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For Lee Tyler (1962–2011)
A kindred spirit.





Introduction



Here is why Eartha Kitt is extraordinary, why she’s been written out of history, and why she should be remembered.


It all comes down to four songs in a movie, filmed half a century ago. The film in question, almost entirely forgotten now, was called New Faces. It was the Hollywood version of a Broadway revue, shot in full colour Cinemascope and released by Twentieth Century Fox in 1954. The undisputed star of both the original revue and the subsequent movie was a young cabaret singer called Eartha Kitt. She had five featured songs in the film. Four of them are truly remarkable.


The first is the show’s opening number. The simple stage set is a street scene at night. Leaning against one of the lampposts is a dark-skinned woman dressed in a demure long skirt and a racy strapless tiger-print top: Eartha Kitt. As the camera pans over to her she begins to sing, her attention apparently directed somewhere off screen. She sings in French, a perky modern chanson called ‘C’Est Si Bon’. After a little while she focuses her attention on the viewer. There’s a startling intensity about her that cuts against the cheeriness of the song. Then she starts dropping in asides in English, encouraging the object of her affections to show his appreciation by buying her a Cadillac. She appears to be a shameless gold digger, growing visibly excited as her thoughts turn to money. Finally, transported by the prospect of riches, she bares her teeth at the viewers and rips her skirt off. There is no question at all what is going on here: the girl by the streetlight is offering sex in exchange for money – lots of money.


But who is this girl meant to be? A Parisian streetwalker? On the face of it yes, but there’s nothing in her performance of the real Parisian prostitutes of the post-war era, none of the poverty and desperation that would drive women to sell themselves for a packet of cigarettes or a pair of nylons. Instead she projects an unnerving ferocity: she’s throwing down a gauntlet – are you man enough, and rich enough, to take me on? But as to who she is, that’s still a mystery. She’s dark skinned, but with unusual features, and she speaks English, but with an odd, slightly European accent. Is she French, North African, Latin? Her age, as well as her nationality, is unknowable. One moment she looks like a teenage girl and the next like a woman who has already seen far too much. The only thing that’s obvious about her is her sexuality, deployed confidently, even aggressively.


Her second appearance in the movie comes half an hour later, following some sketches, dance routines and cabaret songs, and it makes things a little clearer. When the camera finds her, Eartha is pressed up against a frosty window. She appears to be stark naked apart from a white fur stole that just about keeps her modesty intact. This time she’s singing in English but the subject matter is much the same: it’s a song of seasonal seduction directed at her ‘Santa Baby’, who she’s exhorting to make her Christmas complete by buying her a yacht, or maybe just a duplex apartment – she doesn’t want much. All the while she’s toying with the stole, letting her potential lover get a very good idea of what’s on offer if he would only hurry down the chimney with a ’54 convertible in his sack. The whole thing is wildly sexy and flirtatious and brings the singer into clearer focus. Her domestic surroundings no longer suggest a streetwalker but a sophisticated woman looking for her ideal mate. Her Monroe-ish little girl act only points up the obvious: that she’s a grown woman in her mid-twenties who knows her way around. And hearing her sing in English makes it clear that the singer isn’t French or Latin but, shockingly, a black American.


Why shockingly? Because this was 1954 and at that time, if black American women appeared in mainstream movies at all, they were devoted domestics, simple souls full of homespun wisdom. Black women only got to play romantic leads if they appeared in all-black films, like Stormy Weather or Carmen Jones, whose stars, like Lena Horne and Dorothy Dandridge, were either stiff paragons or tragic victims. The films certainly never featured anyone like this woman, this Eartha Kitt, singing in French, flaunting her body and parading her lust for worldly goods. Yet somehow, at a time in which it was still illegal for a black person and a white person to have sex together in twenty-eight out of fifty US states, New Faces managed to bring to the screen a black woman who is quite evidently ready and willing to seduce Mr Middle America.


Eartha’s third appearance in the show is in a bizarre number called ‘Uska Dara,’ which sees her emerge from a silken tent and perform a belly-dance routine while singing in Turkish. The song ends with her returning to the tent and revealing that she has a male companion waiting: her ‘secretary’. She smirks at the camera and purrs ‘Oh, those Turks’ before pulling the curtains closed. This time she’s the one with the money, while the man in the tent is at her beck and call. The roles have been reversed and it’s clear that, once Eartha has her material needs taken care of, she will take her pleasures as and when she pleases. It’s another blatant affront to the declared morality of the time.


And then there’s the show’s grand finale, Eartha’s pièce de résistance, a song called ‘Monotonous’. The setting for this is a room full of chaise longues. As she sings Eartha drapes herself across a chaise longue, all the while bemoaning the fact that her life of unimaginably decadent hedonism is actually oh-so-boring, whether it’s TS Eliot writing poems for her or Jacques Fath designing dresses for her. The refrain is the one word ‘Monotonous’, which she uses to express the utter tedium of having men fall at her feet.


It’s the strangest number yet. Eartha is portraying a character that’s almost unimaginable in reality: a black American woman who’s tasted all the world’s most fabulous delicacies and found them lacking. Men have given her all the yachts and convertibles she craved and she feels nothing but ennui. It’s an extraordinary song to sing at a time when, in the real world, black Americans were engaged in a long struggle for basic human rights, never mind couture and caviar. Once again we wonder, who on earth is this woman? And how can she appear to be so supremely indifferent to the laws and mores of her time?


The answer, at least in part, is simple. Eartha Kitt could act like that because she had already had an remarkable life and a range of experiences far outside the norm. She’d travelled the world: she knew men and she knew audiences. She’d learnt that people loved this act of hers; that she scandalised them, but only in the way that people loved to be scandalised in the years after the war. Audiences adored Eartha Kitt because she was exotic – she seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere – and because she was undeniably sexy, and, perhaps above all, because she was funny. She understood the importance of the occasional knowing wink to diffuse the sexual heat. She knew she represented all the desires Middle America couldn’t admit to, all the racial and sexual taboos, and she was able to exploit them brilliantly. She managed a balancing act that should not have been possible.


*


Around the time of New Faces Eartha Kitt was the biggest new recording star in America. Yet if you were born after 1965, say, you may not remember her. You may never have heard her string of fifties hits, from ‘I Want To be Evil’ to ‘Just An Old Fashioned Girl’, or seen any of her films: as well as New Faces she starred in movies like St Louis Blues and Anna Lucasta. You may only have encountered her as Catwoman in the Batman TV series, or come across her seasonal standard, ‘Santa Baby’, on some Christmas compilation. It doesn’t matter. For, at heart, hers is not a story of long-gone hit records and movies. It’s the tale of one of the most singular women of her age: a black American entertainer who would never allow herself to be reduced to a racial stereotype, who always insisted on her individuality.


Eartha Kitt was a woman who had spent her first eight or so years on a South Carolina cotton field, and the rest of her childhood in Harlem, yet by the time she reached her early twenties had reinvented herself as the epitome of cosmopolitan glamour. Small, and with striking rather than conventionally beautiful features, she nevertheless carried herself with an apparent absolute certainty that she was, as Orson Welles famously called her, ‘the most exciting woman in the world’. And this supreme confidence, which apparently came from nowhere, ensured that it wasn’t just America that fell in love with Eartha Kitt. Britain, in particular, was bewitched by her appearance in New Faces, and invited her over to star in all the big TV variety shows from the Royal Variety Performance to Sunday Night at the London Palladium. From the mid fifties right up until the early seventies, she was a fixture on the British entertainment scene.


She offered the British a much-needed shot of exoticism, a Technicolor presence in a black-and-white world. After the war the British looked to Europe and America for glamour, excitement and sex, and Eartha Kitt provided all three in copious quantities. Her appeal crossed both social and cultural divides: Kenneth Tynan raved about her in the Observer, while the Daily Express featured pictures of Eartha showing off her fabulous outfits. She had all the sophisticated allure the war-weary British were seeking.


Looking back now, this seems very strange. How odd that one of the most popular post-war sex symbols should have been a black woman who sang in half a dozen languages, favouring French chansons and Mexican ballads over rhythm’n’blues or jazz. How odd that, in the supposedly hidebound fifties, a mainstream audience was ready to take such an unconventional singer on her own terms, while, in our own free-thinking times, artists are expected to stay in their boxes. Yet she made it all seem so natural.


As I wrote this book it continually struck me just how thoroughly remarkable Eartha Kitt’s popularity was, how little she fitted into any established category, into what I thought I knew about music history, or even social history. If a black American singing in French and Spanish and Turkish, while purveying a frank if cartoonish sexuality, could be a transatlantic star in the early fifties, then clearly the attitudes of that period were rather more complicated than we like to imagine.


Not only that, but the story of her personal life was also something of a mystery. I researched a little and it soon became clear to me that that that no one had ever really made the effort to trace the story behind the myth she created, so persuasive was her power of self-invention. There was no biography in existence. Eartha herself had written several contradictory, fanciful, autobiographies that generally preferred to tell a good story, rather than reveal her true feelings. After reading them I had many more questions than answers.


So I started work on this book and soon discovered that not only was Eartha’s actual story far more intriguing than her self-created myth, but also that, one-off though she was, she still had her antecedents, her influences. She was a link in an alternative history of black America, one that is not simply concerned with roots and authenticity and ghetto suffering, but with sophistication and vaulting artistic ambition, a tradition that goes back to the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s. Seen in this light, Eartha Kitt stands alongside dancers like Alvin Ailey and Katherine Dunham, writers like Ishmael Reed and Langston Hughes, musicians like Billy Strayhorn and Nina Simone, all of them artists who wanted to redefine black America, not simply to reflect it.


Ironically, however, Eartha’s singular personal style found favour more readily with white Americans than black. Perhaps this was hardly surprising, given that the overwhelming majority of black Americans were still struggling against explicitly racist Jim Crow laws forbidding them from sitting at the front of the bus, drinking from the same water fountains as whites, and so forth, rather than living the glamorous life, like Eartha. Yet that contradiction meant that her style would prove unsustainable as the civil rights struggle gained momentum. By the mid sixties Eartha Kitt was suddenly both behind and ahead of her time.


And so for decades since, Eartha Kitt has been seen as an outlier. Her career, her role in the culture, her extraordinary popularity, make no sense according to the orthodox histories of her time, and as a result her achievements have been overlooked. As one looks more closely into what really happened in her life, one cannot escape the conclusion that much of what we think we know about race, about sex, about American, about Britain, about the 1950s, must actually be wrong, or at least grossly over-simplified.


Here, then, is the story of how a girl from a South Carolina cottonfield grew up to become America’s mistress, defying the racial stereotypes just at the time when those stereotypes were most powerfully in force. A woman who, rather than rage against white America and its values, decided instead to seduce it. And, extraordinarily enough, succeeded.


At least, she did for a while …





PART ONE

Learning the Game
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ONE

At the White Man’s Door, in the White Man’s Dwelling


There is a road that leads between the small towns of North and St Matthews in the South Carolina lowlands, where Eartha Kitt was born. It’s a smooth blacktop these days, no longer a dirt track. On one side of the road there are cotton fields, on the other side woods and swampland. From time to time the road winds past small settlements: not shacks, these days, but trailer homes.


The fields are empty now, the harvest carried out by machines. Which is surely a blessing, for at midday here the sun is implacable overhead and the blue sky empty apart from the occasional buzzard and the fluttering of over-sized butterflies. Even the cotton plants themselves seem hostile; three foot high, tough and spiky. To pick the burrs of fluffy cotton from the plants you have to stick your hand right in and twist hard. If you do you risk tearing the skin from your fingers.


Halfway along the road there’s a church, St Peter’s AME. The AME stands for African Methodist Episcopal. It was, and remains, the church for the black people that worked this land. There’s a graveyard next to the church, little used now. The old headstones are sinking back into the soil, but if you look carefully you can still read the names of the dead.


Their names are curious – Amaker, Dantzler, Inabit. They sound German. To be specific they sound Swiss German. There’s a reason for that. The people who owned this land were mostly Swiss German; they came over at the end of the eighteenth century and they settled this land. And like every landowner in the south they used black slaves. These unfortunates came from Africa, shipped in to the nearby port city of Charleston, where they were bought and sold in the slave market. Over to one side of the graveyard there’s a collection of tumbledown headstones, dating back to the early years of the last century. The inscriptions on some are unreadable but on others you can make out another Germanic family name, that of Keitt. One of them bears the name of Fannie Keitt, another that of Hilliard Keitt. These are Eartha Kitt’s forgotten kinfolk.


*


In her lifetime Eartha Kitt knew very little about her family background. She had only dim memories of her mother and knew nothing at all about her father, not even his name. She knew her mother’s name was Annie Mae Keitt and that she had died young. She suspected her father to have been a local white man, perhaps the plantation owner’s son. In her various unreliable memoirs, she also mentioned having two half-sisters, Pearl and Almeda. She also claimed that her mother abandoned her at a young age, leaving her in the care of an older woman called Aunt Rosa.


Curiously neither Eartha herself nor any of the journalists who wrote about her ever really expanded on these sketchy memories. So my first task was to establish whether these basic claims about Eartha Kitt’s parentage were true.


Eartha’s Kitt’s birth was registered on 17 January, 1927 in the small town of St Matthews, which lies a half hour drive south from the state capital Columbia. The town straddles a road and rail junction and even at midday there are few people around. However, there is a town museum, which as it turns out has an archive that helps to answer these questions as to who Eartha’s family were and where exactly they lived.


An Annie Mae Keitt of the right age to have been Eartha’s mother shows up in the census record. She is recorded as living close to Bull Swamp. By 1930 she had a young daughter identified as ‘Essie Mae’, quite possibly a mishearing of ‘Eartha Mae’. This ‘Essie Mae’, however, appeared to be an only child. The records also suggest that Annie Mae Keitt herself had sisters called Pearl and Almeda – the names that Eartha gave her own sisters in her books. Furthermore they are all recorded as living with a ‘cousin’, an older woman called Rosa Houser – presumably ‘Aunt Rosa’.


Confirmation that these must be the right Keitts comes in the shape of a 1968 cutting from a local newspaper, in which a reporter went looking for Eartha’s family. The one close relative the reporter found was called Almeda Keitt, but she was Eartha’s aunt, not her sister.


So how to explain the discrepancy? The one plausible answer is that the confusions of Eartha’s earliest memories come from the fact that they were a mixture of her mother’s recollections and her own: thus it was her mother who had younger sisters called Pearl and Almeda, not Eartha herself.


Annie Mae Keitt, Eartha’s mother, was the daughter of William and Fannie (nee Riley) Keitt. William’s parents, Delia and Hilliard Keitt, had grown up during slavery days. Hilliard had been in bondage to the white Keitt family before receiving his freedom at the end of the Civil War. In the absence of a surname of his own, he took that of his former masters, as freed slaves generally did. All these Keitts, Eartha’s maternal family, were black people who lived and died around Bull Swamp, on the former plantations of Caw Caw and Limestone townships.


So far so good. But tracing Eartha’s maternal lineage was always going to be the simpler task, given that Eartha did at least know her mother’s name. The identity of her white father required rather more detective work. Common sense suggested that he would have lived close by.


Initially the most obvious candidates were the local white Keitt family, the former slave-owners. These white Keitts had been major players in the region. The most famous of them, Lawrence Massillon Keitt, was a Congressman in the years before the Civil War. He was a passionate believer in the right of the white man to own slaves. He once took part in the savage beating of a fellow politician, a Northern anti-slaver called Charles Sumner, on the floor of the Senate. Afterwards, he was suspended from the House of Representatives but still came home a hero. Keitt became one of the leaders of the ‘Fire Eaters’, the Southern politicians who wanted the south to secede from the union, as an independent slave-owning confederacy. He fought for this cause during the War and died leading a vainglorious charge towards the Yankee guns.


It would have been a lovely irony for such a man to have been one of Eartha’s forebears. Unfortunately there’s absolutely no evidence to back up this theory. By the time of Eartha’s birth the white Keitts had moved away from Bull Swamp. Instead, combing the census records for white people living anywhere near Annie Mae Keitt, the only candidates appeared to be a family called Sturkie.


And, sure enough, an investigation into this Sturkie family produced a breakthrough, in the shape of an article written for a tiny local paper in Lexington County, South Carolina, by a woman called Claudette Holliday. She claimed to know the identity of Eartha’s father. She believed he was her own grandmother’s uncle, a Dr Sturkie:




I first learned about this secret in the 1950s in overheard conversations between my grandmother, mother, and her sisters. It’s the kind of thing women talk about in hushed tones … My grandmother’s uncles lived in North, South Carolina. One was a doctor and a lawyer and he served in the state legislature around the turn of the last century. He was also the state prison doctor for a while. His brother was also a medical doctor.1





This information turned out to be backed up by the census data. The Sturkie living close by the Keitts in Caw Caw Township was indeed a doctor called Daniel Sturkie. Following further enquiries Ms Holliday supplied the information that the liaison had probably come about when Eartha’s mother worked for Dr Kitt, after his wife died.


Once again, the local records of births and deaths confirmed that Daniel’s wife had indeed died at that time. And so it seems very likely that Claudette Holliday’s story is correct. It’s an all too plausible tale: a doctor living close by to the Kitts, a teenage Annie Mae finding work as a domestic servant with the recently bereaved doctor, Annie Mae giving birth to the doctor’s child. So this man, Dr Daniel Sturkie, was most probably Eartha Kitt’s father.


The Sturkies were Swiss originally, from Interlaken, arriving in the US in the 1750s. They were mostly less successful than their former neighbours the Keitts. The branch of the family that lived around Bull Swamp were simple farmers rather than plantation owners (they don’t feature as slave owners in the registers of 1850 and 1860).


A further trawl through the archives produced a photograph of Daniel’s father, a man called Calvin Sturkie. This offers perhaps the most compelling evidence that Claudette Holliday’s story is correct: Calvin Sturkie is a dark complected man, and his face does indeed have a striking resemblance to that of Eartha herself.


*


Eartha’s mixed parentage was a matter of shame for all concerned and would go on to blight her early life. However it was not unusual. This mixing of the races was the South’s guilty secret. Historians differ over exactly how many female slaves bore their masters’ children, but there’s no question that it happened often. So much so that, extraordinarily enough, the oldest black university in the US – Wilberforce, in Ohio near the Dixie line – was initially paid for by Southern white planters who wanted their mixed-race children to have an education.


But while white society had been prepared to turn a blind eye to what went on between masters and female slaves, it was horrified by the prospect of open sexual relations between the races following the collapse of slavery. In particular there was much hysteria over the prospect of black men taking white women as lovers. This fear, fuelled by sexual paranoia, was the wellspring for many of the worst excesses of racism over the coming century.


Less well documented is the concern felt by white southerners that, post emancipation, black women would continue to have children by white men. A remarkable illustration of this is a book called Dixie After the War, written by a Southern gentlewoman called Myrta Lockett Avary. According to Avary’s hysterical account, rather than female slaves being the victims of legitimised rape, they were temptresses, luring upstanding white men into sin:




Because he was white, the crying sin was the white man’s, but it is just to remember that the heaviest part of the white racial burden was the African woman, of strong sex instincts and devoid of a sexual Conscience, at the white man’s door, in the white man’s dwelling.





So horrified were white southerners by the prospect of sexual relations between the races that they invented a word for it: miscegenation. It appears to be a scientific term, but in fact it was a deliberately ugly new formulation, designed to alarm people and to pave the way for new laws forbidding interracial sex that were enacted as soon as white men regained control of the South, a decade or so after the end of the war.


The laws didn’t work, of course, and such relationships have become one of the more inconvenient realities of American racial history. There’s the founding father himself, Thomas Jefferson, with his black mistress Sallie Hemmings. And in South Carolina there’s the remarkable skeleton in the cupboard of one of the arch-racist politicians of the twentieth century, Senator Strom Thurmond. Here was a man who championed the segregationist values of the old South until he died in office at the ripe old age of a hundred, and yet was afterwards revealed to have fathered a child with a sixteen-year-old black maid called Carrie Butler.


The daughter in question, Essie Mae Washington Williams, was born in South Carolina in 1925. A year or so later, Eartha Mae Kitt was born. Essie Mae would eventually meet her father, and was acknowledged by him, if only in private. Eartha Mae was less fortunate: she grew up barely remembering her mother and never knowing her father at all.





2

We Come Up Tight


For Eartha Kitt, the South was an ambivalent place. The time she spent there was mostly unhappy, but she retained a love for the land itself. It was, after all, that land that inspired her distinctive first name. At the time of her birth, in January 1927, ‘Eartha’ was actually quite a common girl’s name among the rural black people of South Carolina. In Eartha’s case it was highly appropriate: she may not have had much in the way of family, but throughout her life she retained a love of planting and gardening.


Eartha’s family worked these fields like every other poor black family around them. The old plantations may have been broken up after the end of slavery in 1864, but the lives of the former slaves still revolved around the service of King Cotton. The families now had their own shacks or, often as not, rented them from the former plantation owners. The ex-slave owners still lived among them in their big old houses, but their former chattels now had the illusion, at least, of self-determination. If the families owned their own shack and field they could style themselves farmers; if not, they were sharecroppers. Sharecroppers rented everything they needed from the landowner: the land itself, mules or horses and fertiliser. The sharecroppers grew the cotton and at the end of each year the profits, if any, would be shared between landowner and sharecropper.


And so the life of the sharecroppers of the South Carolina lowlands was lived year to year. At the start of each year they would plant cotton to sell and grow food to eat and pray for a decent harvest and good enough cotton prices to pay off the loan. The following year they might well move on to new land as the crude fertilisers of the time rendered the land unusable. In the 1920s, when Eartha was born, they were faced with more problems: the boll weevil wrecked many crops and then the Depression descended, and the price of cotton stayed low. The sharecroppers got deeper and deeper in debt to the white landowners. What money they had was spent at the white man’s country store.


The Kitts, along with the rest of the black population, lived hard lives. Their conditions were an improvement on slavery only inasmuch as they had the option of walking away. In the first years of the century many of their neighbours did just that. One of Annie Mae’s sisters left, made it out all the way to New York City. Annie Mae wasn’t so lucky. She had given birth to Eartha when she was sixteen, and had to stay.


In 1930, when Annie Mae was twenty and Eartha was three, they were living in Caw Caw township, a ramshackle arrangement of backwoods shacks. The only amenities were a country store on the main road and, just along the way, St Peter’s Church, with its one-room school attached.


Annie Mae and her child lived with her sisters Pearl and Almeda, as well as an older woman known as Aunt Rosa and Rosa’s teenage son Willie. Before long Annie Mae found herself a new man and moved in with him, but he didn’t want to take on her child, so Eartha was passed on to Aunt Rosa. A little while later Aunt Rosa moved closer into the nearby small town of North, taking Eartha with her.


Being given away by her mother was to haunt Eartha’s early years, and indeed her entire life. Over the years she tried to make sense of it. She came to the conclusion that it was something to do with her skin colour, that her mother’s new man didn’t want her in the house because he was dark-skinned and she was relatively light. However, it was not her skin colour that was really the problem, since in actual fact Eartha was not particularly light-skinned.


The real problem lay with the identity of her father. All the black people round about must have known, or at least suspected, the story of how Eartha came into the world: how Dr Sturkie’s wife had died young, how he’d employed Annie Mae to cook and clean for him, and how Annie Mae had then conceived a child. That was why Annie Mae had been cast out of her parents’ house. That was why Annie Mae’s new man didn’t want little Eartha around – her very existence was a shame and a scandal.


Aunt Rosa made it very clear to her new charge that she was only accepted on sufferance. As an adult, Eartha never forgot the beatings she got from Aunt Rosa, the domestic drudgery, the constant hunger, the long hours picking cotton. The memories she had of her childhood were so lurid that her New York friends would wonder if she’d exaggerated it all. In terms of the details, it’s possible that she did; but in general, it seems clear that her childhood was, indeed, one of persistent abuse and neglect, both physical and emotional.


*


Many of the stories that Eartha tells of her early childhood are difficult either to confirm or contradict. There’s a vivid account in her autobiography of walking through the woods and St Peter’s graveyard at night to get to the country store and buy some medicine for Aunt Rosa. There’s a story about being given a banana for the first time and eating it skin and all. There’s a lurid tale of being tied to a tree by Aunt Rosa’s teenage son Willie, stripped naked and whipped on her bottom till the blood ran down her legs.


All of these stories clearly had emotional resonance for Eartha, but it seems that her memory of her early years was sometimes muddled. For instance, Aunt Rosa did have a son called Willie, but he was a lot older than the sadistic young teenager Eartha describes. It’s perhaps best to treat her recollections as a mixture of dream and reality, often possessing a truth that may not always be literal.


This is particularly true of the climactic event of her early childhood: her mother’s death when she was somewhere between six and eight years old. At the time Annie Mae was living with her new man and his children, some small distance away from Eartha and Aunt Rosa. One evening, as Eartha later told the story, a neighbour came to see Aunt Rosa with worrying news of Annie Mae. Rosa quickly headed off into the night. On her return Eartha heard Rosa tell the lurid tale of what had happened. Apparently Annie Mae had become very sick after eating a dinner sprinkled with an unusual pepper. She’d taken to her bed and the following morning the doctor had been called, but said that Annie Mae had been poisoned and there was nothing he could do for her. She had subsequently died. There was no mention of who might have been responsible for the poisoning.


It’s an extraordinary story, full of Deep South horror, but it’s also one remembered by a child and entirely based on hearsay. For what it’s worth there’s no trace of a death certificate for anyone called Annie Mae in this part of South Carolina, with even approximately the right dates of birth or death. That said, records for African-American births and deaths are far from complete, and if there was some suggestion of foul play, then it’s conceivable that her death might not have been reported to the authorities at all.


Whatever the precise truth of the matter, there’s no question that by the age of eight Eartha was in effect motherless and living with a woman who was far from maternal. These facts are corroborated by her best friend of the time, another of Aunt Rosa’s many nieces, a girl with a name derived from her own forebears’ Swiss German owners: Mildred Amaker.


*


Today, Mildred is a spry woman with piercing dark eyes, wearing gold earrings and a brightly patterned housecoat. She still lives in North and she readily confirmed the basic truth of Eartha’s childhood story:




She was living with this old lady, who was real mean to her. She was called Rosa, she was my mama’s sister. She used to beat her for nothing. She wouldn’t let her play in the house, she had to play out in the yard. Me and my mama would come over Sundays and Eartha and I’d play in the yard together. She said her mama gave her to Aunt Rosa and then her mama had died.1





On being asked about Eartha’s contention that the real reason her mother had given her away was because she was light-skinned, Mildred was frankly incredulous. Incredulous, as it turns out, for two reasons. First of all, there was no question in her mind that in South Carolina, back then, it was anything but good to be light-skinned. The paler your skin, the better your chance in life. It was as simple as that. Secondly, Mildred refutes the idea that Eartha was light-skinned: ‘She wasn’t light at all.’


Mildred’s daughter, who had been watching to the TV up until then, was moved to join in the conversation at this point. A lively debate with her mother on her relative ‘brightness’ of skin established that Eartha as a child was a similar colour to Mildred: that is to say not ‘dark’ but ‘brown’ rather than ‘light’.


However, there are plenty of other aspects of Eartha’s autobiography that Mildred was happy to confirm. She well remembers the two of them going to school at St Peters, out among the cottonfields, and she backs up Eartha’s account of actually working on those fields. Sent out there by Aunt Rosa, Eartha later claimed to have picked one hundred pounds of cotton, all by herself, at a time when cotton fetched a cent a pound. ‘I was the happiest kid alive,’ she remembered, ‘to know I had earned a whole dollar.’


Mildred laughed at the idea that anyone might not believe that a child could pick a hundred pounds of cotton in a day, aged eight or less: ‘We had to pick cotton – a hundred pounds easy. At ten I picked two hundred pounds of cotton, price was fifty cents a hundred. Me and Eartha had to pick cotton together, and if you stopped and kneeled down for a second you got a switch across your back. We come up tight.’


‘We come up tight.’ With these four words it’s clear that Mildred is distilling the essence of a ferociously tough struggle for survival that began in childhood and never let up, an entire life rooted in a communal experience of bitter hardship. It’s a life that Eartha Kitt was narrowly spared, and one whose early imprint she carried with her always.


*


At the age of eight, some while after her mother’s death, a miraculous event occurred in Eartha’s life. According to her own account, she – or some unspecified ‘relatives’ – received a trunk of clothes and a train ticket to New York, along with a letter explaining that on arrival in New York she would be met by her aunt Mamie, who would have Eartha to live with her.


Mildred Amaker’s recollections add a gloss to Eartha’s own account of what happened. She’s clear that whoever these ‘relatives’ were they didn’t include Aunt Rosa. For Eartha’s escape from the South was evidently conducted with some degree of subterfuge: ‘She just slipped off without telling me, I figured afterwards she didn’t want the old lady to know. Because after she went Aunt Rosa was looking around all over town trying to find her.’


So who could have been behind this remarkable turn of events? One obvious possibility is Aunt Mamie in New York. But while she was clearly involved in the planning, it seems highly unlikely that she could have afforded to have paid for the whole operation. The other, more plausible, candidate is Eartha’s father, Dr Sturkie. He could easily have heard of Eartha’s mistreatment and decided to intervene. Most likely one of Eartha’s other aunts came to him with the plan to send Eartha up north. He could have afforded the new clothes and the train ticket, and he was well placed to make the arrangements needed to ensure she made the long journey in one piece. And of course if Eartha was in New York her existence would remain no more than a rumour to his friends and neighbours.


However the plan was put together, one thing is sure: it worked. Aged around eight, Eartha Kitt took the train from North to New York City. Once she got there, she rarely looked back to where she came from, and when she did it was with an understandable lack of affection.


Thus it was that Eartha Kitt escaped the cottonfields of South Carolina while her friend Mildred Amaker stayed put, raising a family and making it through to a hard-earned retirement. Unlike Eartha, she is still alive today, and seemingly in good health.


Eartha never got in touch with Mildred again once she became a star. On a rare visit to the South, years later, she appeared not to recognise her. ‘She seemed confused,’ commented Mildred. It’s clear that Mildred, too, has difficulty imagining what Eartha Kitt’s life might have been like. And from this vantage point, on a half-made street in a forgotten town, deep in the backwoods of South Carolina, it’s not hard to see why. For Mildred, Eartha might as well have gone to the moon.





THREE

Cotton Comes to Harlem


The train ride changed everything. Eartha’s life before that journey took place in dream-time: in an indistinct land of high cotton and dusty tracks, a world of sensation rather than memory. Now the world started to come into focus and Eartha’s own recollections from here on are much clearer and more reliable.


Even at eight years old Eartha knew this train ride north was momentous and afterwards she would recall it in detail: how she stared out of the window and ate her catfish sandwiches as the rural landscape of the South was replaced by the cityscapes of the North.


Eventually the train arrived in New York and her aunt was there to meet her. Mamie turned out to be ‘a tall, pretty, brown-skinned woman’. She led Eartha through the hubbub of the station and out into the streets where she was, unsurprisingly, overwhelmed by the scale of the buildings and the number of people bustling about. They took the bus, heading north up Manhattan.


When they arrived at Mamie’s lodgings, on 143rd Street and Lenox Avenue, at what would then have been the northern end of Harlem, just a block from the East River, Eartha was relieved to find the neighbourhood less crowded, less hectic, than lower Manhattan.


Mamie was lodging with a family called the Waydes, who had two children including a girl called Joyce who was Eartha’s age. Her first few days in the city were full of revelations as she discovered electric lights, gas cookers, indoor sanitation and radios.


School was a challenge at first. Eartha went to a nearby elementary school, PS 136, in Harlem. At first she was put in with a younger class so she could catch up on learning to read and write, but she soon adapted and became popular. Her aunt took her to school each day at first, but soon Eartha was confident enough to make the journey herself. After the initial shock she began to enjoy her new life in Harlem.


*


Harlem in the mid-1930s was at something of a crossroads. Originally an upmarket white suburb of Manhattan, it had been taken over first by new waves of white immigrants arriving from Europe and then, from around 1900 onwards, by African-Americans. And, as the flow of black Americans fleeing the South became a torrent in the years after the First World War, Harlem became universally recognised as the pre-eminent black community in the United States.


Its reputation flourished during the Prohibition years from 1919 to 1933. For the first time elements of white society started to take an interest in black culture: music particularly, but also art and literature. The advent of recorded music had made jazz the first great modern music craze. There was talk of the ‘jazz age’ and the clubs of Harlem were its epicentre. In some ways its flowering was helped by Prohibition, as the new alcohol laws were imposed less stringently uptown. No one cared too much what went on in a place like Harlem, where respectable white people were scarce on the ground.


The white people who did make it up to Harlem were the thrill-seekers and celebrities of the day – the likes of Tallulah Bankhead, Mae West and Al Jolson. They and their friends would head uptown to hear the new music, as played by Duke Ellington or Cab Calloway, in the swanky Cotton Club, where the only black people allowed entry were the artists and the kitchen staff.


Thus, by the early 1930s, Harlem was both a fantasy town – a playground for hedonistic jazz musicians and socialites – and a reality, a teeming black ghetto full of recent arrivals struggling to make their mark in a harsh and overwhelmingly racist world.1 Throw in the effects of the Wall Street Crash, on New York in particular, and the subsequent Depression, and Harlem, for all its fame, was a community struggling to survive: the quality of its nightlife was in many ways something of a fig leaf, distracting attention from the social issues.


But what a fig leaf! The Harlem Eartha Kitt arrived in was a mecca for black American music. The twenties had seen the rise of Louis Armstrong and Bessie Smith, Ma Rainey and Ethel Waters, and by the early thirties the great swing bands were holding sway: those of Jimmie Lunceford, Duke Ellington, Fletcher Henderson and Cab Calloway. The high-toned white crowd came to seem them perform at venues such as the Cotton Club and Connie’s Inn, while the really intrepid visitors would follow the black audiences and eventually find their way to the speakeasies of 133rd Street: places like the Nest, Basement Brownies and the Clam House where the remarkable lesbian blues singer Gladys Bentley held court with her raucously pornographic take on the hot tunes of the day. Pod’s, another 133rd Street joint,2 was the place where the great piano player Willie ‘The Lion’ Smith could be found, often accompanying new vocal talent, such as a very young Billie Holiday.


This was a time when the matter of identity was very much up for grabs for black Americans. Should African roots be celebrated or repudiated? The Cubists were crazy for African artefacts, perhaps Harlemites should likewise be celebrating the primitive and the ‘barbaric’? Or perhaps not. Perhaps they should be following the advice of the leading black intellectual of the day, W.E.B. Du Bois, and forming what he called ‘the talented tenth’ – an educated elite who would become teachers and lawyers and doctors and raise up the race by setting a good example.3


So, one way or another, Harlem occupied a special place in American society from the First World War until the mid-thirties. It seemed for a while as if it could be the launching pad for a new, multi-cultural America. Certainly that’s what the black intellectuals of the period hoped for. Whether the whites who frequented the Cotton Club et al. ever saw Harlem as much more than a fashionable place to go to shock their conservative neighbours is rather less certain.


What is clear is that an outbreak of rioting in Harlem in 1935, no more than a year after Eartha’s arrival, saw white New Yorkers’ brief love affair with the neighbourhood come quickly to an end. The Harlem riot began on the afternoon of 19 March, when a Puerto Rican boy was caught shoplifting in a Harlem store. A rumour went round that the shopkeeper had beaten the boy severely, later that the boy had died. The fact that this wasn’t true didn’t matter. It was easy enough to believe and that night saw an outbreak of rioting and looting along Harlem’s main drag, 125th Street, with white-owned stores being singled out for robbery and destruction.


The riot itself fizzled out the next day, once the supposedly dead boy had been produced alive and well. However, if whites had previously suspected Harlem to be dangerous, they were now convinced of it. The clubs that relied on white patronage, like the Cotton Club, moved operations to midtown, and the new home of jazz was proclaimed to be 52nd Street, never mind that it was merely a sanitised and, in every way, pale imitation of 133rd Street.


*


Eartha had arrived in Harlem just in time to see it begin its long, slow decline. Even so, it was still a place full of possibilities, and before long the overawed little girl from the South started to blossom. This wasn’t Mamie’s doing. She was a hard-working churchgoing woman, but she seemed to find Eartha more of a burden than anything else. Instead Eartha’s real inspiration came from two particularly sympathetic teachers in her elementary school. The first of these was a Mrs Beans. She soon noticed Eartha’s remarkable talent for reading aloud. Where other children stumbled their way through the stories selected for reading out loud, Eartha was fluent and, more than that, able to captivate an audience. Mrs Beans encouraged and praised her, and soon saw to it that Eartha was moved up a couple of grades to a new class presided over by a Mrs Bishop. Mrs Bishop was the teacher who really saw Eartha’s potential. She gave Eartha books and encouraged her to read out loud in school. She also took an interest in Eartha’s general well-being. She raised concerns, for instance, around Eartha’s domestic situation, which was far from ideal.


Mamie was always busy, either at work or with her boyfriend, Mr Charles, and their landlady, Mrs Wayde, was starting to resent this. To make matters much worse Mr Wayde was starting to make inappropriate advances towards Eartha. Matters came to a head one day when Eartha was in the apartment, sick in bed suffering from whooping cough. Mrs Wayde accused Mamie of neglect and, following an almighty row, Mamie picked Eartha up, wrapped her in a blanket, and headed out of the flat, never to return.


They moved to a rooming house a few blocks away on 7th Avenue at 137th Street. This was a house full of music. Their immediate landlord, a Mr Anderson, gave dancing lessons with piano accompaniment, and the young Eartha saw some of the great entertainers of the time, like the Nicholas Brothers, Ethel Waters and Bill ‘Bojangles’ Robinson passing through. Mr Charles by now was Mamie’s steady boyfriend, and Eartha took to calling herself Kitty Charles, rather than Eartha Kitt (indeed throughout her life her friends always called her Kitty, never Eartha).


Eartha’s musical talent started to be noticed beyond the confines of school. She took piano lessons and acquired a reputation for her singing ability. But even though Mamie encouraged Eartha in these extracurricular activities, her young charge always felt a lack of warmth there; that her aunt was acting out of duty, rather than love. The clearest example of this came when Eartha starred in a version of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, put on by her Sunday School at Salem Methodist Church, where she sang in the choir. Mamie made Eartha a beautiful dress for the occasion and the play was a great success. Afterwards Mamie seemed happy to accept the compliments from friends and neighbours, but showed no sign of this pride to Eartha herself; refusing even to hold her hand as they walked home together


Meanwhile times were only getting harder in Harlem. Eartha and Mamie became dependent on President Roosevelt’s Relief programme, a lifeline but also a badge of shame as far as the young Eartha was concerned. Instead of wearing the same clothes as the other children she wore the dresses handed out by the Relief programme: one pink with daisies, one blue with daisies. This led to playground teasing and the harsh realisation that even by Harlem standards she was poor.


Not long after this Mamie and Eartha moved into Mr Charles’s own apartment on Madison Avenue, near 116th Street, in Spanish Harlem. Relations between aunt and niece got steadily worse as Eartha responded to Mamie’s coldness by becoming rebellious. One day Mamie found out that Eartha had skipped her Saturday morning piano lesson in favour of going to a movie and administered a severe beating that was only brought to a close by the arrival of Mr Charles.


Again Eartha felt that the only person who was taking notice of what she was going through was her teacher, Mrs Bishop. And before long it was Mrs Bishop who was to play a decisive part in Eartha’s development. She gave her a poem to learn and, once Eartha had learnt it, gave her a dime to take a subway downtown, where Mrs Bishop had arranged for Eartha to take an audition.


The audition was for the chance to attend Metropolitan High School, the forerunner of the famed New York School for the Performing Arts. This was a vocational school. But where other vocational schools focused on turning out dressmakers or carpenters, this new school also offered music and theatre programmes. It was founded by a visionary educator called Franklin J. Keller, along with a teacher called Edith Bank.


Metropolitan High School was situated on the Lower East Side, underneath the Brooklyn Bridge, but it accepted students from all over the five boroughs, subject to audition. Eartha, now thirteen, was terrified, but Mrs Bishop had arranged for her to have an informal meeting with Edith Bank first, so as to calm her nerves prior to the audition itself. Come the audition, Eartha was still terrified but once again her talent overcame her nerves. When she started reading she had what she called ‘an electric feeling’, just as she had done when she first read to her classmates in Harlem. She was sure she had passed the test and she was right. Afterwards the other kids congratulated her and a Jewish boy said he looked forward to seeing her next term. She realised at once that she had gained access to a place where the familiar prejudices did not apply.


Eartha’s life was starting to change profoundly. She was living in a family unit with Mamie and Mr Charles. She was enjoying life in their new neighbourhood, Spanish Harlem, with its mix of Latin, West Indian and African-American cultures. And now she was going to be attending a school with young people of all races from all over New York.





FOUR

Metropolitan High


Eartha’s new school was a revelation. Every day she took the subway all the way downtown from Spanish Harlem to the Lower East Side, with its thriving Jewish and Italian communities. Eartha wasn’t the only black pupil at Metropolitan High, but it was a mostly white establishment. Inevitably it was something of a culture shock for a girl like Eartha, whose entire life had been spent in all-black neighbourhoods.


Metropolitan, however, was a genuine melting pot; its students – whether black or white – were all coming out of immigrant ghettoes and all looking to better themselves. The school’s founder, Franklin Keller, had set it up with the explicit goal of helping children from disadvantaged backgrounds.


Eartha’s class teacher at Metropolitan was Edith Bank, a remarkable woman. An idealist but also a steely realist, she’d grown up on the Lower East Side herself and was determined to help the next generation make their way out of poverty. Shortly before she died she reminisced about her career to one of her former students:




My father had been teaching for many years on the Lower East Side. I grew up there, but my mother thought I should teach at some nice comfortable school in Queens where we’d moved to, but I said I wanted to check this school out. So I went for an interview and I came back and told my mother I’d met this interesting man who wanted me to set up a speech and drama department. Keller represented everything I believed in, encouraging children to become what they could be.1





Edith Bank taught Eartha English and a subject called Speech. Speech, or ‘Elocution’, was a fashionable subject in the 1940s. It was based on the idea that, in order to make one’s way in the world, you would need to speak in a certain way. It would eventually fall out of favour – why should the poor and the black have to ape the manners of the rich and white to succeed? But among the immigrant communities of the United States in the 1940s pragmatism outweighed idealism. If you needed to speak a certain way to get on in the world then fair enough; elocution lessons were the way to go. And why not? You might not be able to change your obvious Jewishness or blackness, but you could change your voice.


Mrs Bank didn’t just teach her students how to speak, she taught them table manners and took the kids out to a real restaurant, Schlaffly’s on Lower Broadway. This was a Jim Crow place that wouldn’t have served Eartha and her aunt in a month of Sundays, but when the formidable Edith Bank arrived with a gaggle of Metropolitan kids, the staff gave way. She showed Eartha how to read the menu, how to order food from a waitress, how to hold her knife and fork. She taught her that if you talk a certain way, act a certain way, then people are likely to behave towards you with more respect.


And just as Mrs Bank’s speech lessons opened the doors to the real world, her English lessons opened the doors to all manner of imaginary worlds. Edith Bank didn’t just teach Shakespeare, she took her charges to the theatre and she taught them the rudiments of acting. She believed that in order for them to become performers they had to change their expectations of life, as expressed in the way they carried themselves. So, just as she’d remodelled their voices, she got to work on their physical bearing:




They had to develop a bodily freedom; they had to respond to life, to improvise. I made them use their imagination. I’d line them up in class, one behind the other as if they were on a sled, then I’d play music, tell them we’re going down through the snow and ice. I wanted them to feel free.2





It was a lesson that was well learnt by the young Eartha. An adolescent now, she was looking for greater freedom at home too, as she became increasingly enamoured of the Latin-flavoured street-life around her new home. A gang of teenagers would get together each evening, a few blocks from where she lived. The boys would assemble an assortment of improvised percussion instruments and start a Cuban jam session. The girls would dance and sing along. Favoured girls like Eartha would then get invited to the weekend dances – fifty cents for girls, a dollar for boys. There was no hard liquor on sale, just soft drinks and beer, and the focus was on the dancing. Eartha soon emerged as one of the queens of this particular scene. She was a natural dancer and quickly acquired the expected Spanish Harlem attitude: ready to cuss out rival girls or pushy boys in either English or street Spanish.3


Between the twin poles of Edith Bank’s instructions in etiquette and her street-level education in dancing and flirting, Eartha Kitt was starting to develop her own personality: at once haughty and sexy, sophisticated and wild. It wasn’t long before she acquired her first boyfriend, a local boy called Alex, ‘soft-spoken, handsome, curly haired, brownskin’, but also a high-school dropout. Alex was the neighbourhood heart-throb: and Eartha was thrilled to be the girl who had him for her own.


Eartha’s burgeoning sex appeal had other, less welcome, consequences. She became the object of unwanted advances from the handful of black boys at her school, who had formed themselves into a little gang. It also provoked further conflicts with her aunt, who issued dire warnings against getting pregnant, but nothing in the way of practical advice. Relations were not helped by the lack of money in the household. In an effort to improve her wardrobe Eartha found some of her aunt’s old clothes and altered them for herself. Mamie discovered what she had done, gave her a whipping and from that point on stopped giving her the quarter a day she needed to pay for her lunch and the subway tickets back and forth to school.


Without money to eat Eartha quickly learned to hustle. She would show up at her friends’ houses around mealtimes in the hope of an invitation to join them. At school she soon realised that if she flirted with the boys she could get them to buy her lunch. Her sex appeal might be getting her into trouble, but it also provided the way out. Nevertheless she could hardly rely on flirting to provide three square meals a day.


Edith Bank soon noticed that something was wrong and took Eartha aside in an attempt to find out what the problem was. Eartha’s pride, however, forbade her to tell the truth; instead she took on a part-time job in a stationer’s. It didn’t end the quarrels with her aunt though, and over the next year or so a pattern was established of row and reconciliation, culminating in Eartha running away from home and school. She slept on friends’ floors and the roofs of apartment houses for a little while. She did what she had to do to survive, eating from garbage cans, drifting towards the world of prostitution, until she found herself a job in a sweatshop as a seamstress and a room with a Cuban family in the Bronx.
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