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  The 1920s was a decade of exhilarating change for women and this book tells the story of six in particular, each of whom profited from that decade in remarkable ways. Diana

  Cooper, Nancy Cunard, Tamara de Lempicka, Tallulah Bankhead, Zelda Fitzgerald and Josephine Baker were famous in their own right; for each of them the Twenties was a moment of exceptional

  opportunity. Yet viewed as a group these women were also very representative of their times: they chased similar ambitions, fought similar battles, even shared the quirks of their

  generation’s collective personality.




  The world they inhabited was also comparatively small. Despite living and working in a variety of cities, these women shared lovers and friendships as well as personal concerns. They were

  written about by the same novelists and journalists, photographed for the same publications. But biography is essentially about the colour and detail of individual lives and in writing this book

  I’ve been fortunate to profit from the groundwork of many other fine biographers. To their research and knowledge I owe a profound debt.




  In the matter of language, the 1920s was a world away from our own politically conscious era. Young women were girls, blacks were often niggers, female actors were actresses and even though this

  usage can grate on modern ears, I’ve opted to retain a flavour of it, for the sake of period accuracy. For the same reason I’ve presented quotations from letters and diaries, etc., in

  their original form, without tidying up oddities of spelling, grammar or idiom.




  In the matter of money, which was of paramount concern to most of these women, I’ve tried to give a general sense of values and exchange rates, but not to track year-by-year changes. The

  franc in particular vacillated wildly against the other major currencies after the collapse of the Gold Standard in 1914, and its weakness against the dollar, coupled with bullish rises in the

  American stock market, was a major factor in Paris becoming so attractive to foreign artists and writers, and playing so central a role in this story.




  The following offers the roughest of guides to the value of the money in the wage packets or bank accounts of these six women, using the Retail Price Index (RPI) to pin these values to the

  present day:




  

    

      

        

          In 1920, £1 was worth approximately $3.50, or 50 francs, which equates to £32.85 in today’s values.


        


      




      

        

          In 1925, £1 was worth approximately $5.00, or 100 francs, and equates to £46.65 today.


        


      




      

        

          In 1930, £1 was worth approximately $3.50, or 95 francs, and equates to £51.75 today.
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  Aside from the biographers and historians who’ve gone before me, all of whom are listed in the bibliography, I want to thank those who’ve given exceptional, generous help and advice

  in the writing and publication of this book.




  Gillian Darley and Michael Horowitz, Kate and Paul Bogan offered fantastic hospitality; many friends were patient sounding boards for my ideas, and Debra Craine in particular went beyond the

  call of duty in reading and commenting on the book in its manuscript stages.




  Enormous thanks to my brilliant editor Georgina Morley – scrupulous, funny and challenging; also to the rest of the editorial team at Macmillan including my very patient production
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  On 2 October 1925 a young American dancer from the black ghetto of St Louis stood on the stage of the Théâtre des

  Champs-Elysées in Paris. Her limbs were trembling from exhaustion as well as from the clamour erupting from the crowd below. People in the audience were screaming, shouting, drumming their

  feet; yet what seemed to her a terrifyingly hostile noise was in fact the sound of Paris acknowledging a star. Just three months earlier Josephine Baker had been a skinny chorus girl living on a

  modest wage and a hopeful dream. Now, repackaged as a burnished, exotic beauty, she was about to be hailed as a cultural phenomenon.




  The Paris correspondent of the New Yorker reported that within half an hour of Josephine’s debut the city’s bars and cafés were talking only of the magnificent

  eroticism of her dancing. Maurice Bataille, a restaurant owner who later became one of her lovers, claimed that Josephine’s naked buttocks (‘Quel cul elle a!’) had simply

  given ‘all Paris a hard-on’.1 Yet over the following days she would be feted by artists and critics as a black pearl, an ebony Venus, a

  jazz age vamp with the soul of an African goddess.




  Postcards of ‘La Baker’ went on sale, as did a range of Josephine dolls. Her shiny black hair and coffee-coloured skin, the source of so much abuse back home, were harnessed to the

  marketing of French beauty products: hair pomade for the glossing of Eton crops; walnut oil for the faking of summer tans. Her hard, supple body was celebrated as an icon of contemporary style

  – reflecting the glossy streamlined aesthetic of art deco and the gamine flair of the French garçonne.




  To some of the young women who watched her dance, Josephine held out the possibility of their own transformation. In many parts of the Western world, the 1920s had been greeted as a decade of

  change. The Great War might have detonated the optimism of the early century, shattering millions of lives, damaging economies and toppling regimes, yet out of its carnage the modern world seemed

  to be reinventing itself with astonishing speed. Fuelled by the rising American stock market and the ferocious gearing up of industry, the Twenties was emerging as a decade of mass consumption and

  international travel, of movies, radios, brightly coloured cocktails and jazz. It was a decade that held out the promise of freedom.
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  Freda Josephine McDonald had very little on her mind when, at the age of fifteen, she agreed to marry Billy Baker, a handsome easy-going young man from Philadelphia. Billy had

  fallen in love with Josephine when he saw her dancing at the local Standard Theatre. Hot licks of jazz rhythm jumped around her skinny body, her long legs were bendy as India rubber, and when she

  flipped into one of her comic routines the crowd went wild for her. Josephine’s big round eyes glittered as she vamped her crazy grin. She strutted like a chicken, and when she exited the

  stage with her back arched and her butt jutting out like a feathered tail she looked as sweet, sexy and funny as any girl Philadelphia had seen.




  As far as Josephine was concerned, Billy had simply been a friendly pair of arms to snuggle into after she left the theatre at night; when they first became lovers she’d had no idea of

  marrying him. But his father, Warren Baker, had taken a shine to her and was unhappy to think his son might be taking advantage. He suggested the two of them should make their relationship

  official, and so on 17 September 1921, they stood in front of the Reverend Orlando S. Watte and swore that there was no lawful impediment to their becoming man and wife.




  During that short ceremony Josephine had seen no reason to inform the Reverend Watte of her exact age, nor did she think it necessary to tell anyone that she already had a husband, in another

  city. She’d only been thirteen when she and Willie Wells had got married down in St Louis, and they’d barely been together two months. Certainly she’d seen nothing of Willie since

  she’d broken a beer bottle over his head and he’d stumbled, bleeding, out of the house. He was part of another life, and Josephine had done her best to forget him.




  Here in Philadelphia, with Billy Baker and his family, there were no fights. Billy’s mother might disapprove of Josephine – her skin was darker than Billy’s and she was a

  chorus girl with apparently no family to speak of – but Pa Baker treated her with affection and respect. While most people still called Josephine by her childhood nickname Tumpy, Warren

  referred to her as ‘Daughter’, clearly taking pride when he ushered her gallantly to a table in the restaurant he ran. He bought new clothes for her, a silk turban and a seal-skin coat.

  Sometimes, on her Sundays off, he took her on the eighty-mile train journey to Harlem, where he treated her to lunch at Dabneys on 132nd Street, followed by a matinee show.




  It was just a few weeks after Josephine and Billy married that Warren Baker acquired tickets for the latest New York sensation. Shuffle Along was the first all-black musical to succeed

  on Broadway for over a decade and everything about it had been praised by the critics, from the catchy wit of signature songs like ‘Bandana Days’ to the brilliance of Florence Mills,

  the winsomely graceful lead with the extraordinary, bubbling coloratura voice.




  The New York American had even delivered a panegyric to the chorus line – so exuberant a contrast to the stiffly drilled routines of white girls that ‘every sinew in their

  bodies [had] danced’.2 A few months ago Josephine herself had yearned to be one of those girls, and had auditioned for the show when it was

  assembling its Broadway cast. But while most cities in America didn’t fuss over the age of chorus girls, in New York the rule that they had to be at least sixteen years old was strictly

  enforced.




  Watching the show now, beside Pa Baker, Josephine’s body ached to be up onstage, performing alongside Florence Mills, whom she idolized. And when she returned home to Billy and the scrappy

  vaudeville show still playing at the Standard, Josephine could no longer imagine why she’d been so content with life in the Baker household. A few weeks later, when she heard that a second

  touring cast was being put together for Shuffle Along, she didn’t even think to consult Billy or his family before auditioning.




  Josephine was good at focusing on the future. Her audition was successful (no one asked about her age) and in February she was hired to become one of the Happy Honeysuckle girls, earning what

  was, to her, the fabulous wage of $30 a week. In her excitement, she spared little thought for the effect her departure might have on her five-month marriage; she felt she had simply taken the

  necessary next step towards success.




  When she arrived in New Haven for the start of the tour, the first person she saw was her friend Maude Russell, who had been working as a singer and dancer at the Standard. She was pleased to

  see a familiar face, but when Maude called out ‘Tumpy’ and held out her arms in an affectionate embrace, Josephine put up a hand to interrupt her. ‘My name is not Tumpy any

  more,’ she said. ‘My name is Josephine Baker.’3




  Names were important to Josephine. At the Female Hospital in Saint Louis where she’d been born on 3 June 1906, official records had marked the uncertainty of her

  provenance, identifying her father with the simple abbreviation Edw. Her mother, Carrie, would never commit herself to naming, unequivocally, who Edw. might be. Sometimes she

  would hint at Eddie Carson, a drummer who worked in the bars of St Louis.* But Carrie had gone with many men, and while Carson would become very

  eager to assert his paternity once Josephine’s career took off, others doubted he’d had any hand in her making. His skin was very dark, while Carrie’s was almost black, and

  according to the gossips, Josephine’s creamier colour had surely come from elsewhere.




  During Josephine’s childhood she learned to feel ashamed of her uncertain origins, to believe that there was something ‘humiliating and dishonorable about my

  birth’.4 But as she grew older she turned it to her advantage. She invented different fathers for herself – a Washington lawyer, a

  Spanish dancer, a Jewish tailor – depending on the audience she was playing to. She also switched between different surnames to cover her increasingly chaotic official status: sometimes using

  Carrie’s maiden name, Macdonald, when she filled in a form; sometimes the surname of her stepfather, Arthur Martin; sometimes that of her first husband, Willie Wells. When she decided to

  stick with Baker, it would be because she felt she had made the name her own.




  Reinventing herself was also Josephine’s way of dodging the hurt of feeling not merely obscure, but also unwanted – especially by her mother. Carrie had been an unusual child,

  graceful and tall, with slanting aristocratic features. She had been bright, too, the first in her family to read and write, and her adoptive parents had assumed that someday she would lift herself

  out of the ghetto to a better life, working in one of the city’s new department stores or even becoming a schoolteacher. But Carrie developed a wild streak. She began to go out dancing and to

  run around with men, and when she got herself pregnant at the age of twenty-one the family were mortified. Even though Josephine was taken care of by her grandmother and her great-aunt she was,

  from the start, an unwanted baby, a misfit, a burden to Carrie and a symbol of the family’s disappointed hopes.




  Sixteen months later, when Carrie got pregnant again, Josephine’s situation did not improve. The new baby was illegitimate as well, but at least the identity of his father (Alexander

  Perkins) was known, and his skin was the same dark colour as Carrie’s. As Josephine grew a little older she was made painfully aware of how much more acceptable her brother Richard was to the

  family: ‘He had black skin . . . he was the welcome one.’5




  And so it remained. When Josephine was four Carrie finally settled down with a husband. Arthur Martin was a big, slow-moving, simple man, but he was fundamentally decent, and happy to be a

  father to Carrie’s two illegitimate babies. Over Carrie, however, and her increasingly volatile treatment of her children, he had no control. On good days, Carrie could be affectionate and

  lively, showing glimpses of the gay laughing girl who had racketed around St Louis. She could even be sweet to Josephine. But the daily grind of ghetto life made those days increasingly infrequent.

  Often Carrie would be driven to fury by the lumbering presence of her husband and by the noise of her four children (two more had followed in quick succession: Margaret in December 1908 and Willy

  Mae in July 1910). She sought refuge in drink and occasionally disappeared for a day or two on the arm of another man, but mostly she vented her rages on her children, shouting and slapping them

  with a terrifyingly abrupt violence.
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