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Prologue



Madam C. J. Walker’s story has always deserved an expansive loom on which to weave the threads of her legendary life with the broad themes and major events of American history. As my great-great-grandmother’s biographer—and as a journalist who loves a well-told story—I consider it to be my good fortune both that she was born in 1867 on the plantation where General Ulysses S. Grant staged the 1863 Siege of Vicksburg and that one of her brothers joined other former slaves in the 1879 mass exodus to the North from Louisiana and Mississippi. I could not have fabricated a more perfect scenario than her confrontation with Booker T. Washington at his 1912 National Negro Business League convention or her 1916 arrival in Harlem on the eve of America’s entry into World War I. I could not have invented her 1917 visit to the White House to protest lynching or her decision to build a mansion near the Westchester County estates of John D. Rockefeller and Jay Gould. Certainly when I learned that she had been considered a “Negro subversive” in 1918 and had been put under surveillance by a black War Department spy, I was convinced that reality indeed was more interesting than most fiction.


It has surely been a bonus for me that Madam Walker knew so many of the other African American luminaries of her time because the work of their biographers has provided invaluable guidance. From the correspondence, papers and books of antilynching activist Ida B. Wells-Barnett, educators Mary McLeod Bethune and Booker T. Washington, National Association for the Advancement of Colored People executive secretary James Weldon Johnson, Crisis editor W.E.B. Du Bois, labor leader A. Philip Randolph and others, I have been able to resurrect long-forgotten relationships.


As a pioneer of the modern cosmetics industry and the founder of the Madam C. J. Walker Manufacturing Company, Madam Walker created marketing schemes, training opportunities and distribution strategies as innovative as those of any entrepreneur of her time. As an early advocate of women’s economic independence, she provided lucrative incomes for thousands of African American women who otherwise would have been consigned to jobs as farm laborers, washerwomen and maids. As a philanthropist, she reconfigured the philosophy of charitable giving in the black community with her unprecedented contributions to the YMCA and the NAACP. As a political activist, she dreamed of organizing her sales agents to use their economic clout to protest lynching and racial injustice. As much as any woman of the twentieth century, Madam Walker paved the way for the profound social changes that altered women’s place in American society.


My personal journey to write Self Made, the first comprehensive biography of my great-great-grandmother really began before I could read. The Walker women—Madam, her daughter A’Lelia Walker and my grandmother Mae Walker—were already beckoning me at an early age, sometimes whispering, sometimes clamoring with the message that I must tell their story. In a faint childhood memory, their spirits envelop me in filtered gray light beneath a tall window inside my grandfather’s apartment. On a nearby dresser, just beyond my reach, I can see their sepia faces inside hand-carved frames.


Even as a little girl I sensed that these grandmothers belonged not only to me but to the world and to those who would claim them for their own dreams and fantasies. Black history books had long recited the outlines of Madam Walker’s classic American rags-to-riches rise from uneducated washerwoman to international entrepreneur and social activist, from daughter of slaves to hair care industry pioneer and philanthropist. Poet Langston Hughes crowned A’Lelia Walker the “joy-goddess of Harlem’s 1920s.” The Negro press fancied Mae—A’Lelia’s adopted daughter and only legal heir—a tan Cinderella. By the time I discovered the Walker women’s public mythology, they had already begun to draw me into the world of their private truths.


My grandfather, Marion Rowland Perry, Jr., first met Mae during the summer of 1927 at Villa Lewaro, Madam Walker’s lavish Irvington-on-Hudson, New York, mansion. A handsome young attorney and World War I army officer, he was quite proud of a lineage that included college-educated parents. Mae was a recent divorcée and the future Walker heiress, whose thick, waist-length hair had helped sell thousands of tins of Madam C. J. Walker’s Wonderful Hair Grower. That weekend, A’Lelia Walker invited Marion to the Cotton Club with her friends—and without Mae—to take the measure of the man she considered a potential son-in-law. She discreetly slipped him a hundred-dollar bill to gauge his comfort with paying large tabs. Apparently he passed her test, for a few weeks later, on August 27, he and Mae drove to Port Chester, New York, in his green Pierce-Arrow to be married by a justice of the peace. The following July, my mother, A’Lelia Mae Perry, was born.


In 1955, when my mother, my father, S. Henry Bundles, and I moved to Indianapolis, I was three years old and Mae had been dead for nearly a decade. For a few weeks while we waited to move into our house, I slept in a bedroom of my grandfather’s apartment surrounded by Mae’s personal treasures. I remember that, in the months afterward, whenever “Pa Pa” opened his front door to greet us, the gluey aroma of roast lamb, Lucky Strikes and old-man musk coated my nostrils. In the entryway, as my mother knelt to adjust my hair bow and smooth my three long braids, my eyes always fixed upon a tall, moss-green Chinese lacquer secretary. Letters, keys, stamps and paper clips tumbled from its tiny gold-trimmed drawers and secret cubbyholes. A serene Ming Dynasty maiden stood guard on the door of its locked upper cabinet. Even before I learned it had belonged to Madam and the first A’Lelia, I was tempted by its mysteries.


Beyond the foyer, the apartment rambled down a long, hushed hall. At one end, Pa Pa’s sleeping alcove opened onto a sitting room crammed with the Walker women’s belongings—A’Lelia’s first editions of Jean Toomer’s Cane and Countee Cullen’s Color, Mae’s gold harp and Madam’s crystal Tiffany vases. At the other end, toward the rear of the apartment, two shadowy bedrooms—one of them Mae’s—and a rarely used dining room led to a bright, white-tiled kitchen where a dented porcelain pot always simmered with soup bones and stock, and where Pa Pa held court at his knife-scarred oak table.


While Pa Pa and my mother talked, I escaped into Mae’s room, drawn time and again by a mauve moiré silk vanity. Even now I can feel a quiet enchantment as I recall grasping cool ivory mah-jongg tiles and miniature enameled King Tut mummy charms. I remember a fluffy ostrich fan in one drawer and mother-of-pearl opera glasses in another. The more I stirred Mae’s belongings, the more the scent of her Shalimar dusting powder emerged, masking the familiar grandfather mustiness that clung to all the other rooms. Each piece of clothing, each photograph, each bejeweled mirror and monogrammed napkin became a genie’s lamp waiting to be rubbed.


Three blocks from Pa Pa’s apartment, my mother worked as vice president of the Madam C. J. Walker Manufacturing Company, the hair care products firm her great-grandmother had founded in 1906. Often when we arrived at the block-long flatiron building in Momma’s 1955 black Mercury, Whitfield, the janitor, would be waving at us from beneath the marquee of the Walker Theatre. His official job title notwithstanding, I still think of him as the ambassador of the Walker Building, full of news about the boiler, the freight elevator and whoever had just gone into the Walker Beauty Shop. Opened in 1927, the brick-and-terra-cotta structure housed an elaborately decorated, African-themed theater that offered first-run movies and live jazz. Generations of the city’s African Americans had danced under the rotating mirrored globe in the upstairs Casino ballroom, met for Sunday afternoon dinner in the Coffee Pot or walked past the third-floor law offices of attorneys Mercer Mance and Rufus Kuykendall on their way to see Dr. Lewis or Dr. Cox.


For me, riding the elevator was always an adventure. Once inside, I fixated on Mary Martin’s shiny, finger-waved tresses and cherry-rouged cheeks as she snapped shut the accordion brass gate with one fluid flick of her wrist, then lifted us four floors toward my mother’s office. Another glissade of Mary’s manicured hands and the door clanked open. The percussive clickety-clack of my mother’s spike heels led me across a cayenne-flecked terrazzo lobby. With each step the sweet fragrance of bergamot and Glossine from the factory downstairs made me wish for candy. First we passed Marie Overstreet (the bookkeeper, who would have been a CPA had she been born sixty years later), then Mary Pendegraph (the tall, dignified beauty who speedily processed hundreds of orders each week), then Edith Shanklin (the efficient Addressograph operator who always had a gossip morsel for my mother). In Momma’s office, I must have imagined myself a businesswoman as I played with her hand-cranked adding machine and manual typewriter, sure that my random keystrokes had meaning. No visit was complete without a trip to the second floor, where Myrtis Griffin and Russell White, the ladies of the factory, still mixed some of the Walker ointments by hand in large vats.


At home, there were more reminders of my famous grandmothers. In our living room, I learned to read music on A’Lelia Walker’s Chickering baby grand. We ate Thanksgiving turkey on Madam’s hand-painted Limoges china and ladled Christmas eggnog—made with A’Lelia’s secret recipe—from her sterling silver punch bowl.


Our all-black suburb was filled with doctors, teachers, entrepreneurs, musicians and attorneys, many with connections to the Walker Company or the Walker Building. Our next-door neighbor was the son of F. E. DeFrantz, a former trustee of Madam Walker’s estate and longtime secretary of Indianapolis’s black YMCA. The son of Freeman B. Ransom, Madam Walker’s attorney and general manager, lived two doors away on Grandview Drive. Ransom’s granddaughter, Judy, was one of my closest childhood friends. On the next corner was the daughter of Robert Lee Brokenburr, the lawyer who had filed the papers of incorporation for the Madam C. J. Walker Manufacturing Company in 1911. Farther up Grandview was Violet Davis Reynolds, the secretary who had joined the Walker Company in 1915 when she was seventeen years old. A few blocks from her was Mrs. Pendegraph, who would retire as corporate treasurer—and the last employee—when the original Madam C. J. Walker Manufacturing Company closed its doors in the mid-1980s.


Surrounded as I was by so many accomplished people, it would be several years before I fully understood my extraordinary family heritage. Fortunately my mother had taken great care, I now realize, to keep the legacy of the Walker women in manageable perspective so that I could discover its power in my own time, on my own terms. While she had been expected to assume her role as a fourth-generation executive at the Walker Company—and had studied chemistry at Howard University in preparation to do so—she wanted me, her only daughter, to be free to follow my own interests in journalism. But she had also given me the name A’Lelia because she wanted me to value the connection and to respect its origins. Neither of us could have predicted that my love of words and my passion for history would eventually return me to the inheritance I had seemed to be abandoning.


For many years I was more attracted to A’Lelia Walker’s story than to Madam’s. My heart raced each time I saw “our” name on the pages of the dusty books that were stashed in our attic. I was thrilled to discover that our birthdays were so close: hers on June 6 and mine on June 7. But most important, the original A’Lelia intrigued me because she provided a link to the Harlem Renaissance. For a teenager who loved to read—but who had always gone to predominantly white schools where little black literature was assigned—knowing that she had hosted Langston Hughes and Countee Cullen at The Dark Tower, her celebrated Harlem salon, affirmed my dreams of becoming a writer.


While I was embracing A’Lelia, however, I was growing ambivalent about Madam. A’Lelia represented the fun, flamboyance and glamour of the Roaring Twenties. Madam, on the other hand, was associated with more serious matters: business, philanthropy and the politics of hair. And, during the late 1960s and early 1970s, hair was as much a battleground as Vietnam. Whether it was hippies with ponytails or brothers and sisters with Afros, the scalps of baby boomers had become the symbolic stage on which to express racial pride, political militancy and personal liberation. Because many people believed that Madam Walker’s products were designed primarily to straighten hair, she became an easy target for accusations and complicated emotions in an era when black pride was measured by the length of one’s “natural.” The woman who had been among the pioneers of the modern cosmetics industry—and who had fostered self-esteem, glamour and power among several generations of African American women—temporarily fell out of favor.


During those years, I was hungry for information about the history of black Americans, reading every book and article I could find, earnestly taking the messages to heart. When E. Franklin Frazier, the venerable Howard University sociologist, accused Madam Walker of running advertisements that “tell how the Negro can rid himself of his black or dark complexion, or how he can straighten his hair,” I flushed with embarrassment. Without my own research, how was I to know that while Madam Walker was alive the Walker Company never sold skin bleaches and the words “hair straightener” never appeared in her ads? It would be years before I would learn that her Walker System was intended to treat the scalp disease that was so rampant in the early 1900s, when many women washed their hair only once a month. “Right here let me correct the erroneous impression held by some that I claim to straighten hair,” she told a reporter in 1918 after she had been called the “de-kink queen” by a white newspaper. “I deplore such an impression because I have always held myself out as a hair culturist. I grow hair.”


Equally persistent was the widely circulated and incorrect belief that Madam Walker had invented the straightening comb. In fact, this metal hair care implement probably had been sold at least as early as the 1870s, when Parisian Marcel Grateau created his famous Marcel Wave, and was advertised in Bloomingdale’s and Sears’s catalogues during the 1880s and 1890s, presumably for the thousands of white women who also had kinky hair. Years later I would learn that the claim probably originated in 1922—three years after Madam Walker’s death—when the Walker Company purchased the rights to a patent from the widow of a man who had manufactured combs for Madam Walker.


Certainly in 1970 most people who recognized Madam Walker’s name associated her with the hot comb. And so did I, even as I sat in the Walker Beauty School watching the cosmetology students transform my chemically straightened flip into an Angela Davis—sized Afro. During college I remained self-conscious about my connection to Madam Walker until one winter afternoon when I discovered W.E.B. Du Bois’s laudatory obituary of her in the August 1919 issue of The Crisis. From deep in the stacks of Harvard’s Widener Library, Du Bois, whom I considered my intellectual hero, had armed me with a strong retort. Madam Walker, he wrote, did not intend “to imitate white folk.” Whereas Frazier had criticized her “conspicuous consumption” in The Black Bourgeoisie, Du Bois praised her philanthropy and credited her with “revolutionizing the personal habits and appearance of millions of human beings” by educating them about hygiene and grooming. Even to this day, the complex issues surrounding African American women and beauty continue to be debated.


A few days before my mother died in January 1976, I sat in the middle of her hospital bed and talked about the research I was doing on the women in our family. The previous fall, when Phyl Garland, my adviser at Columbia University’s Graduate School of Journalism, learned that I was related to Madam Walker, she gently refused to let me even consider another topic for my master’s paper. Of course, I had long ago memorized the legend and its litany: Born Sarah Breedlove in Delta, Louisiana, in 1867, Madam Walker was orphaned at seven, married at fourteen, a mother at seventeen, widowed at twenty. While working as a washerwoman, she began to go bald. Miraculously, she claimed, the formula for the scalp treatment that had restored her hair was revealed to her in a dream. When she died at fifty-one in 1919, she was one of America’s wealthiest self-made businesswomen. That was the story that everyone—or at least most African American women born before 1950—knew. But now that I was mining new biographical territory, I had begun to discover flaws and occasional lapses of truth mixed in with the victories and accomplishments. There were difficult divorces as well as business successes, legal feuds as well as large charitable contributions. Just when I needed my mother the most to help me make sense of what I was learning, she was too weary from months of chemotherapy to focus on memories.


“What should I do about these things?” I asked, knowing that I would not have her much longer. “Should I include this part? And what about that?”


Mustering just enough energy to leave no doubt about her wishes, she leaned forward, looked into my eyes and said, without hesitation, “Tell the truth, baby. It’s all right to tell the truth.”


Her words were a powerful final gift and a charge that I have tried to honor.


During the two decades after my mother’s death, I worked as a network television producer for ABC News and NBC News, traipsing from coast to coast telling other people’s stories, all the while yearning to resurrect my own family saga. Each year I managed to spend at least part of my weekends, vacations and holidays excavating the details of the Walker women’s lives, learning that for every fabrication others had created, there was a more profound and interesting reality. Occasionally I found myself at the end of cold trails, but more often I was blessed with serendipitous little miracles that revealed a person or document or place, exactly the clue I needed for the next step of my search. Fortunately, Madam Walker, A’Lelia Walker and my mother had known so many people that the usual six degrees of separation were reduced to two or three. One phone call, maybe two, almost always opened the door that I needed. Few people refused to help.


An innovator and visionary, Madam sped through the final decade of her life too busy to reflect and ruminate. Where others of her generation had penned memoirs and autobiographies, she left only the flimsiest clues about her early life. Fortunately for me she understood the power of the press, and had actively cultivated relationships with black newspaper reporters who chronicled her activities on a weekly basis. As well, hundreds of her personal letters and business records, faithfully preserved by her secretary, Violet Reynolds—and now archived at the Indiana Historical Society in Indianapolis—provided my original road map to her travels between 1913 and 1919.


The same sense of adventure and anticipation that had led me to the dresser in my grandmother’s room accompanied me through the libraries, archives, courthouses and historical societies of more than a dozen United States cities between 1975 and 2000. In the St. Louis Public Library, as I scrolled through thousands of feet of microfilm, I discovered three brothers Madam Walker had never mentioned in her official company biography. In Savannah, Georgia, I felt an unspoken healing as I hugged R. Burney Long, whose family still owned the land where Madam Walker was born and where her parents had been slaves. Through the years I followed Madam Walker’s path from Delta, Louisiana, to Vicksburg to St. Louis, from Denver to Pittsburgh to Indianapolis, then to Harlem and Irvington-on-Hudson, New York.


During the summer of 1982—with the last of the Walker friends and employees still alive—I was welcomed into the parlors and living rooms of a fascinating array of men and women in their eighties and nineties, all eager to entrust me with the legacy we shared. In New York, Gerri Major, long known as Jet’s “Society World” columnist, spun stories of A’Lelia’s weekend soirees and afternoon poker parties. Confined to her bed with vertigo, Major was still glamorous in a white satin lounging jacket as she described typesetting the Inter-State Tattler, the tabloid she had edited under the name Geraldyn Dismond during the 1920s and 1930s. Blues singer Alberta Hunter, who was then performing at the Cookery in Greenwich Village, described her visits to Villa Lewaro and told me that A’Lelia had a “beautiful singing voice.” Over a mimosa-filled brunch across the Hudson River in Hoboken, writer and artist Bruce Nugent recalled the crowded October 1927 opening of The Dark Tower as well as spaghetti dinners in A’Lelia’s hideaway on Edgecombe Avenue. In Chicago, Marjorie Stewart Joyner, the former principal of the national chain of Walker Beauty Schools, sparkled as she recounted her first meeting with Madam Walker in 1916.


For my grandfather’s ninetieth birthday, I traveled to Pine Bluff, Arkansas, his childhood home, to which he had returned in the early 1960s. On the second day of my visit, I asked him about a large steamer trunk that I remembered from his Indianapolis apartment. “Try the closet in the front bedroom,” he suggested. And there it was, behind a stack of newspapers and boxes. After I dragged it into the living room, where he was sitting, we unsuccessfully tried every key in the house. Finally we called a locksmith, who in no time was there popping the lock. To my delighted astonishment, the treasures of my childhood—the ostrich fan, the King Tut charms, the opera glasses—all appeared magically before me. For the rest of the day Pa Pa and I explored. In one drawer we found the license for A’Lelia’s second marriage with a spray of baby’s breath still pressed into the folds. Beneath that document was Madam’s last letter to A’Lelia, written just nine days before she died. Folded in another compartment was Mae’s hand-embroidered wedding dress from her 1923 marriage to Dr. Gordon Jackson. Throughout the afternoon and into the evening, Pa Pa—still seated in his straight-backed chair—was ready with an explanation for each item I retrieved. Too excited to eat, too charged to sleep, we continued past midnight. As soon as Pa Pa’s head fell to his chest, he was awake again, mesmerizing me with family stories until the sun peeked through the window blinds.


Six years earlier, my mother had granted me permission to present the Walker women’s lives as I found them. On this hot July night, Pa Pa passed the baton of family griot.


Certainly whatever teenage reservations I may have had about Madam Walker are long gone. My original childhood curiosity has remained my most reliable guide. And now that I am the same age as Madam Walker when she experienced her greatest achievements, I fully understand why many consider her an American icon. It is a privilege to tell her story.


A’Lelia Bundles


Alexandria, Virginia


www.madamcjwalker.com


A word about A’Lelia Walker: During the early 1920s Lelia Walker changed her name to A’Lelia Walker. Because her mother had originally named her Lelia and because that was the name she used during the years of Madam Walker’s life, she is called Lelia throughout the remainder of this text, except in the afterword.


For ease of reading, research source citations have been placed at the end of the book.





CHAPTER 1


Freedom Baby
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Into a time of destitution and aspiration, of mayhem and promise, Sarah Breedlove was born two days before Christmas 1867. It was a Yuletide that offered her parents, Owen and Minerva, no other gifts. Their sloped-roof cypress cabin possessed as its primary source of warmth and light an open-hearth fireplace. No official document recorded Sarah’s birth. No newspaper notice heralded her arrival. No lacy gown enveloped her tiny cocoa body.


To the world beyond her family’s rented plot of ground in Delta, Louisiana, Sarah was just another black baby destined for drudgery and ignorance. But to her parents, she surely must have symbolized hope. Unlike her slave-born siblings—Louvenia, Owen, Jr., Alexander and James—Sarah had been born free just a few days shy of the Emancipation Proclamation’s fifth anniversary. Still, her parents’ lives were unlikely to change anytime soon. For the Breedloves, even hope had its limits.


Tethered to this space for more than two decades—first as slaves, then as free people—they knew what to expect from its seasonal patterns. Spring rains almost always split the levees, transforming land to sea until the floods receded from their grassless yard to reveal a soppy stew, flush with annual deposits of soil from the northern banks of the Mississippi River. Summer dry spells sucked the moist dirt until it turned to dust. Steamy autumns filled creamy-white cotton fields with swarms of sweating ebony backs, blistered feet and bloody, cracked cuticles. On a predictable cycle, wind, water and heat, then flies, mosquitoes and gnats, streamed through the slits and gaps of their rickety home.


Beyond the nearby levee, the syrupy mile-wide river formed a liquid highway, bringing news and commerce like blood transfusions from New Orleans and Natchez to the south, St. Louis and Memphis to the north. Three miles upstream and a half-hour ferry ride away in Vicksburg, black stevedores unloaded farm tools and timepieces, china and chifforobes from steamboats, then stacked their decks with honeycombs of cotton bales just hauled in from Jackson and Clinton and Yazoo City.


During the Civil War the river had also become an avenue of invasion, so central to the Confederacy’s east-west supply trains and north-south riverboats that President Abraham Lincoln declared it the “key” to winning the war. Confederate President Jefferson Davis, whose family plantation was located barely thirty river miles south of the city at Davis Bend, was equally aware of its strategic position. From atop Vicksburg’s two-hundred-foot red-clay bluffs, Confederate cannons glowered at Union gunboats and controlled this patch of the Mississippi Valley, frustrating the federal navy for more than two years until the Confederates’ decisive July 4, 1863, surrender.


Having been reduced to eating mule meat and living in caves during a forty-seven-day bombardment and siege, Vicksburg residents, and their Louisiana neighbors on the western side of the river, found their mauling hard to forget or forgive. As General Ulysses S. Grant’s blue-uniformed columns streamed triumphantly toward Vicksburg’s stalwart courthouse, thousands of freedmen cheered. But for many generations after the troops had left, the former slaves and their descendants would suffer from the federal army’s vindictive pillaging and the retaliation inflicted upon them by their former masters.


Life and living arrangements were so scrambled after the war that Owen and Minerva, both born around 1828, may have been squatters on the plantation where they had lived as Robert W. Burney’s slaves since at least 1847. Their African family origins, as well as their faces and voices, are lost to time, silenced by their illiteracy. Because the importation of slaves had been illegal since January 1, 1808—though the law was flouted for years—it is likely that they were born in the United States. Whether Burney purchased them from an auction block in Vicksburg, New Orleans or Mobile—places he frequented—probably will never be known.


Before the war, Owen and Minerva’s labor had helped make their owner a wealthy man. In 1860, a banner year for cotton in Louisiana, Burney’s “real property”—including his land and his sixty slaves—was valued at $125,000, his personal property at $15,000. Such holdings secured his place in the top 10 percent of slave-owning Southern planters, and put him among the 30 percent who owned more than 1,000 acres.


But now, with the South defeated, the Burney fields were “growing up with weeds,” their house and farm buildings—like those of most of their neighbors—destroyed as they fled with their slaves during the first campaign against Vicksburg in 1862. Hoping never to see Union soldiers again, they had found themselves in a rented home in Morton, Mississippi, and squarely in the path of General William Tecumseh Sherman’s destructive 1864 march across that state, a prelude to his more famous 1865 swath through Georgia.


By the spring of 1865, when the Burneys, and probably the Breedloves, returned to the peninsula where their plantation sat, the Union commanders at Vicksburg had confiscated the land for a refugee camp filled with several thousand newly freed men, women and children. “The scenes were appalling,” wrote one Freedmen’s Bureau official. “The refugees were crowded together, sickly, disheartened, dying on the streets, not a family of them all either well sheltered, clad, or fed.”


The Burney farm had also become a burial ground pocked with mass graves for hundreds of the 3,200 Union soldiers who had died of dysentery, typhoid and malaria as they kept watch over Vicksburg during the scorching summer of 1862 and the soggy winter of 1863. The troops, along with 1,200 slaves confiscated from nearby plantations, had followed a Union general’s order to excavate a canal—a kind of jugular slash through the base of the peninsula’s long neck—intended to circumvent the impenetrable hills of Vicksburg.


By late 1867, as the Breedloves awaited Sarah’s birth, all that remained of a once grand plantation were “one or two little houses or shanties near the river” and a large ditch marking the failed bypass.


Robert W. Burney was only twenty-two years old in August 1842 when he arrived with his oxen and farm implements on 167 acres of rented land in Madison Parish, Louisiana, near the Mississippi River north of Vicksburg. By the following February, when he purchased the land for a mere $1.25 an acre, he already had a small group of slaves at work preparing 65 acres for corn and cotton.


His personal good fortune was the result of a nationwide economic crisis that had financially strapped the previous owners. For a young man as ambitious as Burney, the uncultivated soil of the Louisiana frontier held more lucrative promise than the depleted farmland of the more heavily populated eastern United States. Overextended land speculators, ruined in the Panic of 1837, were forced to sell to men like Burney, who, unsaddled by debt, could dictate advantageous deals for modest amounts of cash. A native of Maury County, Tennessee—home of President James Knox Polk—Burney became the recipient of some of the country’s most fertile farmland, its alluvial soil so suited for long-staple cotton that it would soon become one of Louisiana’s wealthiest parishes.


In April 1846 he nearly doubled his holdings with the $300 cash purchase of 160 acres just three and a half miles south of Vicksburg, one of the busiest cotton-trading ports between St. Louis and New Orleans. This time his land abutted the water, providing direct access to passing steamboats. It was situated on a mile-and-a half-wide peninsula that jutted northeastward toward Vicksburg like a finger poised to make a point, and its picturesque panoramas earned it the name Grand View. What Burney did not plant with cotton and vegetables in this dark, fertile turf remained a virgin forest of moss-draped oak, elm and cypress. Eventually a railroad designed to link trade on the Mississippi River with the Atlantic and Pacific oceans would pierce the center of his cotton fields.


With prime property and favorable future prospects, Burney’s relative affluence made him a most eligible bachelor. In October 1846, he chose for his bride Mary Fredonia Williamson, the educated seventeen-year-old daughter of the late Russell McCord Williamson, a wealthy Mississippi landowner and delegate to the second Mississippi Constitutional Convention of 1832. Williamson, who like Burney had grown up in Maury County, had been a childhood friend of the Polk boys, their families so close that one of the Williamson slaves had assisted in the funeral of the President’s father.


Williamson also had ties to another President, Andrew Jackson, under whom he had fought as a teenager in the 1815 Battle of New Orleans. In 1834, during the first year of his second term, Jackson appointed Williamson surveyor general of all public lands south of Tennessee amid the feverish Mississippi land rush for the confiscated ancestral territory of the Choctaws and Chickasaws. At least a second-generation slave owner, Williamson had no reason or incentive to quarrel with the views of President Jackson, one of the South’s largest slaveholders, on the topic of chattel labor. “Ownership,” Jackson’s biographer Robert Remini wrote, “was as American to these Jacksonians as capitalism, nationalism, or democracy.” What property Williamson possessed, he passed on to his offspring. To Mary Fredonia he bequeathed at least a dozen slaves, nearly doubling her husband’s holdings of human assets.


Independent of his wife’s inheritance, Burney had prospered well enough to attract the attention of Oliver O. Woodman, a Vicksburg investor who owned several businesses, including a pharmacy and a bookstore. In 1848, the two men agreed to combine their “negroes, Oxen, Corn, Farming Utensils, horses, etc … into a copartnership.” Among the slaves Burney brought to the deal were nineteen-year-old Owen, valued at $700, and nineteen-year-old Minerva, valued at $600. At the time of the January 1, 1848, inventory, Minerva was not yet Owen’s wife and neither of them had any children.


In exchange for co-ownership of 524 additional acres, which Woodman had purchased next to Burney’s existing property, Burney agreed to manage the plantation, the goal being “to clear up and cultivate the land as fast as the timber is taken off.” The partnership found a ready market for the timber’s by-products, especially the cordwood needed by the ravenous wood-burning boilers of the steamboats and packet boats that lumbered all day and night around the corkscrew twists of the Mississippi and Louisiana shorelines.


All the profits from the enterprise were to “be invested in negroes” who were to be “kept on the place during the copartnership.” In a relatively more humane gesture than that expected of other, more ruthless slave owners, Burney and Woodman agreed that, “should there be any negro women with children, which are joint property, at the expiration of the copartnership, either party getting them are to take them at valuation, as children under ten years old should not be separated from the mother.” For that, at least, the Breedloves could be grateful.


Whether Minerva, who was a year older than Mary Fredonia, worked primarily in the fields or in the house eludes historians. But with a growing family, eventually numbering six daughters, the mistress of the house surely needed Minerva’s help. Despite having her own children, who were roughly the same age, Minerva was expected to come to Mary Fredonia’s aid whenever she was called.


By 1850, seven years after Burney’s arrival in Madison Parish, his property was valued at $10,000, a reflection of the increasing wealth of the nation’s 350,000 slaveholding families. As the slave population burgeoned, especially in Madison Parish, where blacks would come to eclipse whites nine to one, planters grew more paranoid, advocating hard-nosed control over their human property. The prospect of a literate slave population was so frightening to some that an 1830 state law had forbidden “teaching them to read and write on pain of imprisonment for one to twelve months.”


“There is among the slave population throughout the states far too much information for their own happiness and subordination,” the nearby Richmond Compiler editorialized. “Without rigid regulations and strict subordination, there is no safety.”


As late as 1860, Delta was an unincorporated village with only ten households of fewer than sixty whites as well as hundreds of slaves who were scattered over a few thousand acres. By then the Burneys, who had prospered splendidly during the previous decade, had every reason to believe their good fortune would continue. The Breedloves, who had never known freedom, had no reason to believe their luck would ever change. But by the end of the war in April 1865, nothing about their parallel worlds remained a certainty. A year later Robert Burney was dead of a stroke, perhaps overwhelmed by the daunting struggle to regain his land and his lost wealth. That November, Mary Fredonia, still nursing an infant, succumbed to cholera. Their six young daughters would spend decades untangling legal disputes over their father’s property.


For Owen, Minerva and their growing family, freedom constructed new hurdles. The scant 1866 cotton harvest was followed by an even more disastrous yield in 1867, when Madison Parish was decimated first by the worst flood in its history, then by army worms that left the cotton fields “blackened like fire had swept over them.” By winter, thousands of Louisiana farm families, stunned at their meager earnings, were starving and homeless, “having no place to go and no clothing but rags.” With the Burney family in too much disarray to monitor their balance books, at least the Breedloves had their shack. Like thousands of other indigent black families, they may have placed some faith in the intangible hope of full citizenship for themselves and education for their children that had come with the overthrow of the Confederacy.


During the rainy spring before Sarah Breedlove’s birth, Congress had overridden President Andrew Johnson’s veto and adopted the Reconstruction Act, dividing the postwar South into five military districts and enfranchising more than 700,000 black men—most of them newly freed slaves—throughout the eleven states of the former Confederacy. This Radical Reconstruction would last until 1877, when the Democrats orchestrated the demise of the last Southern Republican government and claimed “redemption” for all they had lost. But in August 1867 almost two-thirds of Louisiana’s 127,639 registered voters were black, and still hopeful that their first efforts at participatory democracy would deliver the dignity and political rights they craved. With emancipation, Madison Parish’s overwhelmingly black workforce also had become an overwhelmingly black electorate.


Owen, now thirty-nine, was eligible to cast the first vote of his life in an election calling for a Louisiana constitutional convention to rewrite state laws. In late September, when the votes were tallied, exactly half the delegates were black and half were white. Only two were not Republicans. When the conferees met in New Orleans in late November, a month before Sarah’s birth, the New Orleans Times derisively labeled their assembly the “Congo Convention.” President Johnson, Lincoln’s successor, delivered a similar indictment, accusing Radical Republicans of trying to “Africanize … half of our country” and calling blacks “utterly so ignorant of public affairs that their voting can consist in nothing more than carrying a ballot to the place where they are directed to deposit it.”


While most of the new voters were, in fact, illiterate, most of the black delegates had as much or more education than their white counterparts, and in some instances more than President Johnson, a tailor who had taught himself to read. Some were former slaves; most were freeborn. Among the large property owners, a few had owned slaves. At least one, Fortune Riard of Lafayette, had been educated in France, where he served as a naval officer.


During the final weeks of Minerva’s pregnancy Curtis Pollard—the Breedloves’ family minister and a newly elected delegate to the constitutional convention—talked optimistically of guaranteed suffrage for black adult males and statewide public education for the newly freed slaves. On December 31, eight days after Sarah’s birth, Pinckney B. S. Pinchback, another black delegate who later would serve as acting lieutenant governor of the state, introduced civil rights legislation outlawing segregation on trains, on ferries and in public places.


The Democrats were outraged, holding fast to a platform advocating “a government of white people” in which there could, “in no event nor under any circumstance, be any equality between the whites and other races.” Without the votes required to ensure this outcome, the party faithful struck back with terror and intimidation. During the next several months, the vigilante Knights of the White Camellia, who had organized in southern Louisiana in May 1867, began to gather members and sympathizers from other parts of the state. For a while, at least, Madison’s black population was not subjected to the more flagrant violence, in large part due to its numbers, as well as to the presence of federal troops in nearby Vicksburg. But any sense of personal safety would prove to be illusory and temporary.







CHAPTER 2


Motherless Child
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Night riders and vigilantes bloodied Louisiana’s back roads during the score-settling campaign of 1868. Still an infant, Sarah was sheltered from knowing about the year’s one thousand politically motivated murders, many of them sanctioned by the Democratic leadership in its efforts to vanquish Republican rule and cower black elected officials. But soon enough she would understand the fearful midnight whispers of her elders and the courageous tales of those who escaped the wrath and the rope of the Knights of the White Camellia. Later in life, she would crusade against such outrages with both her wealth and her passion.


Throughout the late 1860s, Owen and Minerva did their best to protect their children from the turmoil around them. White conservatives and Confederate sympathizers made no secret of their resentment at being governed not only by a racially mixed, Republican dominated legislature but by Governor Henry C. Warmouth, a corrupt carpetbagger, and Lieutenant Governor Oscar James Dunn, a man of ethical reputation whose primary flaw in their eyes was his African ancestry. He was “as black as the ace of spades, but a grander man from principles never trod God’s earth,” said Pinckney B. S. Pinchback, his successor as lieutenant governor.


The Democratic offensive to regain power was so exacting and pervasive that by November most of the parishes that had supported Republican candidates in the April gubernatorial election had flip-flopped to the Democratic column as a result of ballot tampering and a petrified, stay-at-home electorate. Once again, however, Madison Parish’s proximity to the Freedmen’s Bureau regional headquarters in Vicksburg had spared it the more blatant bullying that prevailed elsewhere in the state. Consequently, Republican presidential candidate Ulysses S. Grant received 90 percent of its votes, his widest margin anywhere in the state, over Democrat Horatio Seymour, a man whose platform declared “This Is a White Man’s Government.”


No doubt Curtis Pollard, the Breedloves’ minister and a Louisiana state senator, had played some role in keeping the night riders at bay. Often called bulldozers, these self-appointed vigilantes earned their name for plowing down defenseless blacks. Twenty years Owen’s senior, Pollard was a man Owen could admire, because of his success as a farmer and grocer, as well as for his outspoken advocacy of the freedmen’s interests. That summer The Daily Picayune called this former slave “a black man, uncompromisingly so; and a Republican equally uncompromising.” During his first year in the state senate, and two years before the ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment, Pollard had championed Louisiana legislation that protected farm laborers from employers who threatened to fire them for supporting Republican candidates.


Fortunately for the Breedloves, the abundant 1868 cotton harvest ushered in the first of the two most productive growing cycles since before the war. Owen’s skills as a blacksmith also made him a likely candidate for extra work rebuilding the railroad that ran through the Burney property. Its tracks destroyed during the war, the North Louisiana and Texas Railroad Company decided that year to construct its eastern terminus at Delta.


The crop of 1869 was called “so unmanageably large” that laborers, for once, had some bargaining power for their wages. The penny a pound the Breedloves and others earned probably meant sufficient food for their families and brought such “improvements in dress and appearance” that an official in the nearby Freedmen’s Bureau headquarters took note. The family’s relative prosperity may have provided the catalyst and the confidence for Owen and Minerva to pledge the $100 marriage bond that allowed them to wed on December 16, 1869, legalizing the union they had formed nearly twenty years earlier during slavery. Senator Pollard conducted the modest ceremony, which included the almost two-year-old Sarah, her two-month-old baby brother Solomon, and the four other Breedlove children, whose ages now ranged from seven to fifteen.


Years later Sarah’s childhood friend Celeste Hawkins remembered her as an “ordinary person, an open-faced good gal” with no remarkable traits to predict her future achievements. “We played together an’ cotch craw-fish in de bayous,” she told an interviewer who attempted to capture her dialect. “We went to fish-frys an’ picnics; we sot side by side in the ol’ Pollard Church on a Sunday.” They also worked alongside their parents in the fields, the suffocating Louisiana heat blasting against their chests. Using a nickname that Sarah had long ago discarded, Hawkins recalled a glimmer of the competitive woman she was to become. “Twasn’t nobody could beat me an’ ‘Winnie’ a-choppin’ cotton an’ a-pickin’ dem bolls clean,” she proudly said.


Hawkins also remembered their look-alike hairstyles. As with many black girls, their hair, said Hawkins, was “twisted and wropped with strings” in an ancient African grooming custom guaranteed to make them wince in the process. After their mothers had pulled the strands and sections tautly at the roots, their temples and scalps smarted for days.


Their world was insular, circumscribed by the peonage of their parents. During 1874, when Sarah was old enough to enter first grade, public schools in Louisiana—where they had existed at all—were shuttered when the state legislature declined to fund them. By then the Freedmen’s Bureau had disbanded its education division. Throughout the region, “the hostility to schools for the Negro,” noted one traveler, “is … often very bitter and dangerous.” In some parts of the state, schools were torched, teachers harassed, even killed. The freed men and women fervently sought education for their children and themselves. Just as during slavery, planters feared a literate workforce, especially one that could choose to keep its children in class during harvesttime or learn enough to challenge the political and economic status quo.


Sarah later told a reporter that she had had only three months of formal education, its quality undoubtedly inferior. If the Pollard Church helped her learn her ABCs and other rudimentary literacy lessons in Sunday school, she was more fortunate than most children in her parish. At least she was surrounded by the stimulation of commerce, especially around the time of her third birthday, when the trains returned to Madison Parish. Arriving every morning at eleven o’clock not far from her family’s cabin, the whistling locomotive roused the village into a busy hive. Certainly the passengers—whether in finery or rags—would have stirred a young girl’s imagination as she watched them embark upon journeys far beyond the dusty roads of Delta.


Without warning, whatever carefree moments Sarah enjoyed as a child ceased with the death of her mother, Minerva, probably in 1873. Within a year, perhaps less, her father remarried. By late 1875, he, too, was dead.


Decades later, after Sarah had become the well-known entrepreneur Madam C. J. Walker, she reminded audiences that she had had to fend for herself since childhood. “I had little or no opportunity when I started out in life, having been left an orphan and being without mother or father since I was seven years of age,” she often recounted in stoic acknowledgment of her loss.


Publicly, at least, she did not elaborate with details, dates or causes of death. The particulars remain unknown but the possibilities are many. Disease stalked the swamps and bayous of the Mississippi Valley, often in the form of epidemics poised to activate at deadly, unpredictable intervals. Cholera, once in motion, lurked in drinking water contaminated by open privies and raw sewage. In the absence of a death certificate, there is no way to know how Minerva died, but she was vulnerable to the 1873 cholera epidemic that claimed thirty-four Madison Parish victims. Without vaccines or medical treatment, pneumonia, smallpox, measles, typhoid, tuberculosis and a half dozen other highly infectious diseases went unchecked. Less likely as a cause of the Breedloves’ deaths was yellow fever, a disease usually more fatal to whites than blacks because of its West African origins and the immunity many blacks carried as a result.


If Sarah witnessed her mother’s and father’s final breaths, she left no clue about the bewildering heartache a young child experiences at the loss of a parent. But the painful aftermath shaped her attitudes for the rest of her life. Dependent upon her older and now married sister, Louvenia Breedlove Powell, she was forced to live in the household of her brother-in-law, Jesse Powell. Years later she would describe him as “cruel,” suggesting, but never fully revealing, the extent of his threats, taunts and abuses.


Rather than be destroyed, Sarah learned to turn her vulnerability into resolve and resilience. Her determination to escape was her most reliable asset.


If Sarah were personally at risk, her entire community’s safety was subject to the statewide political turmoil that had only grown more intense since the murders of 1868. The gains blacks had realized during the early days of Reconstruction were being snatched systematically from them throughout the early 1870s. By the spring of 1874, Louisiana had become “an armed camp.” Determined to oust the Republicans, many conservatives—including a number of former Confederate military officers—established the White League, heir to the Knights of the White Camellia. Emboldened by the Democratic Congress in Washington, the League frequently carried out its assaults in broad daylight, vowing that “there will be no security, no peace and no prosperity for Louisiana … until the superiority of the Caucasian over the African in all affairs pertaining to government, is acknowledged and established.”


With the country’s economy teetering from the lingering effects of the Panic of 1873, and the House of Representatives no longer under Republican control, President Grant and his party had few resources and even less will to devote to black enfranchisement or civil rights. In 1876, with both parties claiming victory for local races in Louisiana and for the presidency in Washington, the contested outcome placed the Republicans in a tenuous position. In order to seat Republican Rutherford B. Hayes, the national party struck the Bargain of 1877, a compromise that secured a sufficient number of Democratic electoral college votes to install Hayes in the White House in exchange for his agreement to end federal intervention in the South. In short order, Senator Pollard and most of the state’s black representatives were stripped of their posts in Baton Rouge. With the removal of federal troops from Louisiana in April 1877, Radical Reconstruction collapsed resoundingly.


The next year, during statewide elections, the violence that had long bombarded Madison Parish’s neighbors edged ever closer to its borders. If any members of Sarah’s immediate family were beaten or threatened, she did not discuss it as an adult. But there were many opportunities for her to witness the results of such intimidation in her parish, whether in the form of whip marks and bruises on the living or on corpses as they were retrieved from nearby bayous.


Three weeks before the 1878 election, a black Republican candidate for Congress escaped a band of “bulldozers” less than forty miles from Delta in Waterproof, Louisiana. After hiding overnight in a moss-covered hollow log, the politician dressed as a woman to gain passage on a New Orleans–bound riverboat. The story was so well publicized in the Northern press and so widely told among local blacks for its defiant conclusion that Sarah and her friends almost surely heard it. By December, close to seventy-five people had been murdered in neighboring Tensas and Concordia parishes. The remaining black state representative from Madison, William Murrell, later recalled seeing a man with a companion, “hanging in the swamp … with a brand-new grass rope around him.”


“This of course excited the colored people in my parish at the time,” Representative Murrell later testified before a congressional committee. “They proved to be good prophets. They said it was only the question of another election, and they would reach Madison, too.”


That terror—and the economic disaster brought on by yet another bad cotton year and one of the worst yellow fever epidemics in the nation’s history—pushed Sarah and her sister and brother-in-law off the farm and across the river to Vicksburg. In mid-November 1878, the Hinds County Gazette predicted that as many as four thousand of the area’s black laborers would be “homeless, breadless and in rags in January next.” With no cotton to pick, there would be no work.


Jesse and Louvenia, like many others, were forced to look for jobs in Vicksburg. Both illiterate, their prospects were limited, and Jesse’s violent temper in all likelihood only added to their problems. For Sarah, however, the move meant more opportunities to see Alexander, her eldest brother, with whom she had remained close. Already living in Vicksburg for at least a year, he worked as a porter at C. L. Chambers Grocery on busy Washington Street and lived on Crawford Street near the crowded waterfront, where rents were cheapest.


Despite Sarah’s wretched surroundings, a magazine reporter who interviewed her in her richly furnished Harlem town house years later wrote that “as a child she craved for the beautiful. She had an inordinate desire to move among the things of culture and refinement.” Such longings would not have been unusual for a curious adolescent who frequently walked past the manicured gardens of Vicksburg’s grand antebellum homes. Near the grocery where Alexander worked, shopwindows displayed bolts of taffeta and dotted swiss, pastel hats and supple leather shoes. Waistcoated dandies on steamboat layovers always drew attention as they strolled to Vicksburg’s saloons. Even in Delta, Sarah had been inside the well-furnished home of Lillie Burney Felt, one of the six daughters who had returned to the Burney plantation in the late 1860s. Around 1875, with the help of her new husband, Lillie had carefully re-created part of the floor plan and façade of the home her parents had lost during the war. It seems certain that luxury was not an alien concept to young Sarah. It seems equally certain that she had no reason to expect she would ever possess it.


Because Jesse Powell viewed Sarah as a burden, he expected her to contribute to the household income. Even for girls as young as ten, and sometimes younger, there was always work tending to the needs of white children or helping with housework behind the walls of the town’s mansions. Sarah was just old enough to work as a laundress, “the province of black women exclusively,” according to historian Jacqueline Jones. The work, in fact, was so “onerous” that it was the main chore nineteenth-century white women “would hire someone else to perform whenever the slightest bit of discretionary income was available.”


While Sarah may have felt safer in town with Alexander nearby, Vicksburg was no haven of security. After the 1874 election, a group of whites had ambushed a meeting of black men at ten o’clock in the morning. “The whites came with the 16 shooters and just shot and killed every Negro they saw,” a man who witnessed the attack later told a congressional committee. “I think they killed about a dozen or so; they killed them because they were Republicans. Nothing was ever done to them for the killing.” Again in 1876 whites shot and killed two black men in full view of the courthouse.


The freedmen were alarmed at the continued brazenness of the assaults. They were also panic-stricken over a proposal in Louisiana’s legislature that was designed to abridge their rights in ways that closely resembled slavery. Those fears, along with their inability to turn a profit after thirteen years of sharecropping, made thousands in the Mississippi River valley ripe for flight from debt and oppression.


In early 1879, just as black farmers were receiving the now perennial news that they owed more than they had earned, Benjamin “Pap” Singleton, a charismatic black Tennessean, visited several river communities touting the solution for which many had prayed. Cheap land, the right to vote and freedom from harassment awaited them in Kansas, he promised with evangelical enthusiasm. “Now is the time to go,” he declared. “Ho for Sunny Kansas,” announced fliers trumpeting Singleton Settlement’s prime location on the Missouri, Kansas & Texas Railway. Like the railroad company circulars that had lured French, German, Norwegian, Swedish and Welsh immigrants to the unsettled West, Singleton’s pamphlets guaranteed “plenty of coal, water and wood” on “one of the finest lands for a poor man in the World.”


Having lost faith and patience, thousands of black men, women and children spontaneously journeyed to the riverbanks laden “with their poor, battered and tattered household goods.” Within weeks they had clotted together at Vicksburg, Delta and two dozen other Louisiana and Mississippi levees from Greenville to Natchez, convinced that steamboats were en route to convey them north to Kansas-bound trains. During late February, when sixty Madison Parish residents boarded a steamer for St. Louis, eleven-year-old Sarah undoubtedly watched family friends depart. Within days, when another large group headed up the river toward Missouri, the Vicksburg Herald sarcastically reported that “the African hegira continues.”


From the pulpit and in public places, Curtis Pollard preached deliverance and urged the emigrants on. Having seen the evil intentions of the Democrats from inside the state senate chambers, he harbored no illusions about the freedmen’s immediate future in Louisiana. Pollard actively aided two Richland Parish men who had tried to migrate against their employers’ will in mid-February. “One of them [was] cut very bad … [T]hey said the bulldozers had got a hold of them for wanting to go to Kansas, and had pretty nearly killed them,” he later said.


When former Lieutenant Governor Pinchback visited the Delta levee in early March 1879, the promised exodus had drawn nearly 700 refugees to that site alone. He found “every road leading to the river filled with wagons loaded with plunder and families who seem to think anywhere is better than here.” Pollard, who had led a rally in Delta on the day of Pinchback’s visit, was forced to flee his home and abandon his family three days later when a white Madison Parish doctor threatened to kill him. “I was accused of teaching the people to immigrate to Kansas [and was told] my neck would be broke,” he later testified. Because Sarah had known Pollard all her life, word of his escape must have frightened her. More significant, however, was the departure of twenty-one-year old Alexander, who was old enough to understand the political implications of the movement. His job in a downtown store must have made him more aware than most of the dangers a young black man faced. If he missed the 1879 wave, Alexander was part of the second surge in March and April 1880, his own departure possibly triggered by the election-eve murder of Madison Parish’s black Republican Club president. In the end, nearly 20,000 black Mississippians and Louisianans joined the migration. Madison Parish, with 1,600 Exodusters, lost more than any other district.


Like many of the migrants, Alexander never reached Kansas, settling instead in St. Louis, where the African Methodist Episcopal and black Baptist churches welcomed the refugees with housing, food and advice. His first job as a porter quickly led to another as a barber. Such rapid progress was more than enough encouragement for Owen Jr. and James to trail him up the river before the end of 1882. With all three of her older brothers gone, Sarah was fully at the mercy of Jesse Powell.







CHAPTER 3


Wife, Mother, Widow
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“I married at the age of fourteen in order to get a home of my own,” Sarah always said of the day she ran off with Moses McWilliams. Nothing more. Nothing less. But clearly she believed her survival was at stake.


Did Moses court her with thoughtful gifts and affectionate gestures? Did their eyes first meet at a picnic, in church, at a Sunday social? Or was the marriage merely a desperate effort to escape an unbearable situation? All the details of Moses’s life—his age, birthplace, physical bearing and occupation—remain matters of conjecture.


The union was very possibly a common-law arrangement since neither bride nor groom could have afforded to pledge the $200 Mississippi marriage bond. At any rate, no marriage license has yet been found in Madison Parish or Warren County. In later years, Sarah’s memory of the relationship would become strikingly devoid of romantic sentiment. Her intent, she consistently said, was pragmatic, her approach unhesitant.


A photograph taken a few years afterward shows that she was a physically attractive young woman. While any clothing she owned surely was worn, even shabby, her waist had begun to contour between a full bosom and rounded hips. Her chestnut-brown body was firm from field work, her forearm muscles thickened and defined from the washboard. A heart-shaped face framed alert ebony eyes, slightly flared nostrils and purposeful lips. As with so many other black women who had long forgotten the elaborate grooming rituals of their African ancestors, her crudely braided hair was usually covered with a patterned head wrap.


In 1885, during the spring between Sarah’s seventeenth and eighteenth birthdays, her daughter, Lelia, was born on June 6. If she and Moses lost other children before or after, she kept the painful knowledge to herself in later years. But there is no doubt that Lelia’s arrival gave Sarah’s life new meaning and made her determined to protect this sparkly eyed baby girl from the cruelty, hunger and hardship she had endured as a child. So long deprived of her own mother’s touch, Sarah had had little exposure to the overwhelming, all-consuming maternal protectiveness that Lelia stirred in her. For the rest of her life, Lelia remained the center of her affection, the source of her motivation.


Though their lives were still difficult, the new family was in a position to benefit from the increased wages that came from two exceptionally good back-to-back cotton crops. Despite the periodic flare-ups of political violence, Vicksburg remained a magnet for blacks from rural Mississippi and northern Louisiana, spawning churches and benevolent societies, separate from and parallel to those in the white community. The Negro Masons, the Grand United Order of Odd Fellows and the Order of Colored Knights of Pythias attracted the more prominent African American men to their ranks, their wives to their auxiliaries. Moses and Sarah’s lowly social standing would have excluded them from membership, but nothing would have prevented them from viewing the groups’ colorful annual parades and enjoying country picnics with Lelia.


Finally, when it seemed Sarah had pieced together all the elements of the family she had lost, Moses died, probably sometime during 1888. Rather than lead her out of poverty into the promised land as his biblical namesake had done for the children of Egypt, Sarah’s Moses abandoned her in the wilderness. The circumstances of his death have long been fodder for speculation. In the absence of Sarah’s own words on the topic, the temptation to fill the void has been great. At least three different writers have fashioned plausible accounts of a violent demise. But considering her passionate commitment to the antilynching movement in later years, it is hard to imagine that Sarah—who was to become the outspoken, politically astute Madam Walker—would not have used a personal experience as poignant as a husband’s murder to punctuate the horrors of mob violence.


Curiously, all the articles claiming his tragic end were written years after Sarah’s death. While she was alive and could either refute or confirm the accounts, no reporter who had personally interviewed her—including anti-lynching activists Ida B. Wells, W.E.B. Du Bois and James Weldon Johnson—ever mentioned an alleged lynching. Nevertheless the story continues to resurface.


Konrad Bercovici, a prolific social historian, created the first known version of the lynching story after an interview with Lelia in her Harlem home during the 1920s. “Her father having been killed in a riot, she is anything but passive on the subject,” he wrote in Harper’s Monthly. “Rising from her chair as she talked to me, she looked more like an African empress than the offspring of a former slave. Speaking about negroes whose relatives and parents have been killed in riots or in lynchings, her frame trembled, her lips quivered and her eyes filled with tears. She looked like an avenging nemesis.” This melodramatic episode loses credibility when Bercovici incorrectly identifies Sarah as “Mrs. Lillie C. Walker … a speaker and singer … a former slave,” as if he had jumbled his notes into a composite character of several notable black women of the era. A little exaggeration may have pleased his editors and titillated the magazine’s subscribers at a time when many white American and European writers craved the exoticism and primitivism they believed Harlemites possessed. But the hyperbole resulted in bad journalism and worse history. After reading the article, Lelia wrote to a friend, “I don’t think he has been quite truthful … He drew a colorful description, but not truthful.”


Twenty years later Marjorie Stewart Joyner, a longtime Walker Company employee and loyal family friend, wove a less sensational, though probably no more accurate, story. In her version, Moses was named “Jeff” and was “reported killed in a race riot in Greenwood, Mississippi.” Yet another account, by another writer, placed the supposed uprising in Greenville, Mississippi.


Harry B. Webber’s 1952 series about Madam Walker in the popular Pittsburgh Courier further embellished Joyner’s tale. In his made-for-Hollywood scene, a plaintive young Lelia asks, “Is Daddy coming back?” as the now-named “Johnson” gallops away on a horse “to take a new job on a big cotton plantation up near Vicksburg.” After the requisite crescendo, Webber unveiled the crushing news. “The details came slowly—a race riot in Vicksburg the night of the day her husband vanished, the deaths of Negroes in violence, their bodies thrown into the river,” Webber waxed. “It indeed had been farewell that hot morning on the levee. For one of the bodies was that of hopeful Johnson, who rode on his horse to Vicksburg seeking a new life but perished a few hours later in unsought death.”


With no death certificate and no dependable oral history from Sarah herself, it is unlikely that anyone will ever know whether Moses McWilliams was one of the ninety-five people whose lynchings were documented in 1888. Two years earlier, on March 16, 1886, more than twenty black men had indeed been massacred in Carrollton, Mississippi, not far from Greenwood, but Sarah consistently said she “was left a widow” when she was twenty years old.


It is certainly possible that Joyner’s Greenwood race riot and Webber’s Vicksburg incident went unreported. Mississippi historian Vernon Lane Wharton believed it “impossible to make any estimate of the number of individual Negroes lynched or murdered by whites during the period … When reported at all, they were generally given a line or two in very small type in the ‘Mississippi Brevities’ or ‘Miscellaneous Items’ columns of the papers.”


The Madison Times-Democrat, in Sarah’s home parish, carried just such an item in July 1889. “There have been several lynchings in the past eighteen months, none of which have found their way into print heretofore.” Contemporaneous courthouse records provide no answers, since such murders were rarely prosecuted. In fact, in Mississippi “there seems to have been no single instance throughout the period in which a white man was hanged for killing a Negro.”


But thousands of lynching articles did make their way into the pages of the black press as a matter of record, and even into some Southern white newspapers as a form of editorial and social intimidation. Using data from those stories and other sources, E. M. Beck’s detailed listing of nineteenth-century Mississippi lynching victims includes no men named McWilliams between 1882 and 1889, all the possible years Sarah was married to Moses. Likewise, Ralph Ginzburg’s painstakingly documented inventory of “5,000 Negroes Lynched in the United States since 1859” lists not a single McWilliams in Louisiana or Mississippi. And aside from murder, Moses could have died from any number of illnesses or accidents. Even desertion was not impossible or implausible.


Many years later, Sarah’s memories of her husband’s death were characteristically spare and emotionally unrevealing: “I was left a widow at the age of twenty with a little girl to raise.” But at the time she must have confronted a hauntingly familiar abyss of emptiness, uncertainty and utter panic as she examined her options.


She refused to return to the Powells’ home. And Vicksburg would never offer her more than the field, the washtub and a weekly fistful of Indian-head pennies. So just as she had fled Jesse Powell, Sarah knew she would have to flee Mississippi. With little more to encourage her than raw determination, she began plotting her trip to St. Louis. Her decision to leave was not easy, but it was not unusual. Hundreds of young, single and widowed black women left the South each year during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, seeking jobs, bolting from abusive relationships, searching for better lives. And a decade earlier, many of the most eager Exodusters had been women. Now with 200,000 unmarried working black women, most of whom lived in the South, the pool of potential migrants was large.


During early 1889 Sarah and three-year-old Lelia headed north, maybe on a train, but probably on a New Orleans–St. Louis Anchor Line steamboat. Far from the luxury of the boat’s upper promenades, they would have been invisible, lower-deck passengers on the weeklong journey. Their three- or four-dollar fare would have bought the equivalent of steerage, a cramped space somewhere among the cargo, the smelly livestock and the deafening, vibrating engine.


When Sarah and Lelia reached St. Louis, the Breedlove brothers were already familiar figures in the neighborhood around St. Paul African Methodist Episcopal Church where their barbershop had been located for six years. Alexander, James and Solomon all lived near the family business, clustered within eight blocks of each other. Owen had left St. Louis around 1883, moving to Albuquerque, New Mexico, and deserting his wife, Samira.


As self-employed barbers, they had joined a trade with a long and lucrative tradition among St. Louis blacks. Even before the Civil War, a handful of freemen, who considered themselves the “colored aristocracy” of the city, had become wealthy shaving and cutting the hair of a predominantly white clientele. Their successes were duplicated in several cities across the country.


By 1860 one of their group claimed $20,000 worth of St. Louis real estate. A little more than a decade later James Thomas, a former riverboat barber, owned nearly two blocks of downtown property and a twelve-chair, marble, lace and chandeliered tonsorial palace in one of the city’s most exclusive hotels. Thomas also had had the good fortune of marrying Antoinette Rutgers, the daughter of Pelagie Rutgers, a mulatto whose estate had been estimated at a half million dollars at the time of her death in 1867.


Such accomplishments among African Americans must have stunned Alexander and his brothers when they first arrived. Black men controlled no businesses of consequence in Vicksburg. But in St. Louis many of the nearly 300 black barbers were considered the best in the city. They were also the largest group of black entrepreneurs. While most did not become wealthy, they enjoyed more independence than laborers, servants, teamsters, messengers and porters—the jobs held by most black men. Even so, the business was changing around them. In Philadelphia, where blacks had dominated the trade since 1838, they had lost their foothold by 1889. Soon afterward, the Breedlove brothers faced a similar crisis, brought on by a racist backlash against black barbers, then later made worse by King Gillette’s introduction of the easy-to-use safety razor.


By 1891 Alexander had sold or lost his shop, though he continued to be listed as a barber in the St. Louis city directory. In 1896 the St. Louis Republic reported, “The colored barber in St. Louis is about to become a thing of the past.” In less than a year, the paper predicted, “the darky barber … who shaves a white client will be an oddity.”


Sarah surely was awed by the riverfront metropolis. Only a church spire and the courthouse jutted above Vicksburg’s roofline. Delta had few buildings taller than one story. But St. Louis’s granite-and-limestone insurance companies, department stores and commodities exchanges loomed above her. Instead of streets that muddied with every rain, boulevards were surfaced with macadam and paved with bricks. Where two railroad lines serviced Vicksburg, tracks for more than a dozen freight and passenger companies radiated from St. Louis’s massive Union Depot. Where Vicksburg could claim a respectably busy cotton trade, St. Louis was the nation’s largest inland cotton market. It was also home to Anheuser-Busch, the world’s largest brewery, and Liggett & Myers, the world’s largest manufacturer of plug tobacco.


Even the air was different. Sarah was accustomed to the thick, wet humidity of the lower Mississippi. But in St. Louis the steaminess churned into a grimy roux of soot and smoke from the iron ore foundries and industrial furnaces along the river. Ashes and cinders from the cheap, soft, sulfur-rich coal glommed on to her skin and clung to her hair. So polluted was the air in 1906 that certain trees and shrubs had died off within the city limits. “We can no longer grow the evergreen conifers, with the exception of the Dwarf Junipers and the Austrian Pine,” complained the director of the Missouri Botanical Gardens. “While we grow a good many roses, it is only the hardiest that stand the present smoke.”


To escape the pollution, St. Louis’s wealthiest residents pushed the city limits westward, fanning away from the river like a peacock spreading its feathers. At its far reaches were the mansions of Grand Avenue and gated enclaves like Vandeventer Place, heavily populated with prosperous German immigrants. With the advent of the nickel trolley into the far suburbs, the abandonment of downtown by those who could afford to leave escalated in 1890. Some members of the small black middle class settled on the nicer, near-in blocks that whites had relinquished. But the Italian, Jewish and black poor, like Sarah, were wedged into tenements between the business district and the eastern end of the more desirable residential areas.


Sarah’s first place—probably more a room than an apartment—was at 1316 Wash Street, a street well known on the police blotter for its stabbings and murders. It also was not far from the dance halls of Twelfth Street and the saloons and brothels of the infamous Chestnut Valley near Union Station. To support herself and Lelia, she worked as a laundress, “washing for families in St. Louis,” she told a St. Louis Post-Dispatch reporter years later.


Jennie Lias and Ida Winchester met her shortly after she arrived, offering advice, friendship and leads about jobs. Like more than half the employed black women in St. Louis, they were washerwomen, filling slots that were shunned by immigrant and first-generation American working women who dominated the other domestic service jobs there. Sarah and her friends preferred laundry chores, at least in part because they could watch their children while they worked. On Mondays they were among the army of washerwomen who returned to their homes, customarily toting a week’s dirty laundry from two or three white families. Another laundress remembered carrying “ten to twelve sheets … twenty to thirty towels, twenty-four pillowcases, three and four tablecloths, and no end of shirts and other clothes and things” from each family.


The work, all done by hand in wooden washtubs and iron pots of boiling water, was steamy, strenuous and laborious. Wet sheets and tablecloths doubled in weight. Lye soap irritated hands and arms. Heated flatirons were heavy, cumbersome and dangerous. Sarah, however, took pride in her work, often ironing late into the night to meet Saturday’s delivery deadline. She knew that a broken dress button or a scorched shirttail meant a cut in pay, a reduction of a washerwoman’s weekly $4 to $12 wages.


By Sunday, her only day off, Sarah welcomed the release that church services always brought her, for she had long embraced the power of prayer. As a newcomer to a fast city and as a recent widow, she needed the solace it brought. Although she had attended the Pollard Church in Delta, she would later say that she had been “converted” at St. Paul AME, the church one block from her brothers’ barbershop and six blocks from her first St. Louis home.


In September 1889, St. Paul’s new pastor, Reverend Ezekiel T. Cottman, began an aggressive outreach, bringing more than two hundred new parishioners into the church during Sarah’s first year in the city. Sarah herself was a likely prospect for membership, especially among the middle-class women of the church who made it their business to know the needy among them. The concern of this small educated elite, with its interlocking familial and friendship ties, would continue to help Sarah for years to come. Not long before she moved to town, the St. Louis Colored Orphans’ Home—located less than a block from her brother Alexander’s house—had been founded by Sarah Newton, a black Oberlin College graduate and former public school teacher. It would have been quite characteristic for Newton, herself a widow, to have personally reached out to Sarah, persuading her that the facility was interested in providing education, religious instruction and “a reverence and love for God’s word,” not just for orphans but for “half-orphans” like Lelia.


As much as Sarah doted on Lelia, she apparently agreed to accept the help offered by the women of the orphans’ home, arranging for her daughter to live there at least part of every week. In March 1890, Maggie Rector, the home’s matron and one of the founders, escorted Lelia to Dessalines Elementary School with the other thirty or so young residents, and enrolled her in first grade. As she was tall for her age, perhaps like her father’s family, Lelia’s school registration listed her as six years old, though she was still three months shy of her fifth birthday. Already her big smile had begun to work its charm. Sarah would never forget the “kindnesses that were shown her daughter there” by Rector and the others.







CHAPTER 4


St. Louis Woman


[image: Image Missing]


“I was at my washtubs one morning with a heavy wash before me,” Sarah later recalled. “As I bent over the washboard, and looked at my arms buried in soapsuds, I said to myself: ‘What are you going to do when you grow old and your back gets stiff? Who is going to take care of your little girl?’ This set me to thinking, but with all my thinking I couldn’t see how I, a poor washerwoman, was going to better my condition.”


For most of the next decade, Sarah pivoted between the cauldron of the streets and the haven of the church, praying for answers. She was desperate to deliver herself from drudgery, determined to free Lelia from a similar fate. Daily she struggled to resist the undertow of the dismal life she knew in favor of the prosperous life she coveted. Straddling two worlds, it was as if she carried dual identities. To her neighbors she was “Sallie” McWilliams, a struggling laundress just like them. In her other vision, she was “Sarah,” a woman with dreams beyond anything they could imagine.


Always at the mercy of others, she and Lelia moved frequently, often twice or more in one year. For months at a time, she lived with one of her brothers. At other times she and Lelia were scarcely steps ahead of homelessness, squeezed into whatever room they could beg or afford. Because nothing in Mississippi had prepared Sarah for the riptide of the city, she was sucked under again and again by family tragedies, an abusive marriage, a dangerous neighborhood. Finally the resilience she had first mustered after her parents’ deaths reemerged. As she set about to reinvent herself, she began to erase relationships and events too painful and shameful to acknowledge.


St. Louis’s neighborhood churches battled for the hearts, minds and especially the souls of newcomers like Sarah. In the Deep South, their labor had been essential. Here, the factories preferred to hire equally poor European immigrants over people with darker skins. Here, when life trampled them, they lashed out at each other. Here, corner honky-tonks and beer eased the sting of hopelessness.


St. Paul AME, the Central Baptist Church and the other large black congregations in St. Louis positioned themselves as straitlaced alternatives to vice and immorality. Inside their sanctuaries, Jesus was the antidote to failure, and temperance saved all sinners. Their middle-class members considered themselves the “right kind of Negroes,” whose steadfast strategy for racial progress required thrift, self-help, charity and education. Their weekly services, Bible classes, recitals and revivals competed fervently with alley crap games and all-night dives.


When St. Paul moved to a new building a mile west of the central business district in March 1891, Sarah’s neighborhood lost its most powerful spiritual anchor. But the women of the church, already linked to Sarah through Lelia’s stay at the orphans’ home, continued to reach out, encouraging her involvement. Founded in 1841, St. Paul was the second-oldest black Protestant church in St. Louis and the oldest African Methodist Episcopal congregation west of the Mississippi. Steeped in the AME Church’s long tradition of political militancy and self-reliance, its ministers had advocated abolition, conducted clandestine schools during slavery and harbored emigrants like Sarah’s brother Alexander.


Inside St. Paul’s granite-and-stone edifice, Sarah tracked the mannerisms and conversations of local dignitaries and prominent members, especially its doctors, teachers, lawyers and clubwomen. Just as important, she was surrounded by the tangible evidence of their economic clout. Reverend Ezekiel Cottman was proud to remind his flock that they occupied the only church in St. Louis “constructed by and for Negroes.” The largest organ in the city, built by the renowned German designer Kilgen, soared above their altar. Their tithes and offerings had made it possible for them to savor Mozart anthems, soothing hymns and sedately rendered Negro spirituals each Sunday.


It was no small joy on a frosty winter morning for Sarah to nestle into a pew and feel the warmth she could never generate in her unheated flat. If she occasionally longed for the rousing, toe-tapping music of Delta’s Pollard Church, she certainly did not miss the raucous noises and sour odors she had momentarily left behind on her block. As sunbeams warmed the stained-glass windows and chandeliers twinkled above the carpeted aisles of the amphitheater sanctuary, Sarah and the 900-member congregation heard religious as well as political messages. In 1892 Reverend Cottman joined several prominent black Missourians to declare “Lamentation Day,” a gathering that drew 1,500 blacks to St. Louis to protest lynching through fasting and prayer. Visiting bishops and church officials often discussed global issues, from the church’s missionary work in Africa to the persecution of Russian Jews and Turkish Christians.


Around the time St. Paul moved to Lawton and Leffingwell, a still predominantly white area, Sarah joined her younger brother Solomon at 1407 Linden Street, near the church’s former location. Having the rest of her family—James, Alexander and his wife, Mary, and Owen’s estranged wife, Samira—within walking distance was a welcome bonus for her and her daughter. Dumas Elementary, the school Lelia probably attended at the time, was a straight shot through their yard to the next block over on Lucas Street. Between 1891 and 1896 Sarah and Lelia remained in the same area, switching from rooming house to rooming house along Linden, an over-crowded alleyway where stoops served as parlors and windowsills as terraces.


In April 1893, Sarah had to have been devastated when Alexander died from an intestinal ailment. With their eldest brother gone, the family in St. Louis now included two widows (Sarah and Mary), one abandoned wife (Samira) and brothers James and Solomon. Owen, the brother they probably had not seen since his 1883 move to New Mexico, now ran a saloon and “gaming table” in Albuquerque. With his second wife, Lucy Crockett Breedlove, he had started a new family, now numbering two daughters. In March 1892 he had been elected chairman pro tem of the Albuquerque Colored Republicans, no doubt aided by his brother-in-law, C. C. Crockett, an already established member of the town’s black community. Sarah’s sister Louvenia remained in Mississippi, with problems of her own: her son Willie Powell would soon be convicted of manslaughter in Natchez, Mississippi, and sent to Mississippi’s notorious Parchman Prison.


With her family grieving and in disarray, Sarah drifted into a relationship with a man named John Davis, who had recently arrived from De Soto, Missouri, a town twenty-five miles south of St. Louis. Because he had no home of his own to offer, he moved in with Sarah and nine-year-old Lelia during the spring of 1894.


A few months later, on Saturday, August 11, they married before a justice of the peace in a stuffy City Hall chamber. Outside, despite a light breeze, the city baked at a suffocating 100 degrees in the midst of a week-long Midwestern heat wave. That night a brief shower roused the humidity along the dank brick sidewalks. The sweltering weather was a fitting launch to a troubled marriage. Almost from the start, Sarah regretted her decision. A decade later she would begin the process of jettisoning all mention of Davis from her scrupulously crafted life story. But at the time she must have believed it was the best that she could do.


On her own for so long, Sarah no doubt welcomed the presence of a man, perhaps convincing herself that Lelia needed a stepfather. Surely she wanted companionship and the respectability that seemed to accompany marriage. But Davis was a poor choice, unable to deliver on any of her expectations. Something as simple as the signatures on their marriage license told part of the tale. His name was scrawled so haphazardly that “John” was barely decipherable, “Davis” only relatively more legible. “Miss Sallie McWilliams,” on the line below, lacked flourish, but was deliberate and clear.


Sarah could not have had any illusions that marrying Davis would allow her to put away her washtubs. As with most unskilled, urban black men, his options were limited to low-paying, temporary and seasonal jobs. St. Louis’s German workers controlled the trade unions and had no qualms about reserving positions in carpentry, bricklaying and plumbing for themselves. Despite thousands of jobs in the city’s foundries and plants, blacks made up only 2 percent of factory workers. Those few who passed through industry’s gates were relegated to menial chores in the clay mines, brick-yards and tobacco factories. Washerwomen like Sarah often were their families’ primary breadwinners, not because their husbands did not want to work, but because recent European immigrants were crowding them out of the market. In 1900, with decent-paying employment off-limits to large numbers of black men, 26 percent of all married black women in America worked—most as domestics or farmworkers—while only 3 percent of married white women were employed. An overwhelming 65 percent of the nation’s washerwomen at the turn of the century were black.


Whatever legitimate difficulties Davis may have had finding work, Sarah soon learned that he was a shirker. “He was never a man to work and provide for his family as a man ought,” her friend Jennie Gully Lias said, remembering that he and Sarah “were constantly in quarrels because she failed to get a reasonable portion of his wages.” They also fought about his girlfriend and his drinking. “The general rumor of the community was that he was dividing his wages with a woman by the name of Susie,” said Lias. “He was addicted to the habit of drinking and would come home in a drunken condition and upon being questioned, would strike, beat and maltreat Sallie.”


Sarah’s longtime friend Ida Winchester called him “fussy, mean and dangerous.” Another acquaintance said he had been “before the courts many times,” causing Sarah much humiliation and disappointment. But she remained locked in this volatile dance, trapped just as she had been in her brother-in-law’s house. To survive, she developed an iron exterior, but she also knew that she was subjecting her daughter to Davis’s belligerence. Just as a young Sarah had been able to run to her brothers from Jesse Powell, Lelia may have found safety a block away with her uncle James. Whatever misdeeds Davis inflicted upon Lelia, she and Sarah buried it in their pasts.


As the black population began to shift westward into the areas that whites had abandoned, Sarah’s central city district deteriorated into the “toughest neighborhood in St. Louis,” so dangerous the police called it the Bad Lands. In 1894 and 1895, when local murders nearly doubled from twenty-five to forty-seven, the police chief pronounced Eleventh Street—four blocks from Sarah’s Linden Street apartment—“the most prolific murder center in the city.” Nearly every drinking establishment—the White Lion, William Curtis’s Elite Saloon, Dutch Diegel’s and Stark’s—along that corridor could be linked, if not to a murder, at least to a bloody brawl.


Sarah had every reason to be concerned about what Lelia saw and heard when she passed the dives near Twelfth and Linden, where “female denizens, clad in diaphanous wrappers, constantly congregate on the street … filling the air with the plaint of barefaced solicitation and the revolting sounds of lewd profanity.” One block north of their apartment, dingy yellow awnings shaded busy Morgan Street’s secondhand clothing stores, cafes and barbershops. From morning until night, brothels and ten-cent bathhouses hosted a stream of unsavory patrons.


A few of the bars along Morgan fancied themselves a cut above the gut-bucket hangouts—among them, the headquarters of the Four Hundred Social Club, which had given “entertainments that were the admiration of the colored race, the envy of all competitors and the terror of the police,” a reporter wrote at the time. On November 19, 1895, the group’s Grand Cake Walk Contest was the talk of the neighborhood. Staged a few blocks from Sarah’s home at Stolle’s Hall, a respectable gathering place, its judges included B. J. Owens, a family friend and partner in Alexander’s first barbershop. The promise of festivities spiked with ragtime’s syncopated rhythms guaranteed a crowd. A dance competition, regardless of the church’s admonition against such evils, delighted nearly everyone in a part of town where few affordable pleasures flourished.


Apparently the evening unfolded without incident. But later that night, the first of a spate of nasty murders that spilled over into the new year began near Sarah’s street. All it took was a bottle, a gun and a jealous boyfriend to leave another man dead on the floor of an apartment at 1245 Gay Street, the building where Sarah’s brother James had lived just a year earlier. Less than a week later, on the day after Thanksgiving, three blocks from Sarah in the 1200 block of Linden, a ruffian named Alexander Royal slashed his girlfriend, Jessie Sims, ten times with the butcher knife they had used to carve their holiday turkey. The couple was so well known in the neighborhood that the details of Sims’s cuts—including “two stab wounds in the chest, one penetrating the lung”—quickly spread from house to house. Two hours afterward another domestic dispute left a woman near death from multiple lacerations at 1207 Wash Street, close to Sarah’s first St. Louis rooming house. Not two weeks later, in a fight related to the Sims murder, one neighbor fatally shot another at 1902 Linden.


On Christmas morning, two days after Sarah’s twenty-eighth birthday, Shelton Lee, better known as “Stack” Lee, fatally shot William Lyons at Curtis’s Elite Saloon at Eleventh and Morgan, just four blocks from where Sarah and John Davis lived. The fight, as a popular song later recounted, began when Lee accused Lyons of stealing his “magic Stetson” hat.




Stackalee shot Billy once; his body fell to the floor.


He cried out, Oh, please, Stack, please don’t shoot me no more.





“Stackalee,” as he came to be known, was so outrageous that he bribed his way out of jail for a five-hour Sunday afternoon saloon cruise six weeks after his arrest. Accompanied by two very complicit deputy sheriffs, he drew crowds and headlines as he visited his girlfriend near Twelfth and Wash, then bought a round of drinks for everyone at the bar where he had murdered Lyons. By then the shooting had sparked a turf battle between Stackalee’s friends, who were members of “The 400,” and Lyons’s friends, who belonged to a rival social club. “There is continual warfare between the two divisions,” wrote the St. Louis Republic. “Excitement over the crime is, and has been, ever since it occurred, at white heat among the colored people.”


While official St. Louis prepared for the June 1896 Republican convention, the Bad Lands murders continued. By the end of the year all the Breedloves had fled the neighborhood, moving west to the still notorious, but somewhat less lethal, Mill Creek Valley, where blacks had lived since the 1850s. Bordered by Twentieth Street on the east and Grand Avenue on the west, the area derived its name from a dammed creek that had powered a flour mill earlier in the century. A web of train tracks formed its southern edge behind the magnificent, two-year-old Union Station, then the largest passenger terminal in America. Within its boundaries was Chestnut Valley, a stretch of saloons, bordellos and pool halls that clustered along Chestnut and Market streets across from the depot and catered to residents and layover passengers alike. Musician W. C. Handy, composer of “St. Louis Blues,” recalled nearby Targee Street during the early 1890s. “I don’t think I’d want to forget the highroller Stetson hats of the men or the diamonds the girls wore in their ears,” he said, adding a description of the area’s prostitutes. “There were those who sat for company in little plush parlors under gaslights.”


In 1898, Sarah, John and thirteen-year-old Lelia shared a home with James Breedlove at 2142 Walnut Street, one block west of Union Station and only a few blocks from St. Paul Church. Following their pattern on Linden Street, Sarah and John lived in at least four homes on Walnut Street between 1896 and 1902. Twice they shared an address with James until he married in September 1899.
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