roles, which had been the standard procedure for handling most Black actresses in the movie capital. But Lena Horne’s discontent, with Hollywood in general and with MGM in particular was evident in her commentary for That’s Entertainment! III. “I have many memories here, good and bad. At that time, they didn’t quite know what to do with me—a Black performer—so I usually just came on, sang a song, and made a quick exit,” she recalled. “In 1946 I played the role of Julie in an excerpt from Show Boat in Till the Clouds Roll By. I was being considered for the part for the 1951 version of Show Boat. But the Production Code Office had banned interracial romance on the screen. So the studio gave the part to my good friend Ava Gardner, and she was wonderful in it.” But not playing the role of Julie in Show Boat had been one of Lena Horne’s great professional disappointments, and that no doubt marked her final disenchantment with Hollywood.
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Filming the sequence for That’s Entertainment! III. As always, the center of a flurry of attention.


Lena Horne: Goddess Reclaimed tells the tale of Lena Horne’s extraordinary life and career, both her pre- and post-MGM experiences, with my commentary based on archival material, interviews, family histories, and much more. But also significantly, her story is told through an array of some of the most striking photographs ever taken of the star, some rarely or never previously published. She has very much been one of Hollywood’s great unacknowledged goddesses. Though many books have appeared over the years chronicling in photos the lives of such stars as Elizabeth Taylor, Marilyn Monroe, Ava Gardner, Vivien Leigh among others, until now, no photo-filled history has been published about Lena.


While various people in this book make repeated references to Lena Horne’s beauty, it has to be noted that, for Hollywood, Horne’s celebrated looks conformed to an “acceptable” Western beauty standard: the “sharp” or Caucasian features; the light brown coloring or the café au lait complexion, which was the term used to describe her in the past; and the silky, straight hair. Not until later years in the twentieth century and the early twenty-first was Hollywood ready to acknowledge, appreciate, and celebrate a non-Western standard such as that of Cicely Tyson and Lupita Nyong’o. In the 1960s so startling was Tyson—with her dark skin, her magnetic eyes, her natural hairstyle, and her sculpted face as well as her self-pride—that she can be credited with making the nation redefine its beauty standards. Lena Horne as well as other celebrated beauties of the twentieth century recognized this fact. And that should be neither ignored nor overlooked. Nonetheless, even with acceptance of Horne’s beauty, the movie industry still viewed her coloring as a drawback to casting her in leading roles opposite the industry’s great male stars. Of course, mere beauty on screen never has the impact that one might think. Always, if beauty is to be perceived as beauty, there has to be a spark—some incandescent luminance—within a star that accompanies any physical attributes. Lena Horne clearly had that incandescence.


This is not the first time I’ve written about her. In my book Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and Bucks: An Interpretive History of Blacks in American Films, I examined her image in Hollywood movies. In Brown Sugar: Over One Hundred Years of America’s Black Female Superstars, I explored the ties between her career and life and those of previous women of entertainment, from Josephine Baker to Billie Holiday, Dorothy Dandridge, Diana Ross, and Whitney Houston. And notably in Bright Boulevards, Bold Dreams: The Story of Black Hollywood, I wrote about Lena’s experiences when she first came to the West Coast from the East, the way she lived, the people she socialized with, and the frustrations she endured with the studio system.


Lena Horne: Goddess Reclaimed has given me the opportunity to explore these and many other themes and issues in her life. Here, the commentary and visuals chart her lonely childhood through her early years as a chorus girl at the Cotton Club and then her first flush of success as a singer at the very progressive New York nightclub Café Society, right up to her smash success on Broadway in Lena Horne: The Lady and Her Music in 1981.


In my commentary I partly used as my guidepost Horne’s 1965 autobiography, Lena, written by her with Richard Schickel. It’s an informative book that recounts the experiences that shaped her, but as with any memoir by a star, Lena does not tell everything. More about Horne’s early and later experiences is found in two books written by her daughter, Gail Lumet Buckley: The Hornes: An American Family and The Black Calhouns: From Civil War to Civil Rights with One African American Family. Other sources proved important in recording her life, too. Over the years while working on one book or another, I interviewed a number of performers and artists who knew or worked with her professionally—and whose observations were often fascinating and illuminating. I remember distinctly when I interviewed director Andrew Stone about his work with Dorothy Dandridge on The Decks Ran Red, we also discussed his direction of Stormy Weather. Without my prompting him, Stone went out of his way to comment on Lena, saying he could never understand why she had referred to him as cold “as the rock-bound coast of Maine” in her autobiography. He tried hard that day to explain himself and what had transpired when he directed her. When I interviewed MGM’s great hairstylist Sydney Guilaroff, I was one of the first writers, if not the first, with whom he discussed the problems Lena encountered in MGM’s hairdressing department until he stepped in. At a film festival in France, I met the veteran African American filmmaker Carlton Moss, who surprised me with his highly perceptive stories about Black performers in Hollywood. At that time, I did not know that he worked with Lena Horne on a memoir, published in 1950, titled In Person: Lena Horne. Having opened up to Moss and Helen Arstein about her professional and personal disappointments, Horne was angered and felt betrayed by the book. It appeared at a terrible time for her—the same year that she found herself listed in Red Channels, the anticommunist publication that led to the downfall of many in the entertainment industry. In Person: Lena Horne, however, has a ring of truth, and I sometimes found it useful in piecing together key elements in her life.


I’ve also drawn on a treasure trove of archival material, including hundreds of articles and interviews with those who knew her—sometimes close friends, other times significant professional associates: the great arranger/composer/vocal coach Phil Moore, who had been so important to the careers of Horne and Dorothy Dandridge; Geri Nicholas Branton, that shrewd and brilliant observer of the social/political scenes of both Black and white Hollywood; Sydney Guilaroff; Robert Osborne; Fayard Nicholas; Harold Nicholas; Harold Jovien; Vivian Dandridge; Carlton Moss; Lennie Bluett; Avanelle Harris; Tony Nicholas; Maggie Hathaway; Juliette Ball; Etta Jones; Isabel Washington Powell; Bobby Short; and that other brilliant observer, actress/writer Fredi Washington.


Throughout the process of writing Lena Horne: Goddess Reclaimed, I had a rewarding and rich experience searching for and then selecting the visual images that worked best in charting and chronicling the experiences of her extraordinary life. The photographs are a telling part of the story—and often they impart powerful covert messages. Throughout, I have often thought of my impressions of Lena Horne on the two occasions when I met her. Constantly examining and re-examining her life experiences, always seeking to understand herself, the star struck me as a far more complicated woman than most may have realized. The first time I met her I was enthralled. She was a great star who hadn’t lost her “common touch.” She still wanted to communicate and somehow share her vast experiences in a personal and dynamic way. The second time I was again enthralled, but I realized there was something indefinable about her. She was a luminous, compelling mystery. Unlocking the doors to her identity has been energizing and revelatory. Her magnetism cannot be overstated. Her journey, as you’ll see, was an arduous one. It’s been significant for me to bring Lena Horne from behind the shadows, to reveal that she still has the power to entrance, puzzle, intrigue, and hypnotize not only with her beauty but with her remarkable story.
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The early years of the Brooklyn girl who would grow up to be a star.
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From a lonely childhood to young adulthood.

















CHAPTER 1


BROOKLYN


Though hers was a relatively fast track to stardom in the 1940s, from Lena Horne’s perspective, it was a journey nonetheless, fraught with its own early perils and discontents.


Lena Mary Calhoun Horne was born on June 30, 1917, in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn. From the day of her birth, her looks were a subject of fascination and discussion. At the hospital, the nurses marveled over the little “copper colored” girl. Horne felt the attention came because the nurses were puzzled as to how her light-skinned mother could have given birth to such a brown baby. Horne’s daughter Gail Lumet Buckley, however, said that the nurses were probably puzzled because Lena’s mother actually had been passing for white at the hospital. But Horne’s feelings aside, it actually appears even then that those seeing her were stunned by the infant’s beauty. In the long run, as Lena Horne herself later said: “Most of my successes were the result of being exhibited, as I was that first day, as an oddity of color.”


Unlike other Black goddesses of the early twentieth century, such as Bessie Smith, Ethel Waters, and Josephine Baker, who grew up in abject poverty and had to scrape and scrounge for everything they got, Lena Horne’s background—at least at the start—was one of stability and financial security. The daughter of Edwin Fletcher Horne Jr. and Edna Scottron Horne, she was born into the upper reaches of the Black bourgeoisie and a member of one of Brooklyn’s prominent Black families. Her paternal grandmother was Cora Calhoun Horne, one of whose forebears was a white slave owner—whom Lena said her grandmother never discussed—who was a member of the family of John C. Calhoun, a nineteenth century apologist for slavery. In 1881, Cora Calhoun had graduated from Atlanta University. A suffragist and progressive social activist, known to forward-looking movers in the Black community because of her affiliation with the NAACP and the Brooklyn Urban League, Cora held a position as a counselor for delinquent boys. Among her associates were W. E. B. DuBois, Walter White of the NAACP, and a young Paul Robeson, who never forgot that Cora once helped him attain a scholarship to Rutgers University.


Lena’s paternal grandfather, Edwin Horn, was born in 1859 in Tennessee and grew up in Evansville, Indiana. He taught high school in Indiana and, for a time, was an editor of the Black newspaper Our Age, and also was the official Black correspondent for the white newspaper The Evansville Journal. When Edwin and Cora moved to New York, Edwin taught in the New York public school system for three years and then, to earn a better income, became an inspector in New York’s fire department. In New York, Edwin also changed the spelling of his surname, adding an e to Horn to become Horne.


As emblems of the Black middle class, both Cora and Edwin were accomplished, articulate, composed, well-dressed, and attractive go-getters, conscious of their place in Black society. In Brooklyn, they resided in a stately brownstone on Chauncey Street. The couple had four sons, whom they no doubt assumed would likewise live very middle-class lives. Serving in the military, the oldest son, Errol, died during World War I but not in battle. Sadly, Errol was a victim of the devastating flu pandemic of 1918. The second son, Edwin Jr.—Lena’s father—was born in 1893. A third son, Frank—handsome and serious-minded—studied ophthalmology in New York, also wrote poetry and essays, later became a respected educator in Georgia, and still later served on President Franklin Roosevelt’s Federal Council of Negro Affairs (known as FDR’s Black Cabinet). Light-skinned with sharp features, Frank was easily mistaken for white. The youngest son, John Burke Horne, who was called Burke, was born in 1905.


Lena’s father, Edwin Jr., known as Teddy, was a born rebel who eschewed a formal education. Later Teddy, who had a wide network of associates and friends, became a gambler. He was a slick and smooth operator who would always walk his own path and live by his wits and skills outside the established system. Early on in his marriage to Edna, the restless and ambitious Teddy found the union confining.


For her part, Edna, whom Lena considered the most beautiful woman she had ever seen, was also restless and ambitious. Yet in some respects, Edna was like a character out of a Tennessee Williams play: a dreamer, a romantic, fragile, a bit lost, and delusionary. Uppermost in her hopes was to have a career in show business. That world in the early twentieth century was tough, competitive, cutthroat, and debilitating, with limited opportunities for Black women. Edna, however, never stopped believing that one day fortune would smile on her and she’d emerge as a star. She became a member of a well-known Black theater group, the touring Lafayette Stock Company, and she played leading roles in such productions as Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and Madame X. In the latter, little Lena was cast as a baby in a crib. Yet these were momentary bright spots for Edna in a life that would be an unfulfilled quest for a successful career. As Lena’s daughter, Gail Lumet Buckley, would say of Edna: “Mostly, however, she was the star of her own melodramas.” Without knowing it, Edna thrived on upheavals, crises, and conflicts. In the end, marriage to Teddy proved as confining to Edna as he found his marriage to her. By the time Lena was three, the marriage of Teddy and Edna had collapsed. The two separated. Eventually, Teddy got out of Brooklyn and out of New York and settled in Pittsburgh, where he created a new life for himself.


For a time, Edna tried to live with the Horne family in Brooklyn. But with totally different views of the world, she and Cora clashed. For the high-minded, politically and socially committed Cora, Edna’s dreams of a career as an entertainer no doubt seemed frivolous and inconsequential. What was one to do with such a woman? In a short period of time, Edna fled Chauncey Street and took to the road in this era when entertainers often performed in shows that traveled from one town or city to another. Edna struggled to find work in various road show companies, and in the world of Black vaudeville. But one frustration and disappointment after another plagued her.


While Edna pursued her dreams, young Lena was left in the care of her paternal grandparents in their home on Chauncey Street. She had been named after her grandmother’s sister Lena. In the highly structured and disciplined atmosphere of the home, Lena was expected to live by family standards. She was baptized in the Catholic Church; by the time she was two, so Horne later said, her grandmother had also enrolled her as a member of the NAACP. A life without social or political commitments didn’t seem like a life at all to Cora. Lena was sent to the Brooklyn Ethical Culture nursery school where Betty Comden—later, half of the famous writing partnership of Comden and Green—was a classmate. To the girl Lena, the atmosphere at the home was solemn and suffocating. In a household with dark secrets, anxieties, and unresolved divisions, Cora could not forgive nor forget the rumors that her husband, Edwin, might have had an extramarital affair—with a white woman, no less. Distant and always on formal terms, Cora and Edwin addressed each other as “Mrs. Horne” and “Mr. Horne.” Though Lena found it hard to relate to her demanding grandmother, she and her reserved, contemplative grandfather gravitated to each other, and Lena recalled that she became his confidante and companion. With Lena, Edwin’s warmth and loving nature flowed. So did his love of the opera and the theater.


On Chauncey Street, Lena also found fun in the company of her uncle, Burke Horne, the youngest of Edwin and Cora’s children, who was then still in school and more like a kindly, even-tempered big brother. Throughout her life, she had a special bond with Burke. She also had a lifelong devotion to her father, Teddy, though she rarely saw him in these formative years. Mainly Lena’s was a lonely childhood. Coming home from school, she sometimes used her latchkey to let herself into a side entrance of the house and perhaps read until others returned home. Her grandfather would also pick her up from school. But mostly, the angelic little girl spent time by herself and felt like an outsider. That feeling of being on the outside, or a stranger wherever she lived, would haunt her and never be fully resolved.


By the age of seven, Lena Horne’s life changed dramatically. As Horne later recounted, one day a friend of her mother’s informed her that Edna was ill and wanted to see her. In the end, Edna took custody of her little girl and spirited Lena away. In some respects, it was a kidnapping. Thereafter mother and daughter lived a nomadic life. First Lena was taken to Philadelphia, later to Miami, and ultimately through parts of the South. Always strapped for cash as she struggled for one job after another, Edna found herself forced to leave her daughter in the care of others. These childhood years were spent always adapting to new places, new people, new customs and ideas, new schools, new classmates, always struggling to fit in and adjust to the expectations of others, and now faced with a new set of doubts and fears.


Though Lena never forgot the kindness of some people she encountered, others could be cruel. On one occasion, she was beaten by the woman who took care of her. Other times she was whipped by Edna. On another occasion, because of a poor diet, she suffered from rickets. Her education was spotty. At one point, she attended a one-room school for students in five different grades. Issues of her color sprang up. Sometimes students taunted her as a “little yellow bastard.” And, of course, in the Jim Crow South, issues of race were everywhere—with signs that read “For White” and “For Colored.” Quickly, she had to learn the codes of accepted racial behavior. On one occasion in Jacksonville, Florida, she heard talk of a lynching. Unsure at first what the term meant, she saw the terror in the eyes of Blacks around her.


Perhaps her happiest time occurred during her stay with her uncle Frank Horne, who was the dean of students at Fort Valley State University, originally known as Fort Valley Junior Industrial Institute, a historically Black land-grant institution established in 1890 in Fort Valley, Georgia. Frank simply showed up one day when she was in Macon, Georgia, and said he had come to take her with him. The gentle and thoughtful Uncle Frank took an interest in her welfare and her education, and from him, as had been the case with her grandparents, she further developed her appreciation for learning. Her father also visited her at Fort Valley. But her stay there ended abruptly when her mother uprooted her again. She took Lena to a home she had bought in Atlanta—then left her daughter with a couple while she took off for a job. Again the girl suffered physical abuse and punishment at the hands of the woman there—as well as the leering advances of the woman’s husband. Edna soon lost the home and no doubt was in a panic of desperation. Again she had to give up custody of Lena.


By the age of twelve, Lena had returned to Brooklyn and some semblance of a stable home life at her grandparents’ residence on Chauncey Street. Though Edna was out of Lena’s life, Lena felt compelled to defend her mother against her grandmother’s verbal attacks. “It was not that my grandmother disliked her, it was just that she had no respect for her. By my grandmother’s standards she had no guts.” Though Lena stood up for Edna, “trying to shield her from the harsher realities of the life that I seemed to recognize more clearly than she,” it “was not easy. My grandmother laughed at my mother… Her laughter was hard to fight, but I tried.” That defense of her mother brought out an emerging strength in the teenage Lena, the idea that she had to stand up for some things, the idea that loving someone could entail mixed feelings that might not ever be reconciled but which had to be acknowledged. Those mixed feelings were not only for Edna but also for her grandmother.


Then Edna returned to Brooklyn, and Lena was moved back and forth from her grandmother’s to Edna’s.


In 1932, Grandmother Cora died. Most distressingly, Edna had forbidden Lena to attend Cora’s funeral. But Lena insisted on going and ran out of the house. It was a scandal, and the family never forgave Edna. Lena’s grandfather died several years later, in 1939. With these early pillars in her life gone, Lena also began a journey in sorting out and understanding her feelings about her grandmother. Cora and Edna were the most important women in Lena’s early life, perhaps in her entire life except for her daughter, Gail, years later. Her young uncle Burke believed Lena was like Cora. “I didn’t know that in scrapping with her I was coming to emulate her,” said Lena, “and I certainly wasn’t doing it consciously. But that apparently is what happened, and it was good.”


Thereafter, she remained in Brooklyn at the home of a family friend, Mrs. Laura Rollock, with whom she had previously stayed at times when the active Cora traveled. Rollock would care for her in a way that the young Burke wasn’t yet prepared to do. Lena always remembered the kindness of Laura Rollock as she did in the years to come that of other Black women who extended sympathy. Now she also had a group of teenage friends with whom she could share experiences, have fun, and participate in typical teen activities. She was enrolled in a public school and then Girls High. Mrs. Rollock also put Lena in classes at a local dance school. A performance brought attention to their dance group, and before Lena knew it, they were on stage at the Harlem Opera House. No one could have predicted that this giddy experience for the teenager might mark the start of a career, the start of performing before an audience and hearing the sound of applause. For young Lena, this brief period appears to have been relatively free of the fierce inner turmoil that had previously consumed her.


The pleasures and joys of those teen years did not last long, however. Once again her world was turned upside down in the early 1930s, when her mother, Edna, re-entered her life in a way that was jolting and that permanently reset the course of her life.
















[image: image]

Young Lena preparing to take on the world.

















CHAPTER 2


COTTON CLUB


During her time away from Lena, Edna had traveled to Cuba, where she met and then married Miguel Rodriguez, known to everyone as Mike. Now the two lived in Brooklyn. Though he was Latin, everyone in Lena’s orbit, including herself, considered him a white man. That led to much discussion and controversy in the area of Brooklyn where Lena resided. In these years and for many more to come, interracial marriages were frowned upon in both white and Black America. In the Black community, resentment was open and fairly raw because of the historical reality that white men—those slave masters—had taken Black women as they had seen fit, abusing or impregnating or subjugating them. Lena felt the sting of the talk in Brooklyn about Rodriguez. Though devoted to Edna, he also arrogantly believed himself better than the Blacks with whom he found himself living. Suddenly, he took control over Lena’s life, laying down the law about what she could and could not do, dictating her every move and decision. He and Lena were always at odds, and surely she must have thought back to the security of life with her grandparents—and the strong backbone of Cora. Her grandmother would have been appalled by this man that the “weak” Edna had chosen. Money problems also added to Rodriguez’s tensions and anger—and to the unending conflict that sprang up in their home.


Until now, Lena said, she had never felt the full force and pressures of the Great Depression. With the collapse of the stock market in 1929, the nation’s economy and its social welfare had been thrown into chaos. Banks failed. Companies folded. Homes were lost. Unemployment numbers soared with one-fourth of the nation’s population jobless. Everywhere lines formed for the homeless and the destitute: soup lines, bread lines, unemployment lines. Fear and dejection were apparent in all parts of the country.


Amidst the social upheaval and the national panic, the family of Edna, Mike, and Lena moved from one area to another, from Brooklyn to the Bronx to Harlem. Edna had forced Lena to drop out of Girls High. Afterward she was enrolled in a secretarial school in the Bronx. Wherever they went, they carried their conflicts with them as they struggled for day-to-day survival—and some way of making a living. For Edna, the dream of somehow making it as an entertainer must have persisted. But in an entertainment business that forever sought youth and beauty, a chance to perform in a club or in a road company or in the chorus of a show was now beyond her grasp. Instead, changing times forced her to turn her gaze upon her daughter. By now, Lena was blossoming into a very pretty girl, not yet the absolute stunner who would stop people in their tracks, but a looker nonetheless with the promise of a glorious future. And ironically, now in the worst of economic times, opportunities were opening up for pretty young women who could entertain.


Providing Americans with relief from the grim realities of the age were the shows, the theaters, the recordings, the radio programs, and the movie theaters that were everywhere you looked in a city like New York. At home, all one need do was turn on the radio for shows that offered music, comedy, or drama—such bona fide hits as Amos ’n’ Andy, The Shadow, Dick Tracy, and later The Jack Benny Program, which featured Eddie Anderson as the clever servant Rochester. For a quarter, almost anyone could slip into a movie house and be transported. For those with a few bucks to spare, the theaters and nightclubs offered dazzling entertainment. Such Black stars as Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, and Adelaide Hall were marquee names that drew patrons.


From the 1920s into the Depression, the greatest of the Black female stars was the multitalented Ethel Waters, who, even at this point in her career, was also a symbol of survival and endurance. Having grown up in poverty in the Philadelphia area, she had started her career as a tall, slinky, sexy, brown-skinned singer known as Sweet Mama Stringbean, who did sensual bumps and grinds as she performed raunchy blues. In the early 1920s, Waters started recording on the Black Swan label, selling wildly to Black record buyers. Touring the country and making personal appearances, Waters packed in crowds. In the mid-1920s, Waters signed a contract with Columbia Records and soon crossed over with such songs as “Dinah” and “Sweet Georgia Brown,” appealing to white record buyers as well as African American ones. In 1929, she appeared in a musical segment of the Hollywood film On with the Show!, in which she introduced a song that became another huge hit, “Am I Blue?” Important to Waters’s career was the Negro press—a significant lineup of Black newspapers throughout the nation: the Pittsburgh Courier, the Chicago Defender, the Philadelphia Tribune. Waters was a rousing, charismatic sign of Black female star power, and her career was a roadmap for Black female stars that followed. That included Lena—as well as Edna. Witnessing these possibilities for a Black star, Edna understood—even if she didn’t want to fully admit it to herself—that if opportunities were no longer open for her, perhaps there would be something for her very pretty daughter. It didn’t seem to matter whether or not Lena had talent. Or if Lena wanted such a career.


Edna stepped into action. Through friends, she arranged an audition for Lena at Harlem’s famous Cotton Club. This celebrated nitery, located at 142nd Street and Lenox Avenue, had opened its doors in 1924, during the height of the Harlem Renaissance—with its rich overflow of Black talent in music, theater, literature, and films. It originally had been the Club Deluxe, owned by the first Black world heavyweight champ, Jack Johnson, and his white partners. Mainly his white partners. In 1923, the club was sold to Owney Madden, a notorious gangster who had served time in Sing Sing in upstate New York and who, during the years of Prohibition, used the club to sell bootleg liquor. That was part of the appeal of this nitery and others, like the famous Connie’s Inn, where the entertainment popped and the liquor flowed. Then the Club Deluxe was renamed the Cotton Club and ultimately remodeled. Florenz Ziegfeld’s set designer and costumer Joseph Urban was brought in to provide show-stopping glamour. Thus it went from being a supper club that seated four hundred patrons to one that seated seven hundred, with all its tables and seats arranged like a giant horseshoe around the stage. For a time, Lew Leslie produced the floor shows. Later hired to create the elaborate floor shows was Dan Healy, who every six months staged the Cotton Club Parade with music by Dorothy Fields and Jimmy McHugh. Starting in 1930, music was provided by Harold Arlen and Ted Koehler. The Cotton Club became a place of legend and lore.
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The famous Harlem nightclub known for its great stars and its gorgeous chorus girls—where Lena got her start.








Throughout the club were soothing reminders—soothing for the white clientele who opened their wallets and paid top prices for the entertainment—of plantation days in the Old South. The new name itself harked back to the cotton fields that African Americans had worked in but had escaped for freedom and now frivolity. The décor served the same purpose. “The bandstand was a replica of a southern mansion,” Cab Calloway once reminisced, “with large white columns and a backdrop painted with weeping willows and slave quarters. The band played on the veranda of the mansion, and in the front of the veranda, down a few steps, was the dance floor which was also used for the shows. The waiters wore red tuxedoes, like butlers in a southern mansion.”
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Lena with her father, Teddy Horne, (l.) and a friend.








With such imagery, perhaps it was not surprising that the clientele was almost exclusively white. Black patrons were not admitted—unless they were famous, like dancer Bill “Bojangles” Robinson.


The Cotton Club had great entertainment provided over the years by the orchestras of Fletcher Henderson, Duke Ellington, Cab Calloway, Jimmie Lunceford, and Chick Webb, and by such celebrated headliners as Waters, Adelaide Hall, the Nicholas Brothers, Nina Mae McKinney, Billie Holiday, Bessie Smith, Aida Ward, the Berry Brothers, Katherine Dunham, the Will Vodery Choir, the Mills Brothers, and later a trio of unforgettable teenage divas: the Dandridge Sisters. Its Sunday “Celebrity Nights” also featured such white stars as Mae West, Eddie Cantor, Sophie Tucker, and Al Jolson.


The Cotton Club was also known for its gorgeous show girls and its chorus line—composed of young women who were touted as being “tall, tan, and terrific.” They had to be at least five feet six inches tall, light-skinned or high yellar, and preferably under twenty-one. “The Cotton Club and Connie’s Inn were the cat’s meow of the day,” recalled onetime Cotton Club star Isabel Washington Powell. “The gams that crossed those stages resembled champagne bottles of the finest labels, and belonged to some of the prettiest, most talented ‘high yella’ girls who made their way to Harlem. They were the top of the line establishments, with doormen, beautiful women, and all the liquor you could pay for. Only light-skinned girls were permitted to dance at these higher end clubs. The country had a confused sense of beauty that excluded so many beautiful and talented darker-skinned sisters who never had the same opportunity.”


Light-skinned chorus girls had been in vogue now for years. Even the hit 1921 Black Broadway show Shuffle Along was known for its light-skinned chorines. Women like Josephine Baker and Ethel Waters spoke of the color line. Baker recalled that she finally got into the chorus of Shuffle Along—auditioning in the lightest face powder she could find—but finding success as an exuberant comic on the line. Ultimately, she became the highest-paid and most famous chorus girl, and afterward found true stardom in Europe. Waters avoided the chorus line altogether.
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Growing up in front of audiences.
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At her audition, Horne recalled that she could carry a tune but was in no way a singer. Nor was she a dancer. “I was tall and skinny and I had very little going for me except a pretty face… Also, I was young—about sixteen—and despite the sundry vicissitudes of my life, very, very innocent. As it turned out, this was all that was needed.” She was hired for the chorus.


But the job—and being uprooted once again—unsettled her. “I cried when my mother pulled me out of school to work at the Cotton Club which was really a form of indentured servitude,” Lena recalled. When she had returned to live in Brooklyn just before her grandmother’s death, “I felt protected, and I knew who I was. I was a Horne from Brooklyn. All that was lost to me when my mother put me in the Cotton Club. With it, I lost my sense of wholeness. In its place, I was left with anger and an invisible wall I put up between me and the world.”


During the rehearsals for the new Cotton Club show in which Horne would appear, Ethel Waters was still drawing crowds to hear her perform “Stormy Weather.” It was all anybody could talk about. Irving Berlin heard her, and the following day he wanted her in his next Broadway show, As Thousands Cheer. Thereafter everyone considered “Stormy Weather” to be Ethel Waters’s song. That included Lena Horne.


Overnight Lena was thrust into a highly competitive, demanding world known for its rivalries, feuds, and also long-lasting friendships.


“Working conditions were terrible,” she remembered. “There was only one ladies’ room, and the people in the show were discouraged from using it—it was for customers.” Nightly, she recalled, there were three shows: one at eight-thirty; another at eleven-thirty; and then one at two a.m. She earned twenty-five dollars a week.


She also was surrounded by aggressive, horny men on the prowl. Managing the club was the brash and blunt Herman Stark. Keeping his eyes pried open to all details of the place, he made it his business to please the big spenders—the playboys, the young society guys, the out-of-towners, the restless husbands on the lookout for the exotic. It was no secret that some chorus girls were urged to be friendly with patrons. Isabel Washington Powell remembered how Stark tried to push her into “meeting” certain men, but she resisted. Other chorus girls did not hold out. Sometimes they couldn’t afford to turn down offers. In certain cases, friendships with the affluent might benefit the young women living on a twenty-five-dollar-a-week salary: expensive gifts, trips, contacts, excursions into the realm of wealth, privilege, and power. The women were also aware that time was on their side when they were first hired while still in their twenties—or younger. But the flip side was the inevitable effect of time: their careers did not necessarily have long shelf lives. Once a young woman hit thirty, those giddy nights on the chorus line could come to an end. It was a brutal, paradoxical way of earning a living. Glamorous clothes, lots of attention, fun times—and also hard work that required discipline and focus. But ultimately such careers could be draining and short lived.


Very few of the fabulous-looking women on the chorus line had the staying power or extraordinary talent of a Waters or a Josephine Baker, who climbed the upper echelons of show business and stayed there. Other women had to live by their wits and always be aware of the changes that time could bring about. Interestingly or ironically, some clear-eyed chorus girls ended up marrying well-to-do men who were impressed that they worked at the club but men who might not be able to get a table there: Black doctors, Black lawyers, Black businessmen. In some ways, these women shrewdly made the right moves and maneuvers for the future.
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Ready for her closeup.

















Observing the women around her, Lena was smart and perceptive enough to understand what might lie ahead for her.


Though Horne knew she was jailbait for a steady lineup of men in pursuit, her father, Teddy, had associates—men of the Black underworld—who had ties to the club and could look out for her. Then there was her mother, Edna. “Before she became of age,” recalled Duke Ellington, “she had to be accompanied by her mother when she came to work at the Cotton Club.” Edna literally sat in the dressing room that Lena shared with other chorus girls. Edna, and her husband, Mike, too, stayed on guard to make sure men didn’t get too close to the teenager. The couple had a vested interest in her for a new reason: Edna and Mike were now dependent on her financially. Lena had become the family breadwinner.


Still, Lena struck up valuable friendships and connections with such stars as Cab Calloway, Duke Ellington, and the older female star she admired and felt closest to, Adelaide Hall. She also respected other talents at the club, like the powerful actor Juano Hernández, who performed in a stereotypical jungle routine—and had to struggle for years to finally showcase his brilliant dramatic talents in such films as Intruder in the Dust (1949) and Young Man with a Horn (1950). Then there were the choreographers Elida Webb and dance captain Clarence Robinson, masters of creating energetic or imaginative moody dance routines that brought out the best in individual performers and that startled club-goers. Musicians especially appealed to Lena in these years, and though she had yet to seriously think about voice control or vocal training, she was learning about music more than she was learning about dancing. The camaraderie and lingo of the musicians drew her in. They composed a family with connections and nonverbal ways of communicating.


She caught the eye of just about everyone who saw her.


While at the club, Lena was cast in a duet with dancer Avon Long performing the Harold Arlen song “As Long as I Live.” Though used basically as a pretty face in the number, she began giving more serious thoughts to singing itself. At a theater, she also performed with Claude Hopkins and his Orchestra. Then in 1934, with the encouragement of her mother, she wrangled the nearly impossible—to get permission from management at the Cotton Club to appear in the Broadway show Dance with Your Gods, starring Rex Ingram and Georgette Harvey. Listed as “the Quadroon Girl” and without much to do in the short-lived production, she saw new possibilities nonetheless. In 1935, she found herself briefly dancing with other chorus girls in a short film starring Cab Calloway: Cab Calloway’s Jitterbug Party.


In her public statements about these years, Lena Horne rarely seemed to express having great ambition or drive. It might appear as if everything just came to her, as if her looks just automatically opened doors for a rather passive young woman. But that was hardly the case. Perhaps even she didn’t fully realize how much drive she had. At that point in her life—still a teenager—she may not have known exactly where she wanted to go. But she wanted to go somewhere, and show business and performing were soon deep inside her. Coming of age during the Depression and knowing that a dollar had to be stretched, just surviving meant she had to keep working. Now on the road to a career that would endure for decades, she would stick to it with only one interlude in which she attempted a break from that trajectory. Otherwise, she moved straight ahead and always looked for new opportunities in the field she had now chosen for herself. But there was one dilemma holding her back. That dilemma was the Cotton Club itself.
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Learning much at the Cotton Club but ready to move on.
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Eager and anxious to establish herself as a performer.

















CHAPTER 3


GIRL-SINGER


On December fifth of the very year—1933—that Lena started at the Cotton Club, Prohibition ended. That meant that part of the thrill of the club—illicit booze and with it the idea of illicit activities—was ebbing. The days of the Cotton Club were numbered. Edna saw the writing on the wall.
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