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For my niece Jessica…
and dreamers everywhere














When you’re famous, no one looks at you as human anymore. You become property of the public. There’s nothing real about it. You can’t put your finger on who I am. I can’t put my finger on who I am. I am complicated. I grew up with a lot of conflict and dramas. I’ve been through a lot.


—Beyoncé Giselle Knowles Carter, December 2014














Author’s Note


“Beyoncé.”


The name, once thought of as unusual, is now a universally recognized signifier for talent, beauty, and determination. It also calls to mind the very definition of celebrity in our culture today. In fact, there are but a handful of famous people known by a one-word appellation, and many are pop music icons whose imprint on our society is as indelible as it is undeniable. Think Cher. Madonna. Bono. Prince. And, of course, Jay Z. Once upon a time, though, the iconic personality known simply as “Beyoncé” was just a wide-eyed little girl with big dreams and an abundance of ambition and talent. This is the story of how that girl—Beyoncé Giselle Knowles—became one of the wealthiest, most significant power players in show business, a recording artist who has to date won twenty Grammy Awards and sold 60 million records as the lead singer of Destiny’s Child and more than 100 million more as a solo artist.


She once described herself as “just a country girl from Houston.” What does it take, then, for someone from humble beginnings to become one of the most powerful artists in the world? After all, not just anyone can step into the spotlight and become… Beyoncé. It takes more than just talent.


Through the years she’s been carefully packaged, marketed, groomed, and promoted, spending most of her life, from childhood through her teenage years and into womanhood, nurturing and projecting a very precise image of herself to the public. Her fascination with image is nothing new. It’s as old as show business itself. Her critics have charged her with being a manufactured product, as if anything less could ever be successful in a competitive entertainment industry—as if she doesn’t have the talent necessary to back up her marketing campaign. In truth, she manages her career on the one hand, and her personal life on the other, with a calculating, decisive will. What the public will know and what will be off-limits is really just classic public relations strategy and, to a certain extent, marketing. They call it “branding” these days. Some are good at it and some are great. Certainly Beyoncé falls into the latter category.


While Beyoncé is engaging in interviews, she is not known for her candor. Many a reporter has been frustrated trying to extract just a hint of something personal from her. That wasn’t always the case. When I interviewed Destiny’s Child back in 1999, all four girls—at that time, Beyoncé, Kelly Rowland, LaTavia Roberson, and LeToya Luckett—were forthcoming. Back then, they had more limited lives; there wasn’t much for them to conceal. Since that time, Beyoncé the woman and “Beyoncé” the brand have become more calibrated to suit an ongoing marketing plan: Since 2002, she has rarely, if ever, discussed her personal life in much detail. It was actually a good decision. By doing so, she forced the public to evaluate her not by her private life but by her work: her art.


This mandate would make writing the first ever in-depth biography about her difficult. There was no road map to follow, no other valid research to help construct a reliable narrative about her life. However, as happens with books of this nature, one interview with a very good source generated another with someone else well placed… and another and another… until, finally, not only did the timeline begin to emerge, but so did the story you’ll read in the following pages.


I found that there’s much more to the story of Beyoncé than talent and branding, and a lot of it has to do with the influence of outspoken, independent females who surrounded her in her formative years, assertive women with names like Deborah Laday, Denise Seals, and Andretta Tillman—powerful, matriarchal figureheads who inspired Beyoncé to greatness. You will meet these formidable women in these pages for the first time. Along with Beyoncé’s mother, Tina Knowles, they helped motivate Beyoncé to become the dominant force of nature she is today.


You will be surprised by many elements of this book, not the least of which is the extreme sacrifice Beyoncé’s parents, Mathew and Tina, made to help their daughter’s dreams came true. At one point they couldn’t even pay their tab at Blockbuster video rental. Yet they continued pouring money into their daughter’s career.


In the end, though, this is the story of the long road traveled by a talent show contestant, pageant winner, and girl group singer as she evolved into the vocalist, actress, pop star, businesswoman, wife and mother she is today. More than that, it is also the story of a darker side that is unfortunately often the price of great success. The path to converting Beyoncé the woman into “Beyoncé” the brand was, for many people in her life—her father, her mother, her sister, her managers, and her singing partners—as treacherous as it was profitable. She too would experience as much pain and heartache as she did glory on the long, twisting road to becoming… Beyoncé.
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Summer 2015














Prologue: A New Dawning


October 2, 2009—New York City


It was to be just another monumental day in an already much-rewarded, greatly privileged life. At least that was what Beyoncé Knowles probably figured as she prepared to accept Billboard’s 2009 prestigious Woman of the Year award. Professionally, she’d already had a most incredible year with the success of her album, I Am… Sasha Fierce. It had debuted at number one on the Billboard charts, selling almost a million and a half units in just the first six weeks. It would go on to win a record-setting six Grammy Awards and sell more than three million copies. One standout song from the album, the danceable “Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It),” would become not only one of Beyoncé’s most identifiable hits, but a feminist anthem as well. It too had peaked at number one on Billboard’s chart, becoming one of the bestselling singles of all time, with more than six million copies sold.


Such unprecedented success was nothing new to Beyoncé. At just twenty-eight, she’d been at the top of her game for the last twelve years, ever since the release of Destiny Child’s first hit, “No, No, No,” in 1997. That was followed by a string of hits, such as “Say My Name,” “Independent Women,” and “Bootylicious,” which led to solo success for her with the albums Dangerously in Love and B’Day in 2003 and 2006, respectively. Award-winning songs from those albums, such as “Crazy in Love,” “Déjà Vu,” and “Irreplaceable,” remain to this day memorable touchstones of her career.


At the Pierre Hotel, Beyoncé would find herself posing on a red carpet in front of a backdrop emblazoned with the distinctive Billboard logo as flashbulbs popped all around her. Wearing a simple but elegant knee-length sea-foam-green skirt with a ruffled, scooped top, she looked every bit the fashion icon. Large diamond hoop earrings framed her lovely face, her straight light brown hair cascading to her shoulders, parted to the left. She smoothed her skirt, patted her hair, and then walked the red carpet with total assurance and regal bearing, just as she always did when in the public eye. As she posed for the cameras, her dazzling smile lit up her face with a rare beauty all her own.


Later, Beyoncé would stand onstage at a podium in the Pierre ballroom before two microphones while gripping her prized award. After graciously acknowledging the standing ovation from a formally dressed audience of industry heavyweights, she began her prepared talk. Though she’d given dozens of these sorts of speeches over the years, they were still not something that she, a naturally bashful person, enjoyed. Standing in front of an audience as herself, not her “Sasha Fierce” stage persona, remained difficult. Doing so felt too revealing, too invasive—and never more so than on this afternoon. In fact, she could barely get through it.


“I can’t believe all of the things I’ve been blessed to do this year, and I know it would not be possible without my family,” she said. She appeared to be visibly choked up, as if overcome by a wave of bittersweet nostalgia. Shifting her gaze to her mother and father, Mathew and Tina Knowles, who were sitting at a nearby table, she continued, “My parents are here. I’ve worked with my family since the beginning of Destiny’s Child. Actually, I was nine years old,” she said. Then, with her glance settling on her mother, she continued, “I am the luckiest young woman in the world to have my parents. And to have that connection and that genuine love, and people to tell me when I’m wrong and people that always support me and love me unconditionally. I am so, so lucky,” she concluded, now looking at both parents, “to have you guys in my life.”


In the days that followed, Beyoncé’s heartfelt words would be broadcast around the world. But as is often the case in show business, private events unfolding behind the scenes would paint a very different picture than the public image of family solidarity Beyoncé attempted to convey with her speech. The truth is that the family to which she so graciously gestured that day was fissured by suspicion and apparent betrayal: By then, Beyoncé was in the midst of having her father, Mathew, investigated for allegedly stealing a great deal of money from her. This was a stunning turn of events. Her longtime manager, Mathew was in many ways responsible for her success. They had been an incomparable team. He loved her deeply, and she felt the same about him. At the same time, Beyoncé was her father’s daughter in many ways, not the least in her uncompromising determination not to let anyone, regardless of who they might be, take advantage of her.


The bad situation was to get much worse. On the same day as the Billboard Women in Music function, Mathew was served with a paternity lawsuit by a woman in Los Angeles named AlexSandra “Alex” Wright.


The only people who really understand what goes on in a marriage are those in the marriage themselves. Everything else is just conjecture and interpretation. The parameters to which Mathew and Tina had agreed to stay married aren’t clear, nor what led him to fall for another woman, but fall for Alex he did. It would be untrue to say that Mathew had been living a double life. After all, if it’s not a secret, is it truly a double life? A private life, yes, but not a double life. Tina and everyone else in the immediate family knew all about Alex. Her pregnancy, though, was a complete surprise, at first revealed to no one but Alex’s immediate family. But on the day of Beyoncé’s Billboard honor it would become known to the entire world. This stunning revelation would prove a game-changer for the Knowleses, one that would force a crucible upon them the likes of which they’d never before experienced.


The truth is that change had been a long time coming. Over the years, the Knowleses had seen each other through many challenges, fortifying themselves against internal divisions for the sake of the image and the success they were all protecting. The challenge for them had always been to perform “the Knowles family” as a united, dynamic success story for the public in order to nourish the “Beyoncé” myth, while at the same time navigating the rocky terrain of their private world. Everyone knew that Beyoncé’s talent had always been the family’s founding principle, its hope and grace, the fulcrum around which they all came together. Father Mathew famously managed Beyoncé; mother Tina designed her wardrobe; sister Solange was inspired by her success. But there was so much more going on behind the scenes, the constant unfolding of family drama, not unlike that of many families in the public eye, but private just the same.


Now, in 2009, it was time to let the truth stand and take a leap of faith. Without ever planning to do so, each Knowles family member would bear witness to the transformation of his or her life, the sun already beginning to shine on a new dawn. In so many ways, it had been not only their successes but their secrets that had imprisoned them. Now they would each finally be set free… with Beyoncé leading the way.














PART ONE


Tina & Mathew














Tina


Pretty is as pretty does,” Agnez DeRouen Beyincé used to tell her daughter, Tina. “You are a very pretty girl. But that’s not enough. You have to be pretty inside.”


“Yes, Momma,” the teenage Tina would say, rolling her eyes. That quaint adage had been pounded into her head for so many years, she was a little tired of hearing it. But somehow Tina Beyincé knew she’d end up telling her own daughter the exact same thing one day… and that her daughter would then repeat it to a child of hers. “Beauty on the outside fades,” Tina would later observe. “That was my mother’s message, but just one of many.”


In Tina’s mind, family has always been about the small traditions. It’s often the seemingly most trivial of moments that matter most—those intimate conversations parents have with their children that form not only who they are as role models but who they all are as a family. Tina says that her mother was such a special person, she always wanted to emulate her and do whatever she advised. “I’ve always hoped my daughters would feel the same way about me,” she said.


Family would always be of the utmost importance to Tina. Many of the decisions she would make in her lifetime would be predicated on how they would affect her relationships with her husband and her children, and theirs with one another. “Going all the way back, we Beyincés have been very close,” she once said. “It’s just who we are, who we’ll always be.”


In tracing the maternal side of Beyoncé’s family history, one learns that the parents of her mother, Tina, were both French-speaking Creoles of predominantly French, African, Spanish, and Native American descent. Tina’s father, Lumis Albert Beyincé (also spelled Buyincé and Boyance), was born in 1910 in Abbeville, Louisiana, the son of Alexandre and Marie Oliver Boyance. Not much is known about the light-skinned, handsome, and athletically built Lumis, who passed away in August 1982. In interviews, Tina rarely mentions him, focusing on memories of her mother. (In contrast, Mathew Knowles rarely speaks of his mother, remembering instead his father.) Relatives say that Lumis was an excellent student as a youngster, popular in his neighborhood, outgoing and gregarious. Fluent in French, he worked as a longshoreman. As a result of a mine explosion, he was deaf in one ear.


Tina’s mother, Agnez DeRouen (or Deréon), was born in 1909 in Delcambre, Vermilion Parish, Louisiana, a town near the city of Abbeville. (She would die on July 4, 1980.) Daughter of Eugene-Gustave “Eugenie” and Odelia Broussard DeRouen, the pretty, light-skinned Agnez was raised in Police Jury Ward 2 in Delcambre, a middle-class neighborhood. A census taken in 1920 when she was eleven has her race listed as “mulatto.” It also suggests that she was unable to read or write and notes that, as well as her parents, there were seven siblings living at home ranging from the ages of a year and a half to twenty-four. Tina has said that her mother and father were “poor but upwardly mobile.”


Agnez DeRouen met Lumis Beyincé when they were fifteen and sixteen, respectively. By this time, Lumis was a studious-looking young man, given to wearing sharp pinstripe suits and well-knotted ties when he wasn’t working at the docks, which wasn’t often. Though he was a hardworking laborer, people in his neighborhood who didn’t know him well viewed him as being professorial. “With his hair slicked back and with his spectacles and formal weekend attire, he always stood out,” said one of his relatives. “People who didn’t know him thought he was a teacher. As well as being big and strong, he was smart and well-spoken.”


Agnez and Lumis settled in Galveston, where they raised their three daughters, Selena, Florence, and Celestine Ann (Tina), and four sons, Marvin, Larry, Roland, and Lumis Jr. Tina was the youngest; she was born on January 4, 1954. “I got the sneaking suspicion, since they were forty-four, that I might not have been planned,” Tina once quipped.


“Growing up in Galveston was amazing,” Tina said in a 2011 oral history for the Living Archives at the University of Houston, “because it’s a small island, so a lot of activities revolved around the beach. My mom’s house was open to all children, all the kids in the neighborhood, and we had a ball.”


Though they were very popular in the neighborhood, Agnez and Lumis made it clear to their offspring that the needs of their nuclear family should never be overlooked or ignored. For instance, Agnez made sure they all had dinner together every night. It was required that the siblings, especially when they were teenagers, converge over a meal at the requisite hour, for that was the opportunity to check in with one another and cherish their connection. Also, relatives on both sides of the family were often at the Beyincés’ home, a large and sometimes unwieldy group present for all holidays, birthdays, and other important celebrations. Agnez and Lumis both agreed that all of those in their bloodline were worth nurturing; nobody was left out. You didn’t walk away, not from family. It would be a philosophy Tina would take with her as a wife and mother and one that would enrich the lives of her own offspring.


As a young woman, Agnez was a highly sought-after, self-taught seamstress with many wealthy clients who paid for her unique designs that creatively featured appliqués, embroidery, and smocking. Some viewed the designs, with all of their beads and jeweled buttons, as gaudy. However, examining them all these years later, it seems clear that her creations were purposely theatrical and certainly not meant for daily wear. In other words, Agnez had show business in her blood. A supremely imaginative woman, she considered her work a means of escapism, a fantasy. It’s one of the reasons she was so popular. Her customers loved her flair.


“My mom didn’t have much money but she had a lot of style,” Tina recalled. “She also upholstered furniture, she did wallpaper, she painted and did everything to redecorate the house. She could do just about anything. I learned a lot from her. Even today I love to redecorate, I love to remodel houses and design things, not only for clothing but for the home as well.” Tina believes that if her mother had been “born in another time or place,” she might have become quite famous.


In a keynote speech she gave in October 2014 for the Texas Women’s Empowerment Foundation’s Eighth Annual Women & Money Leadership Luncheon, Tina joked, “All four of my siblings and myself attended Holy Rosary Catholic Prison.” Then, with a chuckle, she added, “I mean… school.” After the laughter subsided, she said, “I joke about that because if any of you attended Catholic school back in the fifties and sixties—and I see hands—you know exactly what I’m talking about.”


Holy Rosary Catholic Church was Texas’s first African-American Catholic school and church. Organized in 1889 by its first resident pastor, Father Phillip Keller, it moved to its present site on Avenue N between 30th and 31st Streets. “The nuns, for one thing, they picked on us a lot,” Tina continued. “I didn’t understand it. The nuns were very hard on me, saying, ‘You know, you really don’t belong here. If you only knew, you’d be very grateful to be here. You’ve got a rebellious spirit. We need to take down that spirit and control it.’ It was always these things to kind of put me in my place.”


As a youngster, Tina couldn’t fathom the reason her parents were so solicitous of these angry and abusive nuns, and why they demanded the same of her and her siblings. “My mom did the altar boys’ uniforms and she worked for the nuns,” Tina recalled. “My dad chauffeured the nuns around, my brother cleaned the schoolyard. And I often wondered why we were indentured servants to the church.


“What I found out later is that my parents were actually bartering for us to go [to the school].” With tears in her eyes, she continued, “I get choked up about it because it was such a sacrifice for them to work and humble themselves just so that we could get an education. That’s why the nuns were saying the things they were saying, because we were the poor kids there, and they felt like we didn’t fit in.


“The thing I take away from that is that I became a warrior at five. I refused to let [the nuns] take my spirit. I decided then that I would never let anyone decide for me who I am or what I was. I had to fight for myself.”


And she did. Tina would always be tough-minded and assertive, a woman who to outsiders sometimes seemed defensive, as if she wanted to be sure she wasn’t taken advantage of. No shrinking violet, as a teenager she sometimes displayed a fiery temperament with the boys she dated. As she got older, she became a no-nonsense personality, someone who never suffered fools gladly. Not only had the nuns toughened her up, but she took after her mother, who was also a pragmatic, outspoken woman.


Despite whatever happened to Tina at school, church was still very important in the lives of all the Beyincés. “This was as much a meeting place for those of us who lived in the neighborhood as it was hallowed ground,” recalled Bea Thomas, who remembers Tina sitting on the church’s steps after service and “being very social with the other parishioners. She held court, or at least that’s my memory of her as a teenager. People gravitated to her. In my mind’s eye, I still have an image of her sitting on those steps with a crowd of people around her. She was entertaining, was animated, and always had a good story to tell. She was popular, someone who stood out not only because of her great beauty but her big personality. She was also very stylish. She liked to wear an enormous Afro wig—it was huge. She always had on the best clothes. All of that said, you knew not to cross Tina. She had a little temper on her. She was definitely a firecracker.”


As she got older and began to date, Tina and her sisters were imparted the same wisdom from their mother. “She used to say, ‘Never give yourself one hundred percent to any man. Always keep something for yourself,’” recalled one of Tina’s relatives.


During an era when very often the best a woman could hope for was to snare a good man, marry him, and raise his children no matter the circumstances, Agnez was quite the feminist. She never wanted to live a restricted life. She wanted her own career, her own friends. She was devoted to the notion of family, as are most Creoles, but when it came to her husband she had a very specific agenda. “No man needs to know everything about you,” she used to tell her daughters. She had other axioms as well: “No man needs that much control.” “Don’t give away your power.” “Live your own life.” “Find something to do that is your own.” These kinds of sentiments, especially during Agnez’s time, were practically revolutionary. Who knows what it was in her childhood, what she may have witnessed in the marriage of her own mother, that had led her to these ideas. But she held fast to them and passed them on to her daughters.


Tina, whose nickname was always “Tenie B.,” took her mother’s advice that she should find a career for herself, and an early ambition was to become a singer. After she left Catholic school in the sixth grade and went on to a public junior high in Galveston, she became a member of a performing trio act called the Veltones. She and her mother designed the costumes for the group; a photo shows two of the girls in miniskirts—one rose-colored, the other cream—and the third in a pantsuit that merged both colors. Tina says one of her fondest memories of her mom has to do with their designing such costumes together for her group, “and us rehearsing and her giving her input on that. It would come full circle because I’d be able to pass those things on to my daughter.” Of the Veltones, she added, “We were known as much for our costumes as for our talent. Just singing in this group and practicing and doing the outfits and all of that prepared me for what I would do later.”


Mathew Knowles recalled, “At one of the showcases, the group got to the finals and people in the record industry were coming to see them. Typical story: The night before, one of the girls’ mothers told her she couldn’t be in the act anymore. So they ended up not going. Who knows what would have happened?” From there, Tina became the lead vocalist in a cover band. That didn’t last long, though; a career in show business just wasn’t in the cards for her.


“Even though Galveston is such a small town in Texas, you’re only limited by the expectations you put on yourself,” Tina would say, “but as a child, I didn’t have a lot of role models of people who were fashion designers or the music business or any kind of business other than the local industry of hotels and the large medical center there. But I always had a great love for fashion. I made all of my clothes growing up. My nephew, Johnny, who was also a designer and a seamstress, we made all of our clothes for school and we were the best dressed in school. I dressed all of my friends for the proms.”


Tina graduated from Ball High School in 1972. “I admire people who know exactly what they want to do when they get out of school,” she’s said. “‘I want to be a doctor.’ ‘I want to be a lawyer.’ ‘I want to go to college.’ ‘I want to be a nurse,’ or whatever. I didn’t know what I wanted to be. I just knew that I wanted to get out of Galveston and do something that related to beauty, something that would make women feel good about themselves.”


Though Tina would not get a degree, she would take some courses at a Los Angeles community college. Then she would work at World Wide Health Studios, a fitness gym, for three years. After that, she moved to Denver. “I did a little modeling,” she remembered. “I learned how to walk in heels. All of these experiences were tools that I didn’t know I was collecting, which I would use later. That’s how God works,” she continued. “Sometimes you don’t understand it, but He is giving you things that you can take out of your toolbox and use later in life.”














Mathew


In 1964, twelve-year-old Mathew Knowles sat on a dusty old sofa in the middle of the cluttered living room of the small Gadsden, Alabama, home he shared with his parents and siblings. It was more like a clapboard shack than a dwelling for a family. Or, as Mathew would later recall, “Our house looked like Sanford and Son’s. We had old cars, lumber, copper, refrigerators, batteries. It was a disaster zone.” While he pretended to be watching the small black-and-white television, Mathew listened to his parents as they argued in the kitchen. “I’m sorry, but we can’t live on thirty dollars a week,” Lue Helen Knowles said.


“What are you talking about?” her husband, Matthew, responded. “Last week I brought home fifty dollars.”


“Well, it’s not enough. We got six kids to feed!”


“Get off my back, will you?” Matthew demanded of his wife. “I’m doing the best I can.”


With that, Lue Helen stormed out of the kitchen, through the living room past her son, and then into the bedroom. She slammed the door. She had a hot temper and it was often on display, especially when it came to her husband’s income. Matthew chuckled as he walked into the living room and sat next to his boy in front of the television. “Times are tough,” he told him, “but you know what I got that all the money in the world can’t buy?”


Young Mathew may have thought his father was about to pass on some wisdom along the lines of “Money can’t buy happiness,” but that’s not where his father was headed in this brief chat. “What’s that, Pop?” the teen asked.


“A-1 credit,” Matthew said proudly. “You’re a black man,” he continued. “You want to get ahead in this world as a black man? Then pay your bills on time. I got no money, but I got A-1 credit, and if I have to use it, which I ain’t, at least I got it. You understand, boy?”


Mathew nodded.


“Now, let me go see if I can calm your mother down,” the older Matthew said as he rose from the couch. “A-1 credit,” he repeated. “Remember that, boy.”


Of course, Mathew would never forget it. He would grow up to become a raconteur of the first order, and this was a story he’d tell many times over. It was a light moment in an otherwise bleak childhood, a very painful period in his life. If it’s true that everyone’s childhood plays itself out repeatedly into adulthood, it would seem that Mathew’s influenced many of his personal choices.


Mathew Knowles (spelled with one t) was born to Matthew and Lue Helen Knowles on January 9, 1952, one of seven children. The family lived in the small city of Gadsden, about fifty-five miles northeast of Birmingham.


Mathew’s father, Matthew Q. Knowles (born on April 4, 1927, and died on December 30, 1996), was a large man who stood well over six feet tall and weighed almost three hundred pounds. His wife and mother to his children, Lue Helen—who would die in September 1977—was a pretty and stately woman who attended Lincoln High school with Coretta Scott King. An industrious woman, she worked as a maid for a white family during the day, earning three dollars a day, while at night and on weekends she sold handmade quilts. She would also can peaches, string beans, and other fruits and vegetables and sell them for a small profit, anything to help the family get by.


Just as his wife, Tina’s, biggest inspiration was her mother, Agnez, the greatest influence in Mathew’s life was his father, Matthew, known to his friends as “Big Boy,” or sometimes “Big Mack.” He was employed as a produce truck driver for Stamps & Co., a wholesale fruit and vegetable company. Matthew was renowned in the city as someone who could lift hundred-pound sacks of potatoes and toss them onto a truck with ease, and the other employees at Stamps & Co. always sought to be partnered with him because he made their work so much easier. “If you were partnered with Big Boy,” said one of the former employees years later, “you knew you were going to have an easy day. He was like a machine. He could do the work of three men.”


An enterprising man, Matthew convinced Stamps & Co. to allow him to use their truck in his spare time. During that time, as Mathew recalled it, “he’d tear down houses and then use the truck to haul copper, metal, the refrigerator, batteries, car parts, whatever… and sell it all for money.” Mathew’s half-Cherokee maternal grandfather, David Hogue, was also a go-getter; he owned a three-hundred-acre farm that he leased to a local paper mill. “My people didn’t have a lot of education,” Mathew has said, “but they had drive and ambition, a strong work ethic, and a business savvy which I recognized at an early age and began to emulate.”


Matthew Knowles became noted in Gadsden, however, not for his work at Stamps & Co. but for his spare-time endeavors as a volunteer fireman. In December 1972, the Gadsden Times’s George Butler wrote a profile of Knowles (“Big Boy’s Always There”) and his dedication to being a volunteer fireman. At the time, Knowles—who was forty-six and lived with his family at 502 Pioneer Street in East Gadsden—had been volunteering with the fire department for more than twenty years.


“When you have to drag lines around lines that are charged with water, they get hard to handle,” fire chief James R. Speer told Butler. “But when Big Boy gets hold of them, the lines start moving.” He noted that it often took two firemen to handle high-pressure hoses, but that Knowles had been known to do so by himself on several occasions. The writer noted his participation in one major fire in the neighborhood “involving three homes in the Negro section.” All of the residents had been rescued except for one man too drunk to make sense of the situation. Without concern for himself, Knowles rushed into the burning building and carried the man to safety on his shoulders “like a sack of flour.”


Knowles was known to stay up all night battling fires for free, and then showing up first thing in the morning at his day job. His work ethic was one about which his friends and family marveled, and it was a character trait he would pass down to his children. “I didn’t realize when I was a kid how poor we were,” Mathew told the radio host Tony Cox in 2006. “My father made between thirty dollars and fifty dollars a week. And the reason why I know that so vividly is my mom used to constantly give him a hard time for that.” Mathew may not have been conscious of his family’s poverty when he was younger, because it was all that he knew. It was not an easy life, though, and he would most certainly bear the scars of his youth.


“Mathew told me they had to use an outhouse,” AlexSandra Wright, who would have a romantic relationship with Mathew in 2008 recalled, “so that tells you how poor they were. He often talked about his childhood with great sadness. This is a man who wanted more from life than what he had as a kid, and I think he was somehow defined by the stigma of extreme and absolute poverty. He would grow up to be a hurt and wounded individual who, at least from my experience of him, didn’t love himself very much. The way he described it to me, his childhood was awful, horrible, and violating. My experience is that people like Mathew are not going to grow up to be completely formed, responsible human beings in matters that are sensitive and of the heart.


“He said that his dad was gone most of the time,” she continued, “working and, somehow, not really connected to the family. While he looked up to his dad, I don’t think there was true emotional connectivity there. He had his father’s work ethic, but I’m not sure what else his dad handed down to him. The relationship with his mother was stormy too. I believe he never reconciled any of this pain. It would inform who he would become as a man.”


Unlike the Beyincés, the Knowleses didn’t have a very close bond. Eating dinner together to check in with one another was not something they did very often—it wouldn’t have occurred to them. Mathew and his siblings were self-sufficient, some of them fairly close to one another, others not so much. They were also largely independent of their parents, none of them seeming particularly attached to them. Of course, it’s imprudent to try to summarize complex relationships that span many decades. Most certainly there had to have been times along the way when some of the Knowleses were bonded to one another, but to say that they were a closely knit family would be overstating it. There were relatives Mathew didn’t even know, on both sides of the family. Unlike the Beyincés, they didn’t make much of an effort to connect. However, they were satisfied with that status quo. It was all they knew.


Mathew started his education in the small Catholic school St. Martin de Porres in Gadsden. Darryl Dunn went to the same school and recalled, “We went to St. Martin’s from the first grade to eighth together. We were actually altar boys together. Yes, Mathew was an altar boy!”


When he was eight, Mathew went into business—selling candy. “I knew from this young age that I wanted to be a businessman,” he recalled. “I would buy a dollar’s worth of candy and then sell it to others for three dollars. Then I would convince the store owner to give me a discount since I was a regular buyer, and repeat the cycle. At the time, I had no idea what I was doing, only that it was working for me.”


Knowles then became one of the first African-American students to enroll in Litchfield Junior High School. “On my first day, a traumatic experience for me was standing up and reading and being laughed at by the white kids because I made a mistake,” he recalled. “This was the eighth grade. It was a traumatic experience that forced me to always want to learn more. So as a kid I was always inquisitive and always reading. I wanted to know what I was saying, and speak with confidence.”


Mathew was later also one of the first African Americans to attend Gadsden City High School. It was there in sports that he distinguished himself. “It was the challenges, working together to overcome those challenges, the teamwork and trust, believing in each other,” he recalled. “Sports was a very exciting time in my life.”


“Mathew wasn’t a real good basketball player,” recalled Darryl Dunn, who went on to become a Gadsden High Basketball Hall of Famer. “Some guys are natural athletes, but not Mathew. He practiced a lot, though, was determined to play, and eventually he got real good. He was always a very focused individual.” (Knowles still enjoys playing basketball, though, like many weekend warriors, he has had his fair share of sports-related injuries; he has undergone at least five surgeries as a result of playing. He also suffers from rather serious knee problems.)


“He was also popular with the ladies in school,” Dunn recalled, laughing. “He was just this tall, lanky, good-looking drink of water. His nickname was ‘Pool Stick’ because he was so slim—though not the best pool player in the world! Always had a mischievous look in his eyes. I thought he might one day be a singer because he had a pretty decent voice.”


“In high school, I had these three friends and we had this boy band,” Mathew recalled. “I went to a Catholic school early on, and I was in the choir there, so, you know, I enjoy singing. But my girls—Beyoncé and Solange—they tell me not to sing. ‘Don’t sing, Daddy. Please, don’t sing!’”


Of course, because of the climate of the era, both Darryl and Mathew saw their share of ugly racism. There was racial division in movie theaters in the city, for instance, with blacks relegated to the balcony seats, separate bathrooms and water fountains, and a side door from which to enter and exit. Like many cities in the South in the 1950s and ’60s, Gadsden suffered from extreme bitterness between the races. As riots and protest marches became the norm, federal courts made integration in the school system mandatory. The National Guard was recruited to make sure it was a peaceful process. “You don’t experience this kind of thing without taking some scars from it with you through life,” said Darryl Dunn. “Black youngsters were begrudgingly welcomed into the city’s formerly all-white high school, Gadsden High. And when I say begrudgingly, I mean begrudgingly.”


“My father was part of the first generation of black men that attended an all-white school,” Beyoncé confirmed in February 2015, “and he has grown up with a lot of trauma from those experiences. I feel that, now, I can sing for his pain,” she said, “and I can sing for my grandparents’ pain as well,” she added, noting that her paternal grandparents marched with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.


“I remember that when I got accepted into the Hall of Fame they had a little club for teenagers. I was never allowed to go in there, even though I was one of the best team players,” Darryl Dunn remembered. “The whites didn’t want us mixing with their kids, and then the black kids in other schools didn’t like us because not only were we in this formerly white school, we were beating them at basketball. So, even in the best of circumstances, there was severe and very, very hurtful racism. Mat would say, ‘It is what it is. But that doesn’t mean I can accept it, and I swear to God, I never will.’ It made him angry. We both had this sort of rage.


“Mathew was a product of this ugly world. If there are people who have viewed him as being ruthless in business, it’s because they don’t know where he came from. In our time, Negroes were hardened by what we went through in our youth. You can’t separate it out and say, ‘Okay, that was then and now is now.’ No. Now is then. And then is now.”


As the number two scorer on the team—with Darryl Dunn the number one—Mathew was able to secure a basketball scholarship. He attended the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga, being one of the first African Americans to enroll there. He then continued his education at Fisk University, an elite black university in Nashville. This scholastic transition presented a bit of a culture shock for him because, as he explained to Jamie Foster Brown in an interview for Sister 2 Sister magazine, “At Fisk, when I went in 1972, one of the most unpopular things was to be an athlete. You weren’t cool because you were a basketball or football player, you were cool if you were smart. And if you had smarts and had swagger, then you were really cool.” Mathew would graduate from Fisk in 1970 with degrees in both economics and business administration.


Mathew—now tall (well over six feet), lean, and exceedingly handsome—moved to Houston in 1976 at the age of nineteen. “I couldn’t wait to get the hell out of Gadsden and I never looked back,” he said.


In 1976 and 1977, Knowles would work a variety of jobs, from selling insurance for Metropolitan Life to postage meters for Pitney Bowes to telephone equipment for Southern Bell. Around 1978, he went to work for Xerox Corporation selling copiers and duplicators, then in 1980 for the company’s Xerox Medical Systems division. He was eventually promoted to their so-called elite division, where he sold medical systems, most notably breast cancer detection and ultrasound technology. By 1981, he was driving a Jaguar XJ6 and earning a six-figure income, quite unheard of for a black salesman in Texas in the 1980s.


What most people who did business with Mathew came to know about him was that he was obsessive about his work. Doggedly determined to distinguish himself, he never let up on himself or on the people with whom he worked. He was tough on everybody, but certainly toughest on himself. “He was a pit bull,” recalled one coworker. “This is a man who would call fifty times an hour to get something he needed from you. He wasn’t the kind of person to whom you could say, ‘I’ll get back to you in fifteen minutes.’ Not Mathew. He would be back on the phone in five minutes asking again for whatever he needed, and he would be on you like white on rice until he got it. On one hand, you had to have great admiration for him. On the other, you wanted to tell him to take a pill and relax. He was determined, to put it mildly.”














Engaged


Mathew Knowles met Tina Beyincé in Houston in 1978. By this time, she was working as a secretary for a credit card company, while he was at his job at Xerox Corporation.


Tina was a knockout, her shoulder-length, wavy dark hair highlighted with flashy red streaks. She wasn’t a skinny girl by any means; she was curvaceous. Her skin, the color of dark copper, was flawless, her lipstick usually bright cherry red—a color she still favors to this day. She had gone to a Saturday evening party with a man who happened to be a friend of Mathew’s. She and Mathew made eye contact throughout the night, with Tina wondering all the while when the handsome, tall, and athletic-looking stranger might make his move. Finally, Mathew walked over to her to make small talk. They clicked. Soon Mathew, a man of great charm and self-assurance, was asking her to have lunch with him the following Monday. She agreed to meet him at noon at her job. “What struck me about her? Woo! She was damn good-looking,” he recalled many years later. “But she also seemed like a good person in heart and spirit.”


That night, Mathew went home and, using his little General Electric “shoebox” recorder, taped himself saying her last name, “Beyincé,” before he could forget how to pronounce it. Then on Monday, at the appointed hour of noon, he showed up at the MasterCard office in downtown Houston looking for Tina. However, he was told by the receptionist that no one by that unusual last name worked there. “Are you sure?” he asked, completely bewildered. “It’s Tina Beyonah, or Beince, or…” Finally he told the receptionist that he was MasterCard’s local Xerox representative and asked her to go inside to check their copiers for efficiency. Actually he was just looking for an opportunity to take a look around himself and see if he could find Tina. After a thorough search of the premises, Tina was nowhere to be found. Mathew left, feeling rejected. Obviously she had steered him to the wrong place in an effort to ditch him.


An entire year passed.


One day, Mathew was walking down the street at about 9:30 in the morning and saw Tina in a coffee shop. Though he recognized her immediately, he walked right by her. He had his pride, after all. But then, a few hours later, by sheer coincidence he saw her again at the popular Foley’s department store in downtown Houston with some of her girlfriends. Though they made brief eye contact, he decided to ignore her—or at least act as if he was ignoring her. “Then, at 3:00, downtown Houston, I’m standing at a stoplight,” he recalled, “and there she is again! She’s on one side of the road and I’m on the other. We’re looking at each other…” While crossing the street, they had no choice but to acknowledge each other. When they met halfway, Mathew asked to have a word with her.


“You’re that pretty chick who said she worked at MasterCard,” Mathew told Tina. “I made a date with you, but you don’t work there at all. Why’d you blow me off like that?”


Tina had to laugh. “Fool! First of all, can we please get out of the middle of the road?” she asked. They walked to a curb.


“So, why’d you tell me you worked at MasterCard?” Mathew asked again. “You could have just said you weren’t interested.”


“Fool!” she repeated. “I told you Visa. Not MasterCard. You went to the wrong place!”


That was the beginning of what felt at the time like a head-over-heels romance. It wasn’t long before the couple was engaged. At the time, Mathew told family members he was looking for a partner as much as he was a wife. He wanted someone who would stand by his side as he conquered the world, and Tina Beyincé definitely seemed to fit the bill.


“Mathew had been raised to be productive,” recalled one of Tina’s relatives, “and this is something Tina found compelling about him. He was anything but lazy. She felt she would have a good life with him, that he would be able to provide for her. Besides that, the passion she shared with him was strong. Simply put, the sex was great and that was a real hook for her, as it would be for many women.”


What Mathew took note of about Tina very early in the relationship was that she could stand up to him if need be. If he was late for a date, he heard about it. If he said something she regarded as insulting, he would be taken to task. He was intrigued by her forceful personality and appreciated that she had a backbone, that she would gladly put him in his place.


He also noticed that she was guarded. Maybe it was because Tina seemed to sense something about Mathew early on that made her go deep into self-protection mode. She was rarely completely vulnerable with him, always reserving a big part of herself. It wasn’t just what her mother had taught her about life and love, either. It was as if she had some sort of women’s intuition about Mathew specifically. “She somehow knew she needed to protect her heart,” said one of her relatives in looking back at this time. “There was just something about him she didn’t quite… trust, I guess is the right word. It was in her gut that he might be trouble. I always wondered if it was because she sensed that she loved him so much more than maybe he loved her.”


Despite any misgivings Tina may have had about Mathew, their engagement was officially announced in the Galveston Daily News in the summer of 1978. While most couples would likely announce their impending nuptials with a happy photo posed together, Tina’s notice was accompanied by a lovely picture of her alone, looking like the most celebrated of movie stars—head tilted, a pensive look in her eyes, full glamour makeup, and a luxurious flowing mane of hair cascading to one shoulder. The couple would be wed on January 5, 1980, at Holy Rosary Catholic Church in Galveston.














Trapped


Like all couples, Mathew and Tina entered into their marriage full of optimistic hopes and dreams. However, from the start it was as if the union was fraught with grim omens.


The warning signs started shortly before the marriage took place. “I was so excited about my dad walking me down the aisle,” Tina recalled. “But the day before the wedding he had a heart attack.” Of course this put a cloud over the proceedings, but the ceremony went on. However, the bad luck would continue. “The next day we were supposed to go on our honeymoon, but we missed the flight,” Tina continued. “So I called to see how my father was, and they said, ‘Oh, your dad is in intensive care. He had a massive heart attack!”


The couple immediately abandoned plans for leaving on the next flight for their honeymoon and instead rushed to Galveston. “My dad was really bad,” Tina said, “I decided to stay at the hospital. Mathew went back to the house because his parents were in town. And then he called me crying that his grandfather had died! So it was like, ‘Okay, what’s going on here?’”


By Wednesday Tina’s father was stable enough for her to attend Mathew’s grandfather’s funeral. “I went to the funeral on Thursday, and then when I got back on Friday, my mom was in intensive care,” Tina added, still in disbelief so many years later about this unfortunate chain of events. “It was a tough time,” she concluded, an understatement if ever there was one.


Along with all of the immediate familial turmoil came the question of the newlyweds’ finances. Mathew’s job at that time wasn’t paying much; Tina felt she should contribute. “No,” he insisted. “You don’t have to work. You should go and take care of your parents.”


“I treasure that to this day,” Tina recalled of Mathew’s gesture, “because within six months my mom passed away.”


After her mother’s death, Tina didn’t immediately reenter the workforce, a decision she would later greatly regret. Instead she enrolled in beauty school. Then she got pregnant.


“After I got pregnant, my marriage just got really bad,” Tina recalled in October 2014. She didn’t elaborate on the nature of the problems she was experiencing with Mathew, but based on what the couple would later describe as their issues, it’s possible that he was being unfaithful to her. “I could kick myself,” she is said to have told one relative. “I knew something was not right with him,” she said. “But I listened to my heart and not my head.”


Considering these challenges of fidelity so early in a marriage, the question then becomes, did Mathew really love Tina? Only he would know the answer, of course. However, he would one day confide in one of his mistresses, AlexSandra Wright, that he had ambivalent feelings about Tina from the very beginning. “He said his marriage was fractured by the first year,” she recalled. “I can’t speak to whether it was love or not between them, and I never would. I can only say that he told me it was always troubled.”


Of course, many men who are having affairs make similar proclamations about their relationships with their wives, so it’s probably best to not put much stock in whatever Mathew had to say to Alex about Tina. Tina did spend a lot of time wondering about Mathew’s devotion, though, especially in the first year of their marriage. He seemed always to be restless and unhappy, as if searching for validation. He was never satisfied, and somehow to her it felt connected to his disadvantaged youth, to being thought of as “less than” back in Gadsden. Whatever his personal demons, they began to influence his marriage early on, and there wasn’t much Tina or anyone else could do about it. It was as if she had come into the picture too late. Mathew was already who he was going to be, and now she would just have to find a way to deal with him as best she could.


It was upsetting, but from all available evidence, Tina suppressed her acute sadness and did what she could to go on with and manage her life. This was an unusual turn of events for her. Before Mathew, she had a fiery temper and could be explosive when pushed, the kind of woman who would not put up with much from a man. Something happened to her, though, when Mathew came along. Who knows what psychology in her would be triggered by her abiding love for him, but after Mathew she would never be quite the same. The way she concealed her unhappiness and maybe even her anger at this time in her life would become a template for the way she would handle Mathew’s infidelities in the future. It was also a behavior that would be passed on to her daughter Beyoncé, who would one day deal with conflict in her life in much the same manner.


Within a year of their wedding, Tina already thought of leaving Mathew, but says she felt utterly trapped. First, she didn’t have any money of her own. More urgent, though, was that she was out of the job market, a decision she now regretted. Plus, the premium she placed on the notion of family trumped all desire to leave the marriage. There was something about Mathew that drew her to him and made her think he might still be the answer to her deep longing for family. “I think she felt she could possibly fix him,” said one of her friends from that time in her life. “I know for certain that she loved him with all her heart and wanted his children. At the end of the day, that was the real problem, wasn’t it? It wasn’t just her being out of the job market, it wasn’t just her not having money, it was as simple and as complicated as her loving him and wanting desperately to bear his children.”


A pressing question for Tina was how she had allowed herself to get into such a quandary. Somehow it had come to pass that she now relied for safety and security on a man. Though this was typical for many women of her generation, it most certainly wasn’t what she had had in mind for her life. Just the same, within the span of only a couple of years she’d found herself dependent on someone she’d had serious doubts about from almost the very beginning. Considering how many times her mother had warned her about such romantic entrapment, this was a rude awakening. Tina wasn’t just frustrated by this turn of events, she was angry about it—angry at Mathew, angry at herself, and angry at the circumstances of her life as they had unfolded.


“Things got very rocky and my marriage became very tumultuous,” Tina recalled. “I was having all of these problems and I thought, ‘What have I done?’ I’d been out of the job market for four years [actually, at this point it was two] and my self-esteem was low. I was, like, ‘What do I do now?’”


With just three months left of beauty school before graduating, Tina sensed that her education could be her saving grace. “I knew I had to do something,” she said, “so I got very focused about school.” After she graduated, “I built a little salon at my house and I did hair,” she recalled.


According to her relatives, Tina hoped the arrival of a new baby would help her through what she later called “the adversity of a bad marriage.” However, if it didn’t, at least she now had her own business. In other words, she was preparing for a life that didn’t include Mathew—unlikely as it still seemed to her—if it were to come to that. As she became more focused on business, she saw that she actually did have the acumen for it. Nothing was going to ruin her, she decided early on—not even Mathew Knowles.














Headliners


Beyoncé Giselle Knowles was born on September 4, 1981, at the Park Plaza Hospital, a relatively new medical center in Houston’s Museum District. Tina and Mathew agreed that she would pick the baby’s first name, he her middle name. Beyoncé, of course, is derived from Tina’s maiden name, Beyincé. Because only one of her brothers had a son, Tina had feared that her family name would die out. “I said, ‘Oh, God, we’ll run out of Beyincés,’” she told the journalist Touré for Rolling Stone—thus her idea of naming her daughter in a variant of Beyincé. Her father, Lumis Beyincé, didn’t much like the idea, though. “My family was not happy,” Tina confirmed. “My dad said, ‘She’s gonna be really mad at you, because that’s a last name.’ And I’m like, ‘It’s not a last name to anybody but you guys!’”


“She was a beautiful baby,” Mathew Knowles recalled of the infant Beyoncé. “I can’t describe the excitement I felt as a father, holding her for the first time. Everywhere I’d go, I would take Beyoncé with me. It was kind of an automatic duo.”


Though she was overwhelmed with joy at becoming a mother, it would seem that the most important thing in Tina’s mind, at this juncture anyway, was her freedom. After taking out a small-business loan, she was able to finance the opening of her own beauty salon. It would be tough going at first and would take all of her focus, time, and energy, but she knew she had to strike while the iron was hot. Therefore, when Beyoncé was about two months old, Tina says she took her to live with her paternal grandmother. She recalled, “I said, ‘Listen, you gotta keep her because I need to open a business.’” At that same time, she remembered thinking, “I will never be in this position again. I will never be totally dependent on someone. I will never give up myself.”


There seems to be something missing from Tina’s story, though. She specifically leaves Mathew out of the equation, begging the question: Why would she take baby Beyoncé to his mother’s if he was home and available to help out? Some say that what was really going in the Knowles household was that Mathew either left Tina at this time or she asked him to leave.


“My information was that Mathew left Tina for another woman, and that she felt she couldn’t raise the baby on her own and also focus on starting a business, and that this is why she took Beyoncé to her mother-in-law’s,” says one source. Though we really don’t know what happened, the theory does make sense. One of Tina’s relatives concurs, and explains further. “It’s no surprise that there would be confusion,” she says, “because Tina is not always forthcoming about these things, and why should she be? I don’t know if she asked Mathew to leave or if he left by his own accord. But whatever happened, it motivated her even more and pushed her forward to give everything she had to the starting of her own business, which is how her baby ended up staying at her mother-in-law’s for six months. This was a woman who was not going to stop until she was self-sufficient.”


Whatever the circumstances, in 1985, Tina opened her own hairstylist operation called Headliners Hair Salon on Montrose Avenue in Houston. Her business, which was geared toward black hairstyles, started slowly and would be unsteady for a number of years before it began to thrive, which it would do for long afterward. At first the staff consisted of just Tina, her niece, and another employee. However, Tina worked hard and saw her clientele grow steadily. She would eventually move the business to Bissonet Street, near Rice University.


“She was more than a hairstylist, she was a therapist,” Beyoncé would observe many years later. “A lady could come into that salon with problems, express herself to my mom, get a complete makeover… and then walk out feeling like a new woman.”


When Beyoncé was just a tyke, Tina would let her sweep up the hair from the floor and spend time with the customers. (Beyoncé would save the money Tina paid her from tips and use it to buy a season pass to Six Flags, where she loved riding the roller coasters.) In 2013, she would say that her takeaway from those many hours interacting with the women at Headliners was that “we’re all going through our problems, we all have the same insecurities and we need each other. I have been around the world, I’ve seen so many things,” she concluded, “but there’s nothing like a conversation with a woman who understands you. I grow so much from those conversations. I need my sisters.”


Headliners salon gave Tina the opportunity she so craved to learn, grow, and become independent of Mathew. As well as a venue for her to make an independent living, Tina’s place of business was “a labor of love,” she says. “I loved making women feel good and it was an opportunity to do it and do it in a big way. The adversity of me having this bad marriage caused me to do something about my situation.”


When Tina retrieved her baby from her mother-in-law, Mathew apparently returned to her as well. Was she now happy? That’s difficult to say. She was still angry at him for whatever had occurred, that much seemed clear to her friends and family. But still she took him back. If her marriage worked out, fine. If not, at least she now had options.














Childhood Days


Beyoncé Knowles was about six years old when she came home from school one afternoon and proudly announced to her mother that her first-grade teacher had taught her a new song. “Really?” Tina Knowles asked. “Okay,” she said, drying her hands with a dishtowel. “I’d like to hear it, then.” She sat down at the kitchen table and listened as Beyoncé sang a nursery rhyme. Beyoncé didn’t just sing it, though. She acted it out; she performed it. Whereas most kids her age might have sung the little song with their eyes cast bashfully downward, not Beyoncé. She made direct eye contact with her mom and delivered the rhyming tune with total authority. “I sat there thinking, ‘My goodness, this is really… something,’” Tina would recall many years later. “It was a moment I don’t think I’ll ever forget.” She wasn’t the only one struck by it. “I’ll never forget that feeling,” Beyoncé would recall as an adult. “I loved performing for my mother in that second. It was a rush.” There weren’t a lot of other happy memories attached to her school years, which is another reason why this one seems so significant.


Beyoncé has said that her school years—grades one through eight, before she was homeschooled and tutored from about the ninth grade onward—were problematic, that she was targeted because of her light skin and hair.


“Sometimes in the black community, it’s the lighter girls who are picked on,” Tina Knowles confirmed. “Of course, the opposite is often true as well, sadly—the darker girls are also picked on. It’s a shame, but it’s a fact of life. Beyoncé would often come home crying that the other girls were making fun of her. ‘I wish I was darker,’ she would say. I wanted her to embrace who she was. ‘Don’t wish to be anything other than what you are,’ I would tell her. I know it’s easy for adults to say such things, but harder for little girls to understand.”


It has never been easy to pigeonhole Beyoncé into a specific racial category. Questions about her race and heritage have been raised ever since she became famous. In fact, according to Google’s own statistics, Beyoncé’s ethnicity remains a subject of fascination, with more than two thousand users per month typing into its search engine the question “Is Beyoncé black?” and another two hundred wondering, “Is Beyoncé full black?” Over two hundred more pose the question “Is Beyoncé white?” Like most African Americans of mixed descent, Beyoncé self-identifies as black. In truth, she epitomizes the notion of America as being a “melting pot” of cultures, with a father, Mathew, of African-American extraction and a mother, Tina, of French Creole ancestry.


Her unusual, exotic-sounding name was also a reason for some children to single her out. “I hated my name when I was a kid,” Beyoncé has said. “It was just something else for them to use against me.”


Then there was the matter of her ears. “My head was smaller and I looked like I had big Dumbo ears,” she would recall. “I still do not wear my ears out [from behind her hair]. That’s also why I wear big earrings, because they camouflage your ears.”


In short, she didn’t fit in, or at least that’s how the other kids in school made Beyoncé feel. The result of schoolyard taunting was that she became incredibly shy and withdrawn, so much so that some of the students viewed her as snobbish or maybe even egotistical. “I couldn’t win,” she recalled. “I was bashful because the kids picked on me. And I was then picked on because I was bashful.”


“I would go to pick her up at school and she’d just be pushing the swing by herself with no one on it,” Tina recalled. “I once asked this little girl in the school playground, ‘Why don’t you like Beyoncé?’ and she got very flip with me and said, ‘I just don’t like her!’ I thought, ‘Oh my Lord! What am I going to do about this?’”


After watching and listening to Beyoncé singing around the house, Tina started to think that perhaps she had some talent and that maybe it could somehow be used to help her out of her bashful nature. “I began to notice that she was a little more extroverted when she was singing,” said Tina. “So when she was about seven I signed her up for dance classes at a local studio to bring her out of her shell. I also wanted her to make new friends and meet people other than the mean kids at school. It was in those dance classes that she started to get just a bit of self-esteem,” Tina concluded. “Then one of the dance instructors arranged for Beyoncé to be included in a community show performance, and that’s when things really started coming together.”


“For that first performance, both my mom and dad came,” Beyoncé recalled. “It was the first time I had ever walked onstage in front of an audience. I looked into the crowd and saw teachers, classmates, and parents fanning themselves with the paper programs and trying to get comfortable on yellow plastic chairs. Then I opened my mouth and started to sing. My parents were shocked. I can still see the looks on their faces. I’m not sure where I found the courage,” she recalled of this defining moment. “All I know is that I felt at home on that stage, more so than anywhere else. I saw my parents stand up and clap after I sang. I knew they were very proud of me.


“From that moment on, I decided that all the world would be a stage—chairs, tables, the kitchen countertop,” Beyoncé recalled, laughing. “I made my own stages. That’s how I expressed myself—through music. I only felt comfortable when I was singing or dancing. My personality would totally change. It’s still true today. Normally, I keep to myself, and you wouldn’t even know if I was in the same room. But when I’m in performance mode, I become a totally different person.”


After Beyoncé won that first talent contest, Tina decided to enroll her in local beauty pageants. She wasn’t interested in seeing her daughter model pretty clothes on a runway (in makeup that would probably be considered inappropriate for a tyke) as much as she wanted her to have a venue in which she could sing. While Beyoncé enjoyed the talent part of these shows, she detested the beauty segments. “Getting all dolled up was not for me at that age,” she recalled. “I was too self-conscious and didn’t feel like I was as pretty as the other girls.” On the plus side, though, the contests taught her the value of healthy competition, “and also how to learn from everyone else on the show,” she said, “kids who were better than me. I became a sponge.”


It was at around this time that Mathew began to share Tina’s enthusiasm for Beyoncé’s budding talent. He wasn’t sure what to make of it yet, but if performing was something she enjoyed, he wanted to encourage it. He began talking to her more about it, wanting to know her specific thoughts and feelings. He liked what he heard. It wasn’t so much the performing aspect of it as the fact that she wanted something, that something mattered to her. Anytime a kid of Mathew Knowles’s was going to be directed and focused about anything, whatever it was, Mathew was going to approve. “I’m going to help her,” he told Tina. “If only to encourage her to do more pageants. I think it’s good for her. I’m one hundred percent behind it.”


Tina was happy about Mathew’s enthusiasm, though maybe also just a little wary of it. She knew that once Mathew became invested in something, he didn’t give half an effort to it. He went all the way. “He can be a little—sometimes a lot—obsessive,” is how she once put it. She was just thinking hobby where Beyoncé’s pageants were concerned, and she didn’t want Mathew to have bigger ideas. Still, she liked seeing his support of their daughter and definitely wanted it to continue. She would monitor it, though—in her own way.


In 1988, when Beyoncé was seven, she won in the “Baby Junior” category of the Sammy Awards—an homage to the great entertainer Sammy Davis Jr.—at a local recreational center. A year later, in the fall of 1989, she returned to the Sammy Awards, not as a contestant but as a guest performer. Wearing a white blouse and a sequined blue dress with white leggings, her curled black hair falling to her shoulders, she sang “Home” from the 1975 Broadway musical The Wiz. It was a good—if also maybe just a tad overwrought—performance. At its end, she managed ten little spins, and then, flashing a big and dazzling smile, a graceful curtsey.


It’s easy to put a glossy cast on the unfolding of these early years, if only because Beyoncé was so precocious a child, and also one so obviously eager to please. Looking back on it now, it was obviously the dawning of something very big and exciting for her and her family. She wasn’t being forced into these pageants, either. Once she got started, there would have been no way for her parents to talk her out of participating in them—not that they would have tried to do so. Still, though, she would apparently spend many years dealing with unresolved feelings where this time in her life is concerned.


It’s not unusual that people who become famous at an early age feel a loss of their childhood in the process; it’s the most common complaint of child stars. Unlike Michael Jackson, for instance, who became famous at about the age of ten, Beyoncé would not become truly well known until she was sixteen. Definitely, though, when it came to her early years of performing in pageants and talent shows—those years of putting herself forth for harsh judgment and heavy scrutiny—she would later look back and feel a certain amount of discontentment. Was she talented enough? It was a question constantly drummed into her head just by virtue of the competitive venue in which she found herself. More to the core of a young girl’s soul, though, was always the pointed question: Was she pretty enough?


In her 2013 video for her song “Pretty Hurts,” Beyoncé’s message concerns the pitfalls of pursuing unrealistic notions of physical perfection as dictated by the media, and the destructive nature of such a hopeless quest. In the video she portrays a contender at a pageant, calling herself “Miss Third Ward.” She frames her message with the story of beauty contestants furiously grooming and preening in preparation for a big competition. “I basically starved,” she recalled in speaking of her inspiration for the video. “I neglected all of the people that I loved. I conformed to what everybody else thought I should be… and [then] I have this trophy. What does it all mean?” she asked. “The trophy [in the video] represents all of the sacrifices I made as a kid. All of the time that I lost, being on the road and in the studios as a child, and I just want to blow that shit up!”


In fact, in the video an infuriated Beyoncé is actually shown destroying the trophies, breaking them into pieces in a violent rage. “I have a lot of these awards… I worked my ass off,” she later explained. “I worked harder than probably everybody I know to get those things.”


The “Pretty Hurts” video was Beyoncé Knowles at age thirty-two, a woman finally grappling with deep-seated confusion and obviously even a certain amount of rage about her hardworking childhood. But as a little girl, she was just on autopilot. On some level, maybe she was angry back then, even if she didn’t yet recognize it, or even understand it. Or maybe she somehow knew how to suppress it. It would seem, though, that at least based on what she would later say as an adult, the anger was there just the same.














“People Don’t Need to Know”


At a very young age, Beyoncé Knowles began to understand that one way to keep her privacy was to compartmentalize her life. Of course, today she’s an expert at it. Certainly the way she controls what she allows to be known about her is an important part of her business model. In fact, most of her public doesn’t know very much about her personal life at all, except what she has decided to spoon-feed them. “She makes it clear that there’s a difference between business and personal, and she keeps those two things sacred,” is how Kwasi Fordjour, the creative coordinator at Beyoncé’s Parkwood Entertainment company, succinctly put it in 2014. In the end, it’s a clever way of guaranteeing that her public focuses on her artistry and is not unduly distracted by any details of her personal life. “They see the talent, and that’s all they see,” Fordjour concluded.


When she was a child, the children who ridiculed Beyoncé at school knew virtually nothing about her many pageant wins. “I didn’t dare tell anyone because the last thing I wanted was more attention,” she recalled. “Plus, I knew they’d make fun of me: ‘Who does she think she is, a beauty queen?’ That would have been my absolute nightmare.”


“I didn’t know a thing about her having done anything like that until many years later when she became famous,” said Chester Maddox, who attended school with Beyoncé. “I’m not sure I would have believed it anyway,” he added. “Not our little Beyoncé. I remember her as having no self-confidence whatsoever. So, no, I wouldn’t have believed she was fearless enough to be entering and then winning beauty or talent contests. No way.”


Beyoncé also didn’t tell the girls at the pageants and shows anything about her life outside of that particular venue. “I distinctly remember trying to engage her about her school,” Denise Watkins, who competed with Beyoncé in many talent shows, recalled. “We were little kids yet she didn’t want me to know where she went to school. I thought, ‘Well, that’s a bit odd.’ My mother said, ‘What’s with that little girl and all her secrets?’ When I later found out she was a singer, I wasn’t surprised. My feeling was that I knew only a small part of her life and that the rest of it was known by others. I also felt that they didn’t know the small part I knew. To keep all of this straight at eight years of age, I don’t know how she managed it.”


Taking it a step further, her classmates in school didn’t know anything about her home life. “It was like I had two different lives,” she would observe to Australian television personality Liam Bartlett in 2007. “I’ve been that way all of my life.”


“What I most remember of Beyoncé as a kid wasn’t the bullying, it was the mystery of her,” recalled Jerome Whitley, who attended the fourth grade with her. “I would ask about her mother or her father, and she would get very quiet. Other kids always talked about their parents. Not Beyoncé.


“I remember when her mother would come and pick her up from school. Whereas the other kids’ parents would show up in their beat-up old cars, Beyoncé’s mom would make a big splash. Here would come this Hollywood-looking woman with big sunglasses in a shiny new convertible, her long hair blowing in the breeze. ‘Come on, now, Beyoncé,’ she would say. ‘We got things to do.’ I actually thought Beyoncé’s mom was some kind of celebrity, and that this was why Beyoncé didn’t want to speak about her. I was sure of it, in fact. I remember going home at night and flipping through all the channels on the television looking for this stunning woman I later learned was Tina Knowles.”














A Real Find


Oh my God, Deborah,” exclaimed Denise Seals. “Did you hear the way that little girl sang? I can’t believe a child can sing like that!”


Denise Seals and her close friend Deborah Laday were driving in Denise’s car after having just left the Evelyn Rubenstein Jewish Community Center, where an eight-year-old girl had knocked their socks off. As they drove down South Braeswood Boulevard through Houston, they couldn’t contain their enthusiasm. In fact, Deborah said she was so excited she was “fixin’ to cry. That girl is a real find, Denise!” she exclaimed.


Denise nodded enthusiastically. “Finally, we found somebody who can really sing,” she said. “How many girls have we seen? A hundred?”


“Two hundred,” Deborah exclaimed.


“But it was worth it just to find this one,” Denise added. “What was her name again?”


Deborah thought it over. “Was it Bernice?” she asked, unsure. No, she didn’t think that was it. “Belinda?” “Bernadette?” “Benita?” They simply could not remember. Deborah said she would call the dance studio in the morning and ask. “It’s a name I’ve never heard before,” she said, “with such an incredible voice. Imagine what we could do with that kind of talent!”


For the last three months, Denise and Deborah had been searching for pretty young girls with singing or dancing ability. It was actually Denise who first had the idea of forming a musical revue that would feature at its center a girls’ group. “At the time, the group En Vogue was big, and I wanted to do something like that but with much younger girls,” she recalled. “My prior experience was that I had a background in music and had sung backup for several artists in the Houston area. I met Deborah through a mutual friend, and she too had the same desire. So we partnered up.”


Deborah Laday, a professional bookkeeper, had also competed in beauty pageants along the way, so she understood the business. The two women were ideal counterparts, both big dreamers who were quite serious about their joint venture from the start, so much so that the first thing they did was form D&D Management, using the first initials of their names. They then rented office space from which to conduct business. Though it was all pie-in-the-sky stuff, they were determined to give it their all.


“I had seen MC Hammer in concert and he had a revue, a group of singers, dancers, and rappers—and that’s sort of what we wanted to do,” Deborah Laday recalled. “First, we wanted to form the girls’ group part of the act, which would really be the foundation of the revue. To that end, we took out advertisements in the [Houston] Chronicle, saying we were looking for talent. Denise also knew quite a few choir directors in local churches, so she also put the word out to them.”


The two women were in search of young girls between the ages of eight and twelve who not only could sing and dance but also had charisma and personality. Once word about their endeavor got out in the area, the floodgates opened. “We saw maybe a hundred girls right off the bat,” Denise recalled, “every parent in the Houston area who thought his or her kid could sing.”


One day, a local dance instructor telephoned Deborah Laday to tell her that she’d been working with an eight-year-old named Beyoncé Knowles. She said she’d heard about the talent search and that this girl was so talented, she needed to be seen and heard to be believed. She told Deborah that Beyoncé would be singing at the Evelyn Rubenstein Jewish Community Center. “If you go, you will not be sorry,” she said. Of course, Deborah and Denise felt they had no choice but to attend.


During the talent show, as soon as Beyoncé opened her mouth to sing her signature song, “Home,” the two women looked at one another with surprise. She sounded like a youngster who’d already had a great deal of professional experience. Her tone was clear, as was her enunciation. She also had a certain undeniable presence. She was confident, not at all shy. The way she connected with the audience, especially her eye contact with those seated in the front row, was fascinating.


After Beyoncé finished her performance, Deborah and Denise went in search of her parents. They found Mathew and Tina completely surrounded by smiling, enthusiastic people, all of whom seemed to be singing Beyoncé’s praises. A beaming Tina held the hand of three-year-old Solange as she graciously accepted these compliments from strangers. Towering at her side was Mathew, seeming proud. Deborah and Denise made their way through the crowd. “Your daughter!” Deborah exclaimed once she was standing before the Knowleses. “Oh my God! She’s so good.” She told the Knowleses that she and Denise were attempting to form a girls’ group, and that they would love for Beyoncé to be their first acquisition. When Mathew wondered what sort of group the ladies were thinking of, they said they envisioned something along the lines of En Vogue or the Supremes, but much younger. As for what they planned to name the act, Deborah explained, “We were thinking that maybe it’s the girls’ time to shine in this business. So,” she said, “we’re thinking… Girls Tyme—that would be T-y-m-e.”


As if on cue, little Beyoncé ran up to her parents. She was wearing a white blouse with a light blue dress that featured a crisscross pattern, her hair adorned with blue-and-white silk ribbons. “These ladies say they’re starting a girls’ group,” Mathew told his daughter as she looked up at him with adoring eyes. “They want you to be in it! So, what do you think of that?” The little girl smiled broadly. “Pleased to meet you,” she said, extending her hand to Deborah and then to Denise with no prompting at all from her folks. “I’d love to be in a group. Would that be okay, Mommy?” she asked. “We can talk about it, Beyoncé,” Tina said, nodding. Studying Beyoncé’s face, Deborah suddenly realized that she was already familiar with her; Beyoncé and Deborah’s daughter, Millicent, had previously competed against one another in local beauty pageants. When prompted, Beyoncé remembered Millicent. “She’s so pretty. You know her too, Mommy,” she said. Tina smiled vaguely, as if trying to remember.


“I wanna be in a group too,” Solange piped up, pouting.


“You’ll get your chance, little girl,” Mathew said, scooping her up into his arms. “When you’re too big for me to do this,” he said, lifting her over his head as she squealed with delight, “then maybe you’ll be ready to be in a group.”


Phone numbers were exchanged all around.


In about a week’s time, there was another round of auditions, this one including Beyoncé. “That’s when I met her for the first time,” LaTavia Roberson, who would sing with Beyoncé in Girls Tyme and then Destiny’s Child, recalls. “There were lines and lines of girls, all of us sitting together waiting to sing, dance, rap, and do whatever we could do to convince these ladies [Deborah and Denise] to work with us.” It took some time, but eventually Laday and Seals found the talent they felt they needed for their homespun revue, which, as it would happen, would comprise three acts:


There was “M-1”—Millicent LaDay, Deborah’s eight-year-old daughter, who acted as a “hype-master,” the girl charged with revving up the crowd and keeping it on its feet.


Then there was Girls Tyme, the girls’ act featuring Beyoncé Knowles, eight; Staci LaToisen, ten; and Jennifer Young, eleven. This was the singing group that was to be at the center of the revue.


There was also Destiny, the hip-hop dance troupe consisting of LaTavia Roberson and Chris Lewis, both nine-year-olds. When Deborah and Denise decided to add two more dancers to Destiny, they auditioned and then accepted LaTavia’s cousins Nicki Taylor, eleven, and her sister Nina, eight.


It was Denise Seals who would train the girls vocally. Though they had singing ability, they were obviously still just children who didn’t yet know how to control their voices. They also didn’t know how to sing harmony. So Denise trained them to listen carefully to each other as they sang so that they could learn to stay on pitch. “Beyoncé picked it all up so fast, it was a little startling,” she recalled—and it should be acknowledged here that Denise would have been Beyoncé’s first vocal coach. “Of the girls in her group, I would have to say that she was most advanced,” she added. “She was a quick study, not afraid to ask questions, and—good Lord!—the questions!” she exclaimed. “Nothing got by her. At the age of eight, she wanted to know all there was to know about singing. I remember walking into rehearsal one day and there she was giving the other girls their parts as if she was the vocal coach. ‘You sing this part,’ she was saying to one of them. ‘Then you sing this part,’ she said to another. ‘If y’all do it right, it’ll be harmony. But if y’all do it wrong, it’ll be terrible.’ I laughed to myself and thought, ‘Okay, so that’s how it’s gonna be with this one, is it?’”


Now that managers Laday and Seals had the personnel of their three acts confirmed, it was time to begin trying to book the revue around town. The way they’d planned and rehearsed the show, the girls would bound onto the stage with a prerecorded announcement, complete with bombastic fanfare music, proclaiming, “Ladies and gentlemen, you are about to experience the ultimate masterpiece: M-1, Destiny, and Girls Tyme!”


In June 1990, the revue would make its debut at Hobart Taylor Hall at Prairie View A&M University in Prairie View, Texas, during a variety program of local up-and-coming talent. That more than two thousand people showed up to see a gaggle of little girls who were virtually unknown speaks to how successful the enterprising women of D&D Management were in getting the word out about their new charges. “What made the revue so special was that there was no one star,” said Deborah Laday. “That was our vision, to feature all of the girls in one way or the other. We wanted to build their self esteem as much as we did their careers. That was so important to Denise and me. There would be no one star. They were all stars.”


“I was nine the first time we performed,” Beyoncé has said. (Actually, she was eight.) “I realized then how much I loved being in a group, because I was always so nervous. So to have those girls with me before the stage, during the stage, and after the stage—and we could talk about all of it—was very exciting for me.”


It wasn’t long before the revue began to play even larger venues such as the AstroWorld amusement park in Houston. “When we played AstroWorld, my gosh, we thought, ‘Okay, now for sure we’ve made the big time,’” Nina Taylor recalled. “I remember Beyoncé saying, ‘AstroWorld! It don’t get much bigger than AstroWorld! Just think about it: We can do our show and then go on the Cyclone ride, over and over and over again!’”


“It all fell together quickly,” said LaTavia Roberson. “I think it was, like…‘What? We’re actually going onstage already? That fast?’ Then, when we got out there, it was as if we had no choice but to show the audience what we had to offer. We’d see the smiles and hear the applause and look at each other as if to say, ‘Wow… maybe we actually can do this thing!’ It was a baptism by fire, now that I look back on it. We just went out there and made it happen. It was either that or fail, and none of us wanted to fail.”


One of Deborah Laday’s earliest memories of Beyoncé has to do with what happened when Deborah and Denise scheduled two last-minute performances during a time when the Knowleses were going to be out of town for the weekend. The shows, held in a local park, were hosted by the shoe company Reebok. Beyoncé couldn’t make the first one because she hadn’t yet returned from the family’s vacation. So Staci LaToisen sang her part in the show.


When she heard that the Knowleses had returned, Deborah telephoned Tina to tell her about the second show. “Oh, but Beyoncé is so tired from the drive,” Tina said, “I don’t know if she can make it.” That was no problem, Deborah told her. She said that Staci would simply sing Beyoncé’s part again. Deborah recalled, “I then heard Tina say, ‘Don’t worry, honey, Staci is going to sing your part like she did for the first show.’ At that point, Beyoncé came on the line and, with this little eight-year-old voice, said, ‘Can you pick me up, Miss Deborah? ’Cause I want to sing my own part.’ I said, ‘But your mommy thinks maybe you’re too tired, Beyoncé.’ She came back with, ‘But I ain’t too tired to sing my part, Miss Deborah! So please come get me, okay?’”














Family First


I actually think women can have it all,” Tina was telling Deborah and Denise. Tina had just gotten back from a vacation in the Bahamas with Mathew and the girls, so she was therefore darker than usual and looking even more exotic, her hair in an elaborate French twist. She said that her mother had always held fast to the philosophy that there were no limits to what a woman could do, and that in this regard she was most definitely ahead of her time. When she was younger, Tina said, she thought it was a tall and maybe even impossible order. As a grown woman, however, she no longer felt that way. Now she believed it could be done. “And,” she concluded, “I’m trying to do it every day.”


The three women were casually enjoying take-out deli sandwiches in the D&D Management offices during a break in the girls’ rehearsal. In talking to the business partners, Tina came to realize that she had a good deal in common with them.


First of all, of course, both Deborah and Denise were women of color, both about the same age as Tina.


Denise, divorced, was raising a son, Chad, thirteen. After having worked for sixteen years for Houston Lighting and Power, she’d just been laid off and had received a nice severance package, much of which was now being used to help finance the all-girls revue. Deborah, who was married, had the one daughter, Millicent. Because she was an accountant for the county by trade, her primary responsibility with D&D Management was to keep the books. As a Brownie troop leader and a former pageant contestant herself, she was also familiar with the local venues available for talent shows. Therefore, she sometimes handled the bookings. Moreover, she knew people from regional record labels whom she’d often bring in to see the girls’ showcases, all in the hope of perhaps securing a contract.


Deborah and Denise were fascinating counterparts. Deborah was impulsive, blunt, and to the point; she spoke her mind. By contrast, Denise was more careful, measured, and reserved; she was strategic in her thinking. Tina realized early on that both were commanding, independent women who, like herself, had made up their minds that they weren’t going to just devote themselves to their spouses and children at the exclusion of their own pursuits. Maybe it was no coincidence that they’d chosen to form and then mold an all-girls revue; after all, they wanted nothing more than to help young women view themselves in a strong and empowered way. There was nothing wrong with staying at home and raising a family, they agreed. However, there was also nothing wrong with wanting more.


“Sometimes it’s a madhouse, though, isn’t it?” Denise asked Tina. “Trying to keep home and office straight?”


Tina threw her head back and laughed. “Yes,” she said, “but I’m a list-maker, and that helps me cut through all the unnecessary bullshit.” Tina’s language would always be colorful, and she would never apologize for it, either. She added that for her it was all about organization and prioritization, that there was simply no other way. She said that if she left it up to Mathew, the family would probably live in complete and utter chaos. He was more cavalier about the scheduling of his day, Tina said, whereas she was more structured. Her business, she concluded, “ran like clockwork.” But still, she allowed, Mathew was a very good provider. “We’re actually an amazing team,” she concluded.


Within a few years after Beyoncé’s birth, Mathew and Tina were financially secure enough to purchase a large, impressive-looking four-bedroom, three-and-a-half-bathroom home with a two-car garage at 3346 Parkwood Drive in Houston’s Third Ward. It was an upper-middle-class, mostly integrated neighborhood. “Me and Beyoncé grew up in an area called Third Ward Texas,” Solange Knowles once confirmed for a VH1 documentary about Destiny’s Child. “There were all of these African-American families, most of them doctors and judges.”


At work, Mathew remained competitive and successful. A framed correspondence from Xerox was proudly displayed on the family’s fireplace mantel, congratulating him for winning the Salesman of the Year award in 1986 as a result of “being 100 percent or better in each performance category, and generating over $2 million in revenue. You have unquestionably earned the coveted Sales Representative of the Year for the third time in the last four years,” it proclaimed. It concluded, “Your sustained excellence in achievement has set an example for everyone associated with Xerox Medical Systems.”


As Mathew stayed busy with his burgeoning career, Tina remained at the helm of her hairstyling business, Headliners. Though her husband was pretty much a loner, Tina enjoyed a wide circle of friends. A member of the congregation of St. John’s United Methodist Church, she was involved in all sorts of activities there. She was anything but a stay-at-home mom. “In fact, they had a lady who cleaned their house for them,” Nicki Taylor recalled, “and I remember as a kid thinking, ‘Wow, that’s really something.’ You didn’t see a lot of that in our world at that time. I think Tina made a decision early on that she was not going to be remembered as the wife of a man who did something great with his life. She wanted to do something great too.”


Despite their great ambition, though, Tina, Deborah, and Denise agreed that no matter what activities unfolded for them outside of their roles as wives and mothers, nothing was worth sacrificing their domestic lives for. If her family suffered because of D&D Management, Deborah said, then D&D Management would just have to go. Denise wholeheartedly agreed. Tina said she felt the same about Headliners. “It’s ironic,” she opined, “that as much as we want to have it all as today’s black women, it always goes back to the same family values we’ve all held for generations. We’d give it all up, every last bit of it, for family, wouldn’t we?”


“Family first,” Deborah said, raising her soft drink bottle.


“Yes,” Tina and Denise agreed, smiling. They clinked Deborah’s bottle with their own. “Family first.”














Andretta


Without a doubt, one of the most important figures in the professional career of Beyoncé Knowles was a woman whose great contribution has gone largely unrecognized: Andretta Brown Tillman. Born on March 31, 1958, the eighth of twelve children to Jimmy and Effie Lee Brown in the small town of Whitehouse, Texas, Andretta was an attractive and stylish petite black woman. With her engaging personality and uncanny work ethic, she was popular and well known in her community. Only a few close friends of hers, such as her most trusted confidant, Brian Kenneth Moore—known as Kenny—knew the truth about her. “Sometimes it took every bit of strength she could muster just to get through the day,” reflected Moore. “She’d been through a lot and suffered some personal and unspeakable tragedies in her personal life.”


Andretta married Dwight Ray Tillman on December 3, 1977, in Whitehouse, at just nineteen. Dwight was twenty-two. Joyous at the thought of their entire lives ahead of them, they happily settled into a small house in Houston, where Dwight would teach at Booker T. Washington High School. Andretta had wanted to work in television as a news anchor, but this was to become a dream deferred when she became pregnant. Her first son, Armon Roshaud, was born in 1980, and then in 1982 came Christopher Raynard. Meanwhile, thanks to Dwight’s steady income as well as Andretta’s from the Houston Lighting and Power Company, the family was soon able to move into a larger, two-story home in affluent Cypress. In 1984, the Tillman family was completed with the happy arrival of a baby girl they named Shawna Marie.


Though Dwight was a mathematics teacher, he also fancied himself an up-and-coming musical entrepreneur in the fashion of the legendary Berry Gordy Jr. Actually, the manner by which Gordy had built his iconic Motown empire in the late 1950s and into the 1960s had inspired African Americans all over the world. As the civil rights movement influenced the scope of what black people thought possible in their lives and in those of their children, Gordy instituted a sort of automobile assembly-line strategy in Detroit as a model for his own self-mobilized venture, Motown Record Corporation. His artists—such as Diana Ross and the Supremes, the Temptations, the Miracles, and Stevie Wonder—were groomed by mandatory classes in music, choreography, etiquette, and fashion. This was the way Dwight envisioned his own music empire one day, and he shared that dream with Andretta.


In August 1986, Dwight, now thirty-one, decided the time was right to devote himself fully to his ambitions as a talent manager and possibly record producer. Therefore, he left his teaching position. By October, he’d already made several contacts and had his sights set on several bands in Tyler, Texas. He was fully ready to embark on this next phase of his and Andretta’s life together. Of course, Andretta stood firmly behind him, anxious to support him in any way possible. It was not meant to be, though. On October 26, 1986, the Tillman family was involved in a horrendous automobile accident in Tyler. The vehicle in which they’d been traveling was hit on the driver’s side by a drunk motorist, “spinning the car completely around,” as Andretta’s brother, Lornanda—known as To-to—would recall it, “and smashing it like a sardine can.”


“I heard that the boys, Armon and Chris, were thrown from the car,” added Andretta’s best friend, Pat Felton, “though they may have been pulled from the wreckage by a passerby. Dwight was not so lucky; he was killed instantly behind the wheel. Ann happened to have had Shawna on her lap; the infant was smashed into her chest. Though paramedics revived Shawna, she was leaking all of her fluids and died at the scene.”


To-to was at his sister’s side at her hospital bed when the doctors gave Andretta the terrible news that her husband and baby daughter had been killed. “There’s no way to express the devastation,” he said. “How do you put that kind of pain into words. There’s no way…”


“Ann was hurt so badly, she could barely attend the funerals because of her injuries,” continued Pat Felton. She blamed herself for the accident, because she was the one who had wanted to go to Tyler for the holiday, not Dwight. I used to tell her, ‘Ann, God just takes people. You can’t be held responsible. Nobody is in control.’”


As if fate hadn’t already dealt Andretta Tillman enough hardship, within two years of this tragedy she was diagnosed with lupus erythematosus, the autoimmune disease that affects skin, joints, organs, and blood vessels. There was no cure. “This was really a cruel twist,” recalled her nephew Belfrey Brown (his father and Andretta were siblings). “How much more could she take? She was only twenty-eight. But she knew she had to go on for her boys. She wasn’t going to let it get to her. Her first reaction to the diagnosis was, ‘Screw this! I don’t want to know nothin’ about no lupus.’ Really, that’s how she looked at it; she wouldn’t accept it in her life. Still, she would suffer for years to come, especially when she was under stress—that’s when she would have the worst lupus crises. It was bad all around, but my aunt had a kind of courage I don’t think I’ve ever seen in anyone else.”


The void in Andretta’s life left by Dwight’s death was so great that she didn’t know quite what to do with herself. She just knew that she didn’t want to spend the rest of her life grieving over her late husband while obsessing over her illness. One day, almost as if in some sort of predestined way, she received a telephone call from a friend with whom she attended the Yale Street Baptist Church—Denise Seals. Andretta was aware that Denise had formed a management company with her close friend Deborah Laday, called D&D Management. Denise told her that she had a revue she and Deborah were managing in the Houston area. The acts in it were unpolished, she explained, but there was still something compelling about them. She wondered if perhaps Andretta might be willing to invest in the talent, or maybe even help manage them.


In fact, Andretta—who was still employed by Houston Lighting and Power—knew precious little about show business. Her son Armon recalled, “She knew my dad had wanted to change the world like Berry Gordy, and she started thinking that maybe his dream could, or should, now become hers. She thought, ‘Well, look, I have the resources, I have the time, and I have my husband’s dream… Maybe I should try to do something with all of it.’ That was very much like my mom, ready to take on the world. So she bought a book called Music Industry 101 and she studied it night and day learning what she could, as fast as she could. That’s basically all she had: this doggone book, my dad’s dream, some ambition… and a whole lot of hope.”


Andretta immediately became interested in a group her brother To-to had started called Tayste, four excellent singers and dancers in the tradition of the male groups popular at that time, such as Boyz II Men. The group also consisted of Harlon Bell, known by his middle name, Keith, who was eighteen and fresh out of high school in Tyler, as well as his brother, Mitchell, and their cousin Alaric Jordan. They ranged in age from eighteen to twenty-two. To-to, who had recently obtained an honorable discharge from the Air Force, convinced Andretta to put a little of her money behind Tayste just to see what might happen. “It was as if all of these coincidences were coming together in a divine way to sort of push my sister into show business,” he recalled.


“She had gotten about half a million dollars from Dwight’s life insurance policy,” Pat Felton recalled, “and about another $40,000 from a different settlement relating to the accident. This was a lot of money. While she was weighing Denise’s offer, she started to think that maybe something good could happen as a result of something very bad. She thought Dwight would be happy if she used the money for something he might have wanted. Therefore, she started Tillman Management with the goal of managing singing groups in the Houston area. It was a natural fit. First of all, she was brilliant. She was articulate. She was always well dressed and looked great. I believed she could go very far in show business as a manager.”


“You have to see these girls, Ann,” Keith Bell told Andretta one morning over breakfast. “I just checked them out at the Sharpstown Mall [in Houston]. They are so good I’ve decided to work with them, teach them some routines.”


“But how good can they be?” Andretta asked. “They’re just kids, right?”


“That’s what makes them so incredible,” Keith explained. “And they have this girl named Beyoncé. She’s wild, Ann. You won’t believe it when you see her.”


“How old is she?”


“I don’t know. Eight or nine?”


“Oh my God,” Andretta exclaimed. “Eight or nine? I don’t know, Keith. That is really young.”


It was the summer of 1990, and Keith Bell was trying to sell Andretta Tillman on the all-girls revue Denise Seals had previously mentioned to her. “I was already the choreographer for Tayste,” recalled Bell. “Then, when Denise and Deborah started D&D Management, I became their in-house choreographer. So I was just this young and determined kid dancer anxious to help them make things happen.”


“I think they need money, Ann,” Keith said. “Maybe you could back them or something? Would you at least meet with them?”


“Well, okay, I’ll meet with them,” Andretta said, with no small amount of hesitation. “But I can’t promise anything. I’ll call Denise and set up a meeting.”


A few days later, Andretta did as promised: She called Denise, who arranged a meeting with Deborah at the D&D Management office. When Denise finally introduced Andretta to Deborah, the chemistry between the two women was instantaneous. Andretta, with her dazzling smile and dancing brown eyes, made an immediate impression. In fact, the three women seemed a great team from the very beginning. They were about the same age, each in their early thirties, each an independent, formidable African-American woman with a desire to do something unusual with her life—to be in the show business management game.


After Andretta agreed to invest, Deborah said that what mattered most to her was that the three of them worked together as a team. She suggested that they always have each other’s backs, because “who knows what we’ll be up against out there? This is a dirty business,” she concluded, “but as a team I know we can do it if we just stick together. Agreed, ladies?”


The three women shook hands; they had a deal.














Ninth Birthday


It was Tuesday night, September 4, 1990, in Dallas.


“But what do you mean, I can’t see Beyoncé?” Tina Knowles was asking. “Of course I can see my child.”


“I’m sorry, but there’s no way,” responded a very distracted Deborah Laday. Deborah had a lot on her mind while backstage at a community center. As she busily fielded questions from stagehands about sound and lighting cues, anxious little girls tugged on her skirt and wondered about the songs they were about to sing. Meanwhile, parents, like Tina, were demanding to see their daughters to wish them luck before their performance. Still, despite all of the chaos, Deborah managed to comport herself with calm authority. “Look, Beyoncé is fixin’ to perform,” she told Tina. “Plus, I’m trying to keep this area back here clear!”


“But this is her birthday. She’s nine today!” Tina exclaimed. Though Tina was now thirty-six years old, she looked far younger, maybe in her early twenties. Her light brown skin still had a youthful, luminescent quality. Her hair was curly and chestnut-colored, now styled in a short, jazzy bob. Her makeup was expertly done, her favorite shade of red lipstick framing a full and dazzling smile, light blue eye shadow above green eyes. According to photos taken that evening, she was wearing a white blouse, sleeves cut at elbow length, with white silk pants and a large gold metallic belt cinching her waist. Long, dangly earrings matched her belt. Clutching her hand was four-year-old Solange, now a cute little tyke in pigtails. Tina would recall this evening with vivid clarity in a sworn deposition and subsequent affidavit she would give twelve years later, in 2002.


“Tina, you don’t get it,” Deborah said, an edge to her tone. “The moments before a big show are crucial.” She added that Beyoncé needed to focus and couldn’t risk any distractions. She suggested that Tina wait until after the show to see her. “I hope that’s okay,” Deborah said apologetically. As she rushed off, she said that she hated to be so short, but that she had a job to do and she needed to get back to it


Tina wasn’t used to being told no. In fact, she could probably count on one hand the times she’d accepted it as an answer. She seemed to have met her match in Deborah, though, and she didn’t much like it. Although they’d started off on a nice footing, Tina would take a dim view of Deborah after this day, and once Tina Knowles had her mind made up about someone, it was difficult to move her from that viewpoint. Now silently seething, she stood in the hallway leading to the dressing room where the girls could be heard noisily changing into their costumes. Meanwhile, ticket holders began to stream into the five-hundred-seat auditorium. They’d come to see the free show hosted by Deborah and Denise, their so-called ultimate masterpiece: M-1, Destiny, and Girls Tyme.


As Tina stood in the hallway debating whether to heed Deborah’s advice or just go ahead and find her daughter, she heard a voice behind her. “How can I help you?” It was Andretta Tillman. After making her acquaintance, Tina explained to Andretta the problem at hand. With a warm smile, Andretta said she absolutely agreed with her. “A mother should be able to see her child on such an important day,” she said. She then suggested that Tina follow her; she would take her back to see her little girl.


Tina followed Andretta behind a curtain and down a long hallway, holding Solange’s hand the entire way. “The kids are in there,” Andretta told her when they finally reached a room at the end of the hall. “Obviously,” Tina said with a chuckle. One could plainly hear gales of laughter on the other side of the door.


After Andretta opened the door, Tina and Solange walked in and quickly surveyed the room in search of Beyoncé. They found her sitting alone in front of a mirror gazing at her reflection. Her dark brown hair, parted in the middle, fell into long pigtails with russet-brown silk ribbons on both sides of her head. Wearing gold lamé pants and a white blouse, she was an adorable, very small girl with light skin and perfect features. As soon as she saw their image reflected in the mirror, she whirled around. “Mommy! Solange!” she exclaimed as she jumped to her feet. After she ran to her mother and sister, they all embraced in a group hug. “We just wanted to come back and wish you a happy birthday, Beyoncé,” Tina said, kneeling down to the child’s level. “And good luck!” She bussed her on the forehead. When Solange asked if she was nervous, Beyoncé shook her head and simply answered, “Nope.”


“Then you just go out there and knock ’em dead,” Tina said. She told her that they would be watching from seats in the front row, which Mathew was presently saving for them. “Okay, Mommy,” Beyoncé said with a big smile.


After just a few more moments, Tina and Solange said their goodbyes, told Beyoncé how much they loved her, and then left her with her little friends in the dressing room. Keith Bell then gathered all of the girls and began working with them on last-minute changes to one of their many dance routines.


With Andretta at her side, Tina walked back down the hallway on her way out of the backstage area. “Are you a mom, Ann?” Tina asked as she reached for Solange’s hand. Andretta said she was the mother of two young boys, Armon and Chris. This pleased Tina. She said she hoped Andretta would join the management team, “because we could always use another mother’s touch. Deborah and Denise are mothers, too, you know?”


“Well, there can never be enough mothers, I guess,” Andretta said, laughing.


“Ain’t that the truth!” Tina exclaimed. She then entwined her arm around Andretta’s as the two walked into the crowded auditorium. Already it was as if they were good friends.














Crossroads


Three days passed. Now it was Friday afternoon, September 7, 1990.


The show Tuesday night had gone very well. Tina and Mathew knew that Beyoncé had done her best, and in fact, they believed her to be the only one onstage who truly had any talent. Her voice was quite a wonder, as were her performing skills. Now the Knowleses were sitting with a group of other parents on the curb under a blazing hot sun in front of a small office building. Everyone looked disgruntled. “Ain’t this something?” Tina asked. “We drove all the way out here, and for what?” Mathew forced a smile and regarded his wife thoughtfully. “Well, you know, these things happen,” was all he could say.


This afternoon, Mathew was wearing a black gabardine suit that hung on him with precision; clearly it had been tailored by one of the best clothiers in Houston. A starched white shirt and pearl-gray silk tie finished the look. His large-framed glasses gave him a professorial look. He had taken time away from work to meet Tina.


After the show the other night, the parents of the performers had all congregated backstage and, in a quick meeting, agreed that Deborah Laday and Denise Seals needed help. They wanted to discuss their children’s future with the two managers and then take a vote to decide how to proceed. All agreed that Deborah and Denise had worked hard for the last six months. However, they feared that maybe the women didn’t have the financial resources to take the girls to the next level of success.


One might have thought the parents would have given Deborah and Denise a bit more latitude since it had only been six months since they began working with the girls. Were these kids to become stars overnight? However, the parents’ impatience was tied to the urgency many of them felt about seeing their children become famous. The Knowleses were the exceptions. Mathew had a good job and was making excellent money for the times. Tina had Headliners, and though business was spotty, she was still able to turn a good profit. The Knowleses lived in a fashionable home and had two very nice luxury vehicles. They didn’t need Beyoncé to become successful in order for them to sustain their good life—not yet, anyway. However, the other parents had very different stories. Most were in dire financial straits. If their daughters’ talent was to be the possible solution to their fiscal problems, there was no time to waste. Therefore, they made an appointment with the managers, and then took the drive to the bucolic suburb of Greater Greenspoint where Deborah and Denise had their D&D Management office space and rehearsal studio.


The parents were used to this trek to Greater Greenspoint, which could be anywhere from thirty to forty-five minutes each way. After all, every night, after their daughters finished some of their homework, they would drop them off at this very location, usually at about 6:00 p.m. The girls would then practice with Keith Bell until about 9:00—taking frequent homework breaks—and then the parents would have to retrieve them.


On this day, the parents assembled at the appointed hour in the middle of the afternoon while their children were still in school. They waited outside for the entire group to assemble—eight parents in all. When everyone was present, the contingent walked across a wide courtyard to the office complex in which D&D Management was housed. But at their destination, much to their dismay, they found something they did not expect: a padlock on the door and an eviction notice! “Everyone was pretty frustrated at that point,” Tina Knowles would later recall. “That’s the last thing we expected. I remember standing at that door, looking at that padlock, and thinking, ‘Oh no! You have got to be kidding me.’”*


“We can’t even tell Beyoncé about this goddamn thing,” Mathew said, according to Tina’s memory.


“Why?” Tina asked.


“Because I don’t want to discourage her,” he said. He then explained that he felt they should keep anything from her that would make her not want to give her all to the endeavor. She was a very determined little girl and he wanted to keep it that way.


It was certainly true that even at the age of nine, Beyoncé was laser-focused on one goal: She wanted to sing. For instance, Deborah and Denise had recently aligned themselves with Pro-Line and Soft & Beautiful products, leading hair care lines for women and girls of color. After looking at pictures of all the girls, the company wanted to audition LaTavia for national commercials and print advertising campaigns. Rather than single out her own daughter, LaTavia’s mother, Cheryl Mitchell, felt that all of the group members should audition. “So we all piled into a fifteen-passenger van and went to Dallas to meet with the Pro-Line executives,” LaTavia recalled. All of the girls were excited about auditioning, except for Beyoncé. “It’s just not what I want to do,” she said. There was no mistaking that she wasn’t a little girl who just wanted to be in show business and would settle for any venue. She wanted to be a singer, and that was it. (Incidentally, LaTavia was hired for the job and became the face of Pro-Line for young girls for the next ten years.)
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