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For Gene Davis (1939–2007)
who believed in me and this book














you are beautiful


and you are alone


NICO
(from the song “Afraid”)
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INTRODUCTION







ON A GRAY, rainy Manhattan day in April 1994, I walked to the Wyndham, a midtown hotel, to do an interview for the New York Times. My heart was pounding, for I was about to meet Lena Horne, an intimidating show-business and cultural icon. Her first new album in years was due out shortly. It was a bold move for a singer who would soon turn seventy-seven, and who was so identified with her beauty and her feral stage presence that most of her records had sold poorly. “You’ve got to see her,” went the explanation.


But she’d found a reason to brave the studio once more. We’ll Be Together Again was a tribute to the friend she missed most: composer-arranger Billy Strayhorn, Duke Ellington’s right-hand man and Horne’s soul mate until 1967, when he died of cancer. Horne herself had drifted in and out of view since 1985, when she closed a forty-two-city tour of Lena Horne: The Lady and Her Music, her one-woman evening of revisionist autobiography. The show had run fourteen months on Broadway in 1981–1982 and earned her a Tony, two Grammys, and an avalanche of raves.


The publicity extolled her as a black woman who had battled racism and crushing loss with ultimate dignity, while conquering almost every corner of white-dominated show business—Hollywood, Las Vegas, Broadway. In an age when black film actresses were confined either to low-budget “race movies” or to playing maids or whores, Horne was the screen’s first Negro goddess and bowed to no one. Regal and classy, she helped redefine white America’s image of the black female.




But for a long time, much of her own race had seen her as something else: a Hollywood-groomed aristocrat, out of touch with their hardships. When she sang her theme, “Stormy Weather,” in a haughty voice of satin, it was hard to accept her as anything more than a cunning supper-club seductress. What did anyone who looked like that have to be unhappy about?


In The Lady and Her Music, she told them. Horne talked about the pain that racism had caused her—particularly in Hollywood, where roles she’d wanted desperately were held out of reach. In interviews she spoke of the strain of carrying a mantle for her race; of personal battles subverted to the cause; of losing four key men in her life, starting with Strayhorn, in four years. Finally, in her sixties, this long-suffering freedom fighter had triumphed over every demon. The closing number of The Lady and Her Music found her shouting out, “You’ve got ta believe in yo-self!” like a southern evangelist. At every show, her audience—the first substantially black one of her career—leapt to its feet, bursting with the glory of human potential.


But as Horne told more than one reporter in that dreamlike late flowering, it was all “too little, too late” the wounds and the rage went too deep. Not much had changed since 1942, when the “Negro Cinderella,” as she was once called, filled out a questionnaire for the PR department of her new employer, M-G-M. Asked for her philosophy of life, the twenty-four-year-old replied: “Never hope too hard—never pans out.”


That attitude carried through to 1994, as the Blue Note label prepared to release her new CD. “I’m sorry this poor record company’s gonna have trouble!” she said wistfully.


Yet here she was, submitting to an interview that might prove helpful. On that April day, Horne met me in the lobby of the Wyndham. By her side was a black man in his seventies, Sherman Sneed, her now-feeble longtime manager. Horne lived across town, but had stayed at the hotel before, and still used it sometimes for interviews. She wore a baggy white suit with a white cap and big dark glasses. Even so, she was unmistakable—the skin near-flawless, the exquisite bone structure, the smile as blindingly white as ever.


I felt the famous Horne jolt, and my mouth fell open; involuntarily I stepped back. At that moment I understood, like never before, the power of the beautiful, who live on pedestals. They inspire awe and envy; we covet or resent them. Whatever the case, they’re not like the rest of us, and we don’t let them forget it. Horne had seen reactions such as mine since childhood—certainly since 1933, when she entered the Cotton Club as an unknown chorine. She “couldn’t sing” and was a “bad dancer,” as she put it, yet wound up with the solo spot the other girls wanted, followed by a part in a Broadway play. Eight years later, M-G-M chose her as the Negro beautiful enough—in a Caucasian fashion—for white Americans to accept.


The experience, for Horne, had not ended happily, and it showed. By the 1950s, her sweet presence in her early films was gone, replaced by a calculating, fire-spitting nightclub vixen. “Beautiful” had become a permanent prefix to her name—a constant reminder of what had pushed her to the top, even as colleagues and critics proclaimed her artistry. “Her command of the stage, and her ability to mesmerize an audience, were awesome,” said the singer Abbey Lincoln. But no amount of hard-earned vocal finesse could outshine her looks, which “weren’t anything I really earned,” said Horne. To her, “beautiful” took on a dismissive subtext: “She looks good but she can’t do nothin’.”


Peggy Moffitt, a top model of the 1960s and ’70s, recalled sitting among Horne’s adoring audience at the Cocoanut Grove in Hollywood, circa 1962. “I thought she hated us all,” said Moffitt. But she marveled at how ingeniously Horne disguised that loathing: “She used it as though it were sexy.” By then, the singer was also turning her wrath upon Lennie Hayton, her white husband and musical director. “Lena is a very nasty woman, honey,” said a fellow Hollywood beauty and Vegas headliner.


Having heard such impressions, I panicked when Sherman Sneed left me alone with Horne after a brief hello. She and I took the elevator to her suite—a seemingly endless ride. But the woman who some had been described as “scary” wasn’t that at all; she seemed warm, funny, and more than a little sad. The pressure of living as a symbol had taken its toll; weariness showed in her movements and her voice. Once we’d sat down in her room, she spoke with a candor that startled me—a seventy-six-year-old unburdening herself to a thirty-year-old. “Why am I here?” Horne wondered aloud, and she wasn’t talking about the interview. “My kid left, my father left, my husband left, Billy left—why am I still here?”


Word was that she hadn’t wanted to make this album at all; that its executive producer, Shirley Cowell, an heiress and longtime benefactor of Horne’s, had talked her into doing it. In the Horne myth, such stories were old news. For years she’d claimed she’d never wanted her career; she’d succumbed to it only to support her family or empower black Americans. The reluctant Lena, socially responsible yet victimized by the injustice of the times, made good copy. Over the years, she’d crafted her bio to fulfill every expectation the public had of her. Icons aren’t allowed to be human beings.


Now, Horne seemed too tired to maintain the old façade. Her memories were edged in regret and only fleeting pride. “I was never able to enjoy this damned thing,” she said of her career. “It was always a hassle. A fight.”


Horne described herself as “evil and angry and jealous and possessive,” and her life had grown quite solitary. She lived alone in a spacious East Side apartment; apart from her select public appearances, she saw few people besides her daughter, Gail Lumet Buckley; her son-in-law, Kevin; and her grandchildren. She spent most of her private time reading books, watching old movies on TV, and ruing her past. It included a stage mother who was so jealous she had once stooped to blackmailing her daughter; and the downfall of her beloved son, Teddy, who died at thirty of drug-induced kidney failure—a fate for which Horne felt guilty.


We spoke for over two hours, during which she ruminated for minutes at a time. “I never speak to people,” she said with a smile, “so when I’m with someone like you I talk too much.” Eventually she turned hoarse, and I decided I’d better quit while I was ahead. Down we went to the lobby, where Sherman Sneed waited for us. Horne kissed me good-bye. I walked home, my feet barely touching the ground.


Her renaissance lasted on and off until 2000—further albums (one of which won a Grammy), two sold-out Carnegie Hall concerts, a TV special taped at New York’s Supper Club, gala benefits in her honor. Then she vanished from public view.


There’s no telling how much longer it might have taken for black women to get even a fraction of their due onscreen had it not been for Horne. The black dancer and choreographer Louis Johnson felt profoundly indebted to her. “Lena is the mother of us all,” he said. Playwright Arthur Laurents, long one of her closest friends, watched her play “a lot of roles offstage,” far more than she ever got to enact as a performer. “In a way she’s not black,” he said. “In a way she’s universal.”


But who was the real Lena Horne? Even in her seventies she seemed confused. As for all she’d achieved, none of it seemed to bring much comfort. Before we left her suite at the Wyndham, Horne took one last troubled stare into her past and asked out loud, “What was it all worth?”

















CHAPTER 1







LORRAINE GERARD, the wife of a bebop pianist named Vinnie Gerard, was nearing eighty in 2005, but time had not dimmed a particular memory from her Depression-era childhood. She grew up in Canarsie, a bayside neighborhood in Brooklyn, New York. Her family took her for weekend fun to the shore, where buskers entertained for coins on a well-known pier.


In 1933, Lorraine got her first glimpse of a lovely, waiflike teenager whose name, she heard, was Lena Horne. “Every Saturday and Sunday she used to sing and dance on the beach for pennies,” Lorraine recalled. “She appeared to be extremely poor. I thought she had the ugliest legs, and I wasn’t the only one that thought that. Scrawny, you know? Her dresses were skimpy-looking; you could tell that she was in need.” Lorraine’s family never spoke to the girl, but she earned their sympathy, and they tossed some change her way.


Her household needed all the help it could get. Lena’s mother was a jobless and sickly actress; her Cuban stepfather was unemployed, too. They could barely pay the rent on their small Brooklyn apartment and lived on groceries from relief organizations. For Lena—who’d been born into the well-heeled respectability of the black middle class—life now held considerable shame.


A decade later she had good reason to obscure her past. M-G-M had signed her to a long-term contract, the likes of which no one of color in Hollywood had ever known. In the black community, all eyes were on her. As a sex symbol of uncommon refinement, Horne would have to revolutionize the Negro persona in Hollywood. Among the reams of press she received was a profile in PM, a Manhattan leftist newspaper. For an article called “The Real Story of Lena Horne,” she told reporter Robert Rice about her distinguished family, which included schoolteachers, activists, and a Harlem Renaissance poet. Apropos of nothing, Horne mentioned that an interviewer had asked her if she’d ever “danced for pennies on the street” as a youngster.


“I told him no,” she said.


 


KEEPING up appearances would always be crucial to Horne, as it was for so many black people throughout her lifetime. They had to take great pains to counter the stereotypes that the white community associated with them. A veneer as painstakingly wrought as Horne’s wasn’t easily dropped; it was the armor she needed to survive, and it hid lots of secrets. Only in 1963, when the civil rights movement had forced much of America to take an honest look at what it meant to be black, did Horne start delving behind her own mask. She did so for an autobiographical article in Show magazine, “I Just Want to Be Myself.”


“I came from what was called one of the First Families of Brooklyn,” Horne explained. They shunned discussing the slave ancestry that had spawned them all—“yet it was the rape of slave women by their masters which accounted for our white blood, which, in turn, made us Negro ‘society.’” Home was an immaculate four-story brownstone in Brooklyn’s Bedford-Stuyvesant section. An iron fence with sharp black spikes protected 189 Chauncey Street on three sides. That barrier told passersby to keep their distance; and for Lena’s grandmother Cora, the lady of the house, it shut out the neighborhood’s seamier elements—the poor Irish in tenements across the street, the Swedes who ran a garage a few doors down.


Cora and her husband, Edwin, had lived on Chauncey Street since 1896. That year they joined a northward migration of approximately forty thousand blacks who fled the growing horrors of southern life. Post–Civil War Reconstruction had collapsed, toppled by white supremacists. Negroes had lost most of the rights they’d gained, and segregation was flaring. Hundreds of lynchings had occurred—each a symbolic warning of what might happen to Negroes who stepped out of line, or even to those who didn’t. In contrast, the northern cities—New York, Chicago, Detroit—seemed like oases of safety and opportunity.


A small percentage of the newly settled black families were considered special. This was the “black bourgeoisie,” a prosperous middle class of teachers, doctors, businessmen, and others of education and grooming. They or their elders had descended from “favored slaves”—privileged blacks who, by virtue of their brains or their sexual allure to their masters, had worked in the house, not in the field. During the decadelong heyday of Reconstruction, they’d used their cachet to start businesses and gain social standing. Now, in the North, they were helping pave the way for a new Negro image—one that challenged every cliché of black women as household help, black men as shiftless loafers. The Negro aristocracy tended to shun anyone who embodied a past they wanted to bury. “Uppity” became a popular word to describe ambitious blacks.


Respectability was their gospel, and they upheld it at all costs. Actress Jane White, whose father, Walter White, became the executive secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1931, recalled the code of behavior dictated by the black bourgeoisie. “You didn’t laugh too loud,” she said. “You didn’t go out in messy clothes, you were always polished and ironed; you learned how to speak well, and with a modulated voice. It was a tight cage you were in.”


The Whites lived at 409 Edgecombe Avenue, the most prestigious address in Harlem. At fourteen stories, it towered above the rest of Sugar Hill, a gold-ring neighborhood for the Negro elite. Residents through the years included NAACP cofounder and preeminent activist W.E.B. Du Bois; Jimmie Lunceford, one of Harlem’s star bandleaders; and Thurgood Marshall, the lawyer who worked for the NAACP before becoming the Supreme Court’s first black justice. In the 1940s, Marshall often dropped by the White apartment for poker nights. “There would be hootin’ and hollerin’ and drinkin’,” said Jane, “and they would let their hair down, and Thurgood talked one way amongst them. When he argued in court he talked another way. One may laugh, but it’s rather sad.” In public, she said, “you couldn’t be what you were.”


Many in the black bourgeoisie wound up emulating the values and even the looks of middle-class whites. From the 1920s through the 1960s, magazines for black readers advertised lye-based skin-lightening creams and hair-straightening treatments. “‘Lighter is brighter’—that was an actual expression then,” said Gene Davis, who produced dozens of black cultural documentaries before his death in 2007. “The social structure in the black community until recently was based on how light you were. And the lighter you were, the more acceptable you were.” The notion that “black is beautiful” did not appear until the civil rights movement, when African roots were flaunted, not hidden, and the Negro slave ancestry celebrated for its strength.


In his 1957 book Black Bourgeoisie, sociologist E. Franklin Frazier defined that group in terms that could have applied to Lena Horne. In Frazier’s view, it lacked “cultural roots in either the Negro world with which it refuses to identify or the white world which refuses to accept it.” By struggling so hard for the respect of both, he wrote, members of the black bourgeoisie suffered from a constant identity crisis.


But a more enlightened age could never have come without bridges, and the black bourgeoisie was uniquely equipped to fight for change. Its members had education, social access, and manners a white society might come to heed. If they had to deny their history in order to find a foothold in the white man’s world, they didn’t hesitate.


So it was at the Horne residence, the hub of a family with a sprawling history explored by Gail Lumet Buckley in her book The Hornes: An American Family. Before Lena’s birth in 1917, six people lived in the house. Reigning over them was Cora Calhoun Horne, her dictatorial grandmother. Fifty-two when Lena arrived, Cora was a community activist of warrior determination. She looked the part, with her austerely pulled-back salt-and-pepper hair, steel-rimmed glasses, and near inability to smile.


Cora battled for so many Negro civic groups that her gentler husband seemed to wilt by comparison. Back in Chattanooga, Tennessee, where he was born, Edwin had published and edited Justice, a prominent black newspaper; later he worked as a schoolteacher and politician. In Brooklyn he became secretary-general of the United Colored Democracy of Greater New York.


Astonishingly, Edwin wasn’t even a Negro, but the son of a white Englishman and a Native American mother. During Reconstruction, Native Americans had suffered worse discrimination than blacks. For his children’s sake, he’d decided to “pass” as Negro. Apparently that went undiscussed among the Hornes—no surprise, given their disdain for whites.


Edwin and Cora had four sons. Edwin Frank Horne, Jr., the handsomest of the boys, lived on the top floor with Edna, his wife. Errol had served as a sergeant in an all-black army troop until influenza killed him. Burke and Frank were teenagers when Lena was born.


The Hornes seemed like a model family. Outsiders didn’t know that Edwin and Cora slept in separate rooms and barely spoke. One of the rumored causes was a past affair between Edwin and a white editor of Vogue. But in a Catholic household like theirs, divorce was as verboten as philandering; best to avoid discussing either. “As a family,” said Lena, “we were very reticent, hiding feelings.”


Certain parts of their lineage went unmentioned, too—especially by Cora, whose café au lait skin, thin lips, and delicate nose betrayed generations of intermingling with whites. Her maiden name, Calhoun, came from her father’s and grandmother’s slave master in Georgia, Dr. Andrew Bonaparte Calhoun. His uncle, Senator John C. Calhoun, had championed slavery as God’s will—another unvoiced source of shame among the Hornes.


But Cora had revered Moses, her mulatto father. After decades as a house slave, he’d become a top Atlanta business owner and had married a white woman. Cora and her sister, Lena, had more white blood than black; this along with their father’s means brought them great privilege. As young women they lived like debutantes, earning university degrees at a time when few women of any race did. In 1887, when she was twenty-two, Cora took her own white husband, Edwin Horn (he added the e later). Lena married Frank Smith, a mixed-blood, light-skinned doctor.


Once settled in Brooklyn, Edwin and Cora focused on raising their sons. But according to Gail Lumet Buckley, child rearing bored Cora. Once the boys were old enough to fend for themselves, she began working for a dizzying array of community causes. They included the Urban League, the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), and the NAACP, formed in 1909 in response to the growing scourge of anti-Negro brutality. Cora lectured hookie-playing black youths on how they were jeopardizing their futures and shaming their race. She led demonstrations to demand voting rights for black women. She aided unwed Negro mothers, and fought to get scholarships for worthy young blacks—one of whom, Paul Robeson, entered Rutgers University in Newark, New Jersey, due partly to Cora’s efforts.


Her bedrock strength left little room for warmth. Lena Horne recalled her as a “violent, militant little lady” who never caressed her or uttered a loving word. To Cora, sentimentality meant weakness. Having come from a line of women who cooked the white man’s meals and washed his clothes, she wouldn’t stoop to anything that evoked servitude. She left such tasks to her husband. The ironies were many: A white man (albeit one in hiding) did housework for his (partly) Negro wife, who wore the pants in the family—and who detested whites.


Edwin had already fallen a rung in society. He’d lost his job as a teacher to a less experienced white man; now he worked as an inspector for the fire department. He sought comfort in life’s finer things. At home in his parlor, he relished his sweet-smelling Havana cigars while listening to Caruso on the Victrola. He applauded the great tenor at the Metropolitan Opera. Edwin’s looks held their own distinction; Lena would recall his gray mustache and hair and his “beautiful, sad blue eyes.” Even as a child, she understood her grandfather’s loneliness.


Edwin, Jr.—better known as Teddy—spat in the face of the family high-mindedness. Teddy had proudly skipped college, knowing his charm and pretty-boy looks would get him further. He smirked behind the back of any “sucker”—usually white—whom he could coax into doing his bidding. By the time he’d grown, the illegal gambling business had found a master hustler in Teddy Horne.


In 1916, he wed a girl from an even cushier Brooklyn background. Edna Scottron was the fair-skinned, green-eyed daughter of a Native American mother and a successful Portuguese Negro inventor. Like Teddy, Edna lived for her whims. She dreamed of stardom in the theater; meanwhile she’d landed a lady-killer for a husband.


She and Teddy moved into the top floor of the Horne brownstone, where Edna became pregnant quickly. She hoped for a son. Instead, on June 30, 1917, she bore a brown-eyed, freckled, copper-skinned girl. Edna and Teddy named her Lena Mary Calhoun Horne. Lena would report later that her father wasn’t at the hospital when she was born; he’d gone to play cards, ostensibly to earn money to pay the hospital bill. As she saw it, her father was “pursuing his own interests” to Lena, this constituted rejection at birth. Not surprisingly, she remained an only child.


If Teddy and Edna were embarrassments to the family, grandmother Cora took steps to ensure that Lena set forth on the right track. In October 1919, the NAACP newsletter, the Branch Bulletin, welcomed one of the organization’s “youngest members.” Lena was just two and barely walking when Cora signed her up. “She paid the office a visit last month and seemed delighted with everything she saw,” explained the Branch Bulletin.


Above that caption was a photo of a joyless toddler wearing a white lacy dress and a frown; the rose placed in her hands did nothing to brighten the scene. Her face mirrored the mood at home. By that time, Teddy wanted out of family life and had devised a ruse for escape. He was sick, he said, perhaps with tuberculosis, and had to head west for health reasons. Edna knew he was lying, but she was powerless to keep him. Later she told Lena that her father “was too young, too handsome, and too spoiled by the ladies to be ready for marriage.”


Teddy had an action-packed new job in store. He became a numbers runner—“a pimp and a hustler,” as Horne further explained. Illegal gambling was a popular profession among Negro men of his day. Whatever their education, only menial jobs—or none at all—tended to await them. Many Negro men thumbed their noses at the system and took to the streets. “You worked with criminal attitudes,” said Lena. “It took a lot of guts. You chose that rather than have the man make a slave of you.”


But no danger befell Teddy Horne, who gave off an invincible air. Photos of him from the twenties show a slick, grinning operator with pomaded hair, three-piece suits, and Stetson hats. By then he had a new woman on his arm, Irene, whom he’d married as soon as he was free. From Seattle, where they lived, he sent his daughter gifts and an allowance. She opened each package with glee, but then came a stab of longing: Why had her father deserted her?


Edna had her own concerns—namely, her dreams of acting. She moved to Harlem, where the action was, and left Lena behind. Now both parents had abandoned the child. Before going to sleep each night, Lena said her prayers, then kissed the bedside photos of her mother and father.




Cora would have none of her granddaughter’s tears. As soon as Lena was old enough to understand, she told the child that she must never be like her mother, with all her silly ambitions. Relentlessly she drilled Lena on how to be a proper Horne: “Think for yourself. Don’t make excuses. Don’t lie. Never say ‘ain’t.’ Learn how to read. Learn how to listen. Hold your head straight, look people in the eye, talk to them distinctly.” Most important: “You will never let anyone see you cry.”


Lena obediently followed her to meetings. As Cora’s women friends held grave discussions, Lena got a lesson in manners: It was her job to serve the ladies tea and cake, then to sit silently in the corner. “She never made a child of me,” said Lena. “I was always an adult.” Once home, Cora would drill her as to what she’d learned.


In The Hornes, Gail Lumet Buckley described Cora as “a very neurotic woman,” obsessed with what others thought of her and her family. Carmen de Lavallade, an influential black modern dancer whose career burgeoned in the fifties, knew the stifling effects of such an upbringing. “At that time if you came from certain families, you had to grow up to be a lady!” she said. “I grew up that way. It doesn’t give you allowance for anything—for temper, for sorrow. You can’t be yourself.”


Cora’s militancy involved deep prejudice. Horne would later tell reporter Sidney Fields that she’d “been raised to dislike white people intensely.” Cora forbade her to play with white children, but wouldn’t explain why. When she got older, she heard that white men wanted only one thing from black women, and it wasn’t marriage. Cora looked with equal disgust at lower-class Negroes. Gail Lumet Buckley gave a dismaying example in The Hornes. When Lena’s fair-skinned cousin Edwina fell for a dark-hued, unpedigreed black man, the family broke it up, all but forcing her to marry someone else. Even the lusty sounds of gospel and blues made Cora cringe; in her home, anything that signified a loss of control was shunned. Instead, she listened to Bach and Gregorian chants, cutting off the musical part of Lena’s black heritage.


Cora sneered at Edna’s ambitions, but they weren’t so outlandish as she thought. By now enough black beacons had burst onto the show-business scene to keep Edna hopeful. Comic Bert Williams had conquered vaudeville, Broadway, and the recording field to become the nation’s first Negro star. Audiences knew him as a downtrodden clown whose laughing-through-tears quality touched the heart. Florence Mills was black America’s sweetheart, a lovely young waif who sang in a lilting, birdlike voice. Mills had shot to prominence in an off-Broadway smash, Shuffle Along, and seemed on the verge of great things. Actress Rose McClendon had moved from South Carolina to New York and won a scholarship to the hallowed American Academy of Dramatic Arts; eventually she became known as “the Negro first lady of the dramatic stage.”


McClendon reached that zenith via Harlem’s Lafayette Theatre, nirvana for an aspiring black actor. Billed as “America’s Leading Colored Theatre,” the two-thousand-seat hall hosted the Lafayette Players, a legitimate Negro stock company. Founded in 1915, the ensemble was a big step forward from minstrel shows, vaudeville, and many silent films, where blacks were usually portrayed as thick-lipped, nappy-haired buffoons. Instead, the Players performed everything from Shakespeare to all-black versions of Broadway hits, such as Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.


In 1921, Edna walked into the Lafayette during an open audition and recited a monologue from Antony and Cleopatra. Her flair for melodrama served her well, and she walked out of the theater as a Lafayette Player. Edna had never known such joy. Soon she was emoting her way through ingénue roles in plays like Madame X.


Now a working (if meagerly paid) actress, she sometimes reclaimed her four-year-old from Cora and showed her off at the theater. Lena retained a happy memory from that time. Edna had a part in Way Down East, a popular Victorian tragedy that had just made it to the silent screen. The stage set contained a fireplace, and before curtain time one night, Edna sat Lena behind it and allowed her to watch the show through a little hole. Even at four, the stage thrilled her.


The Lafayette Players had a branch in Philadelphia, and Edna went there in 1921 to perform in Madame X. Although Cora was dead set against it, Edna took Lena. There, the child made her “acting” debut. One scene depicted a little girl lying in her sickbed. Lena played the part impeccably. In her 1950 memoir, she recalled wandering around backstage, in and out of dressing rooms, awestruck by the theater and fantasizing about stardom. The most dazzling sight of all was her mother, whose beauty and talent overwhelmed her. “I was certain that she must be the most wonderful actress in the world,” said Horne. Cora’s warnings about Edna fell aside; Lena dreamed of doing exactly as her mother had done.


For a while, Edna’s career seemed to thrive. “I can understand why she believed she was on the threshold of a brilliant future,” observed Lena.


The girl was home in Brooklyn in the autumn of 1922 when Edna trekked for the Lyceum Theatre in Stamford, Connecticut. She’d been cast in the ninety-three-member, all-black company of a musical revue, Dumb Luck. Its name bespoke the producer’s wishful thinking. He’d taken that huge company to Connecticut with hardly any budget, praying the reviews would attract investors who would pay for a move to Broadway. Dumb Luck lasted two nights. “The show was lousy, so they closed it,” said blues singer Alberta Hunter, one of its stars. The cast was left stranded. Headliner Ethel Waters had been in that bind before, and wangled a sale of the costumes in order to pay for everyone’s ride home. The incident would become all too familiar to Edna as her short career wore on.


By now Lena was enrolled in the brand-new Ethical Culture School in Brooklyn. No one had to force her to do her reading; at home she spent hours in her bedroom, the covers pulled up to her chin as she turned the pages of storybooks. She’d taught herself to read before kindergarten; now she devoured children’s tales—especially ones about orphans, with whom she empathized.


Apparently her grandmother had called a strict halt to any further visits between the child and her wayward mother. In 1923, Edna had to resort to subterfuge to see her daughter. One day she showed up at a neighbor’s house on Chauncey Street and asked the woman to fetch Lena. The two had a tearful reunion, but Edna warned her not to tell her grandmother. Soon thereafter, a relative spirited Lena away to Edna’s apartment in Harlem. The little girl found her mother sick in bed, and spouting a dire warning—her father was plotting to kidnap her, and they had better leave town fast.


Edna was lying, of course; Teddy Horne had moved to Seattle with his new wife and had no desire to abscond with the child he’d run away from. But Edna was feeling vengeful—not only toward the husband who’d deserted her but toward Cora for daring to withhold Lena from her.




Her days with the Lafayette Theatre were through. Soon Edna stood on a train platform, holding a suitcase in one hand and leading her daughter by the other. They boarded a segregated train for Miami. There, Edna hoped, she could act in tent shows—Negro vaudeville that played the outskirts of southern towns for a few days at a time. The actors faced “hellish” odds, as Bill Reed wrote in his book Hot from Harlem. Police gladly arrested them if they were out on the street at night—the very time they worked. “Unscrupulous management and inadequate food and lodging were a commonplace of black show-business life…. That these performers managed to shoulder the burden of racism…and still get the job of entertainment done was a miracle.”


Horne later reflected on the hard knocks they were willing to endure in order to practice their craft. She herself paid a harsh price for her mother’s ambitions. For the next six years, Edna would drag her from town to town as she searched, mostly in vain, for acting work; she would leave her child in foster care, then vanish, sometimes for months. More than once, she would reappear in the middle of the night and snatch Lena away, claiming her father was about to kidnap her.


But Lena could never have foreseen all that as she rode the train to Miami with Edna, whose illness left her moaning all the way. There in the sweltering South, the two carted their bags to their temporary new home, a little frame boardinghouse. It stood behind a railroad track in a Negro slum. Lena recalled it as a “tumble-down shack with a sagging porch, broken stairs, and no plumbing.” The kitchen had a dirt floor; cinders blew in the window when a train passed. Each room sheltered anywhere from two people to a family, all of whom shared “a foul outhouse.” Young as Lena was, this descent into rural poverty must have seemed an unexplainable fall from grace.


Edna’s professional fortunes in Miami proved slim. She took on odd jobs—salesclerk, maid—to support her and her daughter. For the first time, Lena learned what lay behind much of the antiwhite talk in Brooklyn. From almost any white she felt a cold draft or downright hostility. Her feet hurt because her new shoes didn’t fit; Negroes weren’t allowed to try on merchandise, for if they didn’t buy the item, no white person would, either. At home, fellow boarders at the house spoke hatefully of “crackers”—a popular southern term for bigots.




Some kindness awaited Lena at the one-room schoolhouse where Edna sent her. The Hornes contains a touching photo of the child flanked by two classmates. She grins proudly as she hugs both girls close; one of them beams at her adoringly. But Lena was also learning that sometimes no one was meaner to Negroes than other Negroes. Perhaps because of her reading skills, the six-year-old had been placed a grade ahead. Her resentful schoolmates called her “dumb.” Worse still, they taunted her for her northern accent and light skin, which to them meant she was “high yaller”—in a drawled pronunciation of “high yellow,” which denoted the child of a mixed-race union. Up North, her lighter skin gave her advantages. Lighter-skinned Negroes there were perceived to be “better” here that look signaled the blood of the reviled white man.


The jeers crushed her. But Edna was too preoccupied to offer much comfort. In their travels, she did find a few tent-show jobs. But much of the time, recalled Lena, Edna wound up “stranded, and starved, and once she was caught in a company where one member was lynched.” Lena saw her mother turn frustrated and sad. She took it out on her little girl; minor infractions, such as leaving her sweater at school, brought beatings.


In her self-centeredness, Edna also unthinkingly exposed her daughter to outside dangers. Their next stop was Jacksonville, Florida’s largest city. She left Lena with a theatrical couple and disappeared again. Back one day for a visit, she made plans with the couple to see a nearby tent show. With Lena in the car, they drove off into the night, laughing and telling stories. Suddenly they saw a black man up ahead, waving his arms. He warned them frantically, “The crackers are out killing tonight!” The gay mood turned to terror; they swerved around and sped home.


Soon Edna and daughter fled Jacksonville and took aimlessly to the road. Lena recalled boarding in a house where the police broke in during the night and used their guns to beat a black man mercilessly. Everyone else in the room looked on in terror. Afterward, Lena sobbingly asked her mother to explain. “They’re mean down here,” was all Edna said.


When money ran so low that she couldn’t afford Lena’s care, Edna scraped together what cash she could to buy her a train ticket to Brooklyn. Traveling alone with a tag on her lapel, the little girl returned to what she later called her “only sense of roots.” But invariably Edna plucked her away again. It seemed odd that Cora—who battled for the rights of young people she didn’t even know—would not have taken steps to keep Lena home. And did the moneyed and connected Teddy Horne know or care about his daughter’s plight? Teddy, of course, had deserted the family, and surrendered his fatherly control. Time and again Lena toted her bag down the staircase of the Chauncey Street brownstone, heeding a familiar command: “Come on, Lena, we’re going!”


The child next found herself in southern Ohio, where Edna placed her with a doctor and his family. They treated her affectionately, and she had her own room in a comfortable house. But she knew it wouldn’t last, and she began having terrible nightmares. In 1974, she told reporter Nancy Collins that every time she developed a loving relationship with her caregivers, her mother snatched her away. She became “afraid of people…of letting myself be close to them,” lest she get her feelings hurt. From then on, she lived with lowered expectations. “I made my peace that no one really did love me,” she said, “regardless of my color.”


In 1927, Edna got word of possible work in Macon, a prosperous city in central Georgia. The train pulled into a tidy, bustling downtown area, with trolleys running through it; in another well-tended area stood the nearly century-old Wesleyan College for women. But southern Negro poverty awaited Lena again when Edna left her in her latest foster home. The child’s new “street” was a fly-ridden, dirt alleyway lined by wooden frame houses. She recalled moving into a two-room shack whose walls were patched with newspaper. Washing clothes in a big iron pot out back was the lady of the house—“a very elderly mammy,” said Horne—who presided over many boarders. Her daughter lived there with her two children, one a little girl named Thelma. The other, a boy, shared the mammy’s bed, at the foot of which lay a cot for Lena. Others slept in the kitchen.


The old lady seemed to sense Lena’s loneliness, and treated her caringly. Now ten, Lena noticed how the poorest people she met were usually the kindest, for they understood struggle better than anyone. The daughter, who cooked for a white family, brought home scraps of fine southern food, and made sure Lena never went hungry.


Edna was broke on a regular basis and struggled to afford Lena’s upkeep. For all her mother’s flightiness, Lena still yearned for her, and refused to see her as a villain. “She tried hard to take care of me,” said the singer in 1952. Lena would later observe that a black woman of the day was “apt to be a whore” when times got rough. Since actresses were already deemed loose women, prostitution proved an easy segue. A journalist who knew Horne well recalled her mentioning that Edna had sold her body, at least briefly. It wasn’t surprising; Horne also spoke of her mother’s prostitute friends, with whom she’d stayed.


For all the squalor of the child’s southern life, she was reminded every now and then of the grandeur a Negro could achieve. In November of 1927, her schoolteacher in Macon stood before the class and announced that Florence Mills—dubbed the “Queen of Happiness”—had died at thirty-one. Tuberculosis had felled the winsome songbird, reportedly due to an exhaustive run in Blackbirds of 1926, the show that had sealed her fame. “We’ve had a great loss,” stated the teacher. Horne never forgot his sadness. “I think that was probably the first time I was conscious that we looked upon certain people as ours,” she said, “with this kind of pride.” If Mills could scale such heights and evoke such devotion, then maybe Edna’s ambitions weren’t so far-fetched.


She was still far from Lena in December when the child’s uncle Frank paid a surprise visit to the house in Macon. It wasn’t clear who in the family had sent him there, but he was in a unique position to help Lena. Frank worked thirty miles southwest in Fort Valley, a largely black Georgia town. There, the dapper, wavy-haired young man served as dean of students at Fort Valley Normal and Industrial School, an all-black college.


Frank moved Lena to Fort Valley. There, she roomed in the dorm with his flapper fiancée, Frankye, a teacher. The child felt uneasy living among a bunch of college-age women, but they went out of their way to treat her sweetly. That wasn’t true of her classmates at a nearby elementary school. Observing that Lena’s parents were nowhere in sight, and that her skin was much lighter than theirs, they lashed out at her. In her first memoir, Horne recalled their jeers. “Yaller! Yaller!” they chanted. “Got a white daddy! Shame! Shame!” They linked arms and danced around her, calling her a “little yellow bastard.” Lena cried out, “I am not!”


Their words haunted her. She tried to darken her skin by lingering in the sun, but she wasn’t sure how she should talk. At her grandmother’s home, to use anything but textbook English was grounds for punishment. But the Fort Valley locals talked in thick southern accents, using Negro dialect. A confusion overtook her that she never quite lost. In 1965, she called herself “two or three people,” depending on her company. Her accent kept shifting: “I hear it happening and still I go ahead and do it.”


But as she soon found, switching identities could be helpful. In the auditorium of Uncle Frank’s college, the child watched a rehearsal of Romeo and Juliet. Lena had been around the theater as long as she could remember, but as she neared puberty, the notion of acting struck her in a whole new way. To escape one’s self and take on a dramatic new persona—better still, to be applauded for it—took on a great mystique for the young Lena. There in Fort Valley, she recalled, the yen to act hit her for the first time. She began reading plays in the library and imagining herself in various roles.


When Frank and Frankye wed, Lena got her own room in their new house. Life hadn’t felt so normal in years. But it was shaken up by a rare appearance from Teddy Horne. Lena barely knew her father, but Edna and Frank had told her stories of his dastardly ways, which, combined with his absence, had turned him into a magnetic, mysterious figure in Lena’s mind.


Teddy didn’t disappoint her. She watched in awe as he pulled up to the house in a big black car. Out came her smooth-looking, fashion-plate daddy, dispensing presents like Santa Claus.


Lena was awestruck. Teddy stayed for weeks—their first extended time together in her memory. In recent years, Teddy had only moved up in the world. He’d relocated to Pittsburgh, a city with a bustling black population and cultural life. It also had a thriving underworld, and Teddy made the best of it. He’d gone to work for Gus Greenlee, the city’s premiere racketeer. A Negro from North Carolina, Greenlee had grown so rich—largely through illegal gambling interests—that he’d bought the Pittsburgh Crawfords, one of the city’s two black baseball teams, and built his own field.


As Greenlee’s treasurer, Teddy had grown well to do himself. He’d opened a restaurant that bore his name, and acquired a small hotel for blacks, the Belmont. It was actually a front for gambling, which took place in a back room called the Bucket of Blood. Teddy acquired a Jewish partner, along with a piece of the Crawfords. Then he got involved in the career of John Henry Lewis, a black world-champion boxer whom Greenlee managed.


For Lena, who felt increasingly victimized, her father seemed dazzlingly free-spirited. He laughed at authority and spouted hard-boiled pearls of wisdom: “Ask for no mercy and give less,” “Don’t trust no bush that quivers.” In this brief attempt at fatherhood, he schooled his daughter well on surmounting the hard-knock Negro existence. “Because he knew how loathsome life was, he taught me a lot,” said Horne in the late eighties. “He gave me all the street knowledge I needed to survive.”


But with his toughness came an inability to show much love, a family trait he passed on to his daughter. No amount of bluster or expensive gifts—including a fur coat—could disguise the fact that he’d deserted her. In 1986, Horne told writer Glenn Plaskin that the father she’d adored had never hugged or kissed her. Instead he, like Edna, teased her with affection, then snatched it away. Suddenly Teddy’s visit to Fort Valley was over. He drove off, leaving her to wonder what she’d done wrong. Later she contemplated another sad legacy he’d left her, “a willingness to accept the fact that some of the greatest things just couldn’t happen for me.” Foremost among them was the comfort of knowing that people she cared about would stay.


At least Fort Valley had brought her some stability, as had the love of Frank and Frankye. Lena didn’t welcome the letter that Edna sent her in the spring of 1928. Its familiar promise—that soon they’d be together for keeps—brought only dread; now Edna seemed like a stranger to her, and not to be trusted.


Soon her mother arrived with a friend, known to Lena as “Aunt Lucille.” Excitedly, Edna told Lena she’d found a house in Atlanta. The cost would be covered by a wealthy beau of hers from Miami, where Edna was again spending a lot of time. According to The Hornes, Edna’s flame had agreed to foot the bill as long as this new house wasn’t in Florida; apparently he didn’t want a little girl around.


Lena said a reluctant good-bye to Frank and Frankye and departed with her mother and “aunt.” Before they left Fort Valley, Lucille insisted they stay with a relative of hers who lived in town. Lena found him fat and repulsive. But Edna and Lucille saw no harm in going off and leaving eleven-year-old Lena in his care. She recalled the consequences in her second memoir. “Back in Macon, those good women had told me: ‘Don’t be a bad girl…. Don’t let a boy touch you….’ But you haven’t been told whether you’re to blame or it’s the other person’s fault. All you know is that if somebody touches you it’s bad.” Horne did and said nothing. But many years later Marcia Ann Gillespie, a writer and editor who worked with Horne on an aborted third memoir, could see the scars of that childhood trauma: “So much of her behavior was that of someone who’s been abused.”


Lena’s relationship with Edna had grown so strained that she feared confiding in her. Grandmother Cora’s upbringing came into play: At any cost, she had to be seen as a good girl—one who never got involved in anything unsavory, even if it wasn’t her fault. Privately, though, she despised the man, and the incident drove a further wedge between her and her mother—in fact, between her and the world. “I became very secretive,” said Lena. “I became very suspicious of everyone.”


Once they’d reached Atlanta, Edna tried, in her fumbling way, to be a good parent. Thanks to her moneyed suitor, she enrolled Lena in dancing school. At her eleventh birthday party on June 30, 1928, the girl gleefully demonstrated the snakehips, a dance created by Earl “Snakehips” Tucker, a famed black vaudevillian. Lena walked to grade school, encountering some southern-style friendliness on the way. Years later she told of passing white men on Peachtree Street; they patted her on the head and said, “What a cute little nigger you are!”


As usual, any sense of home she may have felt was soon dashed. Edna’s career had petered down to almost nothing; now she seemed more interested in living as a kept woman. Off she went to Miami with Lucille, again leaving her daughter in foster care. One of her guardians was the mysterious “Aunt May,” who belittled Lena for the slightest infractions. Two other caregivers, a black couple, passed her off to their housekeeper. She made Lena perform punishing chores, and nothing the girl did was good enough. After Lena had stepped out of the bathtub, wet and shivering, the housekeeper beat her with switches cut from a backyard tree.


Lena lived in dread. Once more she avoided telling her mother of the abuse. But neighbors heard her cries and informed Edna when she came back. Instead of offering comfort, Edna scolded her. According to Gail Lumet Buckley, “Lena felt that Edna was embarrassed about the neighbors knowing something she did not.”


In early 1929, Lena finally escaped the South and its violence. Edna gave up on trying to manage a preteen girl on the road, and she sent her daughter home to Brooklyn for good. Lena was relieved. Immediately she began a semester at P.S. 35, a junior high school, then progressed to the integrated Girls High School, one of the city’s most prestigious institutions. Lena played basketball there and gradually made new friends. The Great Depression had come, but its worst effects passed over the privileged Horne household.


For all its dark side, her grandmother’s training had helped Lena survive the last few years; forever after she would speak of Cora with a certain awe. But now that she was a young woman, she found Cora more stifling than ever. In the parlor and at the dinner table, Lena heard her rail on about the “silly, foolish” Edna. “You must be stronger than your mother,” she declared. “She’s weak and she’s illogical.”


Cora wanted to help Lena buttress herself against the cruel outside world. But her haranguing stirred up a protective impulse in the girl. For the first time, Lena struck back at her grandmother; she recalled “battling” with her in Edna’s defense. Lena didn’t dare reveal that she, too, wanted to be an actress. Cora had already made it clear that she wanted her to become a teacher, like others in the family. Lena went along with her grandmother’s wishes in word but not in deed. She loved dressing in grown-ups’ clothes and enacting plays she’d devised. The now-adolescent girl signed up for more dancing lessons, and starred in a play for the Urban League.


In 1931, Cora left on an around-the-world trip, financed by her son Teddy. Lena was left in the care of a cherished family friend, Laura Jean Rollock. “Aunt Laura,” as Lena called her, directed the dancing and acting groups at the Lincoln Settlement, a Negro community center. She wasn’t at all discouraging of Lena’s ambitions. They spoke for hours about the stage, and movies, too, for Lena had become an avid filmgoer. When she appeared in a revue at Girls High, Laura offered sympathetic advice. The theater gave Lena a much-needed sense of belonging; it was no wonder that in 1942, when she supplied information to M-G-M’s publicity department, she would answer a query about her childhood ambition with the simple phrase: “To be on stage.”


Lena joined the Junior Debs, one of a slew of social clubs for members of the black bourgeoisie. “We were the ‘best bunch in town’—and we knew it,” she said; no other girls in Brooklyn had such classy breeding or looked so good. Lena had never thought much about singing, but she tried it at the group’s tea parties, and had fun. A prominent black newspaper, the New York Amsterdam News, took notice of the teenager, calling her “‘tops’ among the younger set.”


Eventually her grandmother came home, but she wasn’t the same. Cora had turned sixty-seven, and her stony fortitude was starting to crack. Bronchial asthma ran in the family, and she’d begun showing signs of it. Cora feared her days were numbered—the likely reason that Teddy had bought her a world cruise. Lena began to hear hacking coughs in the night. As usual, nothing was said the next day.


Another homecoming occurred in 1932. Edna had recently gone to Havana; now she’d returned to Brooklyn, and she wasn’t alone. With her was her new husband, Miguel Rodriguez, a former army officer. White and Cuban, Mike (as Edna called him) struck Lena as a “fierce little man.” He had a stocky build, a thick mustache, and dark, blazing eyes set off by bushy eyebrows. What English he knew was obscured by a thick accent. He seemed to worship Edna, but Lena loathed him on sight, and his color had much to do with it. Her bouts with southern racism, combined with her family’s hatred of whites, had left a mark. If the Hornes had disliked Edna before, her marriage to a white man now made her a pariah.


Mike had his own reservations. He was skeptical of a lot of the blacks he saw, for he couldn’t understand why they tolerated such abuse. He saw no point in the cautious resistance advocated by groups like the NAACP. And the cold shoulder he got as the husband of a Negro made him angry. But he had a more pressing concern. He was a skilled machinist, and had to somehow find work in the depths of the Depression. He and Edna pooled what funds they had and found an apartment near Chauncey Street.


Lena moved in with them, but the damage her mother had wrought on her could not be fixed. Edna, she felt, had kept her dear father away from her, while making her feel as though she were just “a nuisance and an interruption” in her mother’s career. Cold as Cora seemed, undoubtedly she cared for her granddaughter. During her cruise she’d sent letters home, voicing affection for the “dear little girl.” And if her own weakness showed through in her inability to speak a loving word to Lena’s face, she still represented home. When a violent asthma attack killed her in September 1933, Lena was shattered.


Edna’s hatred of Cora remained. In a story Lena told often, her mother forbade her to go to the funeral. Hysterical with grief, Lena ran there anyway. Edna pursued her and made such a scene in full view of the family that they disowned Edna permanently.


Within months, Grandfather Edwin died too. He took with him the last vestiges of real security Lena knew. But there was still Laura Rollock, who kept nurturing her dream to perform. Lena quit Girls High and, for practical purposes, enrolled in secretarial school. Meanwhile she joined the Anna Jones Dancing School, whose members, according to the New York Amsterdam News, were “a group of pretty New York and Brooklyn debutantes.”


In 1933, the Jones girls took the stage of the Lafayette Theatre, the place where Edna Horne had gotten an intoxicating but short-lived taste of stardom. Now her daughter was dancing on its stage and on another just as grand, that of the Harlem Opera House, a home for lofty drama and music since 1889. White Broadway headliners like Edwin Booth and Lillian Russell had played that shrine, but lately black attractions had become welcome there, too. The Anna Jones ensemble brought something suitably high-flown: a piece that Isadora Duncan, the mother of modern dance, had choreographed to “Stormy Weather,” Ethel Waters’s showstopper in the current show at the Cotton Club.


That year, Rollock directed an annual benefit show held by Brooklyn’s Junior Theatre Guild. She cast Horne as the lead in an original-book musical, Marriage Versus Contract. Playing a Broadway star wooed romantically by a producer, she sang “I’ve Got the World on a String,” another Cotton Club hit, and Cole Porter’s “Night and Day.”


Chic white audiences adored those songs, and if Horne sang them amateurishly, her looks made up for it. The young woman had grown to five foot six and a half, and her beauty had flowered. She had elegantly high cheekbones, her dark eyes glowed expressively, and her broad smile was just as disarming. Visually, she eclipsed her mother. In a bathing-suit photo taken of them on Jones Beach in Long Island, Edna looked squat and homely. Lena was wide-hipped and a bit chunky, with skinny legs, but her stunning face caught the eye. Clearly she knew it. Another picture showed her in a one-piece swimsuit, arms crossed behind her head in a sexy movie-star pose.


Writer Alfred Duckett grew up in her Brooklyn neighborhood, and saw Horne on the street every day. Wearing sunglasses, she would leave Girls High and head to the library, walking out shortly after with a book. Years later he recalled her as “the most desirable, the prettiest girl God had made and permitted me to see…She had a few brown freckles on her clear bronze skin. She carried herself like a princess…. I remember that she walked with a swaying walk and that there was southern warmth and depth in her voice.” He and his pals whistled and shouted out, “Hey, baby!” at the sight of her. “The regal way she sailed past our united insolence only spurred us to greater efforts. ‘What say, Stuck-Up?’ we called out to her.”


But when he met Horne in church, Duckett saw another side of the teenager. He found that “Miss Stuck-Up wasn’t really stuck up.” She would chat warmly and politely, he said, “if you only acted decent and tipped your hat.” From then on, he remained smitten with her. Around 1933, he sat in the balcony of the YWCA, where an amateur musical took place. Its star was a white-gowned Horne. “I was awed to realize that I knew such a beautiful, talented girl,” said Duckett.


Once home with her mother and stepfather, though, Horne reentered a web of hostility. To her, Mike seemed arrogant and unsympathetic to what black Americans had to endure, and she resented her mother for marrying him. All Mike knew was that this was the Depression, and everyone had it bad. He couldn’t find work, and his marriage to a black woman didn’t help. Edna found a way to minimize the fallout. Her light skin and Portuguese blood enabled her to pose as Latin. But Lena knew too well that they couldn’t pass for white with a child of her coloring.


The family went on government assistance. They moved from Brooklyn to a less expensive apartment in the Bronx, then to an even cheaper one in Harlem. In later years, stinging from numerous career disappointments, Horne would claim that she’d turned to show business only to support her starving parents. Edna, she claimed, was ailing and unable to work, and had pressured her to step in as breadwinner.


But in her obscure first memoir, Horne told a different tale. With the family in need, she begged Edna to let her quit school altogether and find a paying job on the stage. The answer was no. The teenager persisted. By the fall of 1933, she had joined the chorus line of the Cotton Club, the most prestigious nightclub in Harlem. No one there noticed Edna’s illness; every night she stayed glued to her daughter’s side until the wee hours.















CHAPTER 2







FROM 1923 through the late thirties, the Cotton Club was a promised land, attained by few. “If you were a black person, that was a very, very important gig to get,” said Bobby Short, the singer-pianist who began as a child vaudevillian and wound up as the prince of café society. “As colored people in Illinois, all we dreamed about was New York and the Cotton Club. That was glamour.”


A job there meant victory over brutal odds and applause from the white elite. It also gave pretty young black women a chance to play Cinderella—for every season a handful of unknowns were decked out in glittering finery and added to the club’s world-famous chorus line. They danced among the stars—Duke Ellington, Ethel Waters, Cab Calloway, Adelaide Hall, Bill “Bojangles” Robinson.


All these giants embodied the heights a talented Negro could attain in Harlem, the most stylish, vibrant ghetto America had ever known. The area stretched from 110th to 155th Streets and swept all the way from the Hudson River to the East River. During and after World War I, it filled up with migrants from the South, who’d come East to seek a better life. Cleo Hayes, a Cotton Club and Apollo chorus girl who eventually made it to Hollywood, had moved to Harlem from Greenville, Mississippi. She never forgot her first glimpse of her new neighborhood: “You couldn’t believe what you were looking at, it was so different.”


Photos taken in the thirties near the crossing of Lenox Avenue and 125th Street show a minimetropolis, teeming with energy. Hoards of urban blacks hurry past storefront beauty parlors, locksmiths, and greasy spoons; purpose and direction are on every face. On Sundays after church, Lenox Avenue turned into a year-round Easter Parade, as locals gussied up and went strolling. Trumpeter Doc Cheatham, who played in Cab Calloway’s orchestra, recalled the sight: “Everyone tried to see how nice they could dress—necktie, jacket, clothes pressed, nice hair, cap.” It was a display of community pride and a demand for respect, at a time when the rest of the world wanted to keep black people “in their place.”


Certainly few parts of Manhattan held more architectural beauty than West Harlem, whose brownstones gleamed like copper in the sun. As for intellectual life, the twenties had spawned the so-called Harlem Renaissance—a cultural explosion of writers, thinkers, and artists whose work collectively explored what it meant to be a black American. Actor Ossie Davis, who was born just before it started, called the Harlem Renaissance an effort to show the rest of the country “that we had a command of the arts that qualified us as human beings.” Behind it was the dream that their art could improve the lot of all black society.


They knew well the trials faced by Harlem’s less fortunate: squalid tenements, rent gouging, shoddy health care and schooling, police brutality, and other forms of homegrown discrimination. A revolt was brewing. Even so, most Harlemites seemed to feel that God was smiling down on them. Exultant voices praised the Lord at Sunday mass, but compared to what some of them had known down South, many residents felt they’d already found heaven.


Its doors opened widest at night. Chorines, jazzmen, bartenders, flashy pimps and whores—they emerged after dark and reveled until dawn. “At five o’clock in the morning the streets were alive,” said Cleo Hayes. “Breakfast balls” with champagne and dancing hopped at an hour when schoolteachers were getting dressed for work. Louis Armstrong or Fats Waller might show up after playing at Connie’s Inn, a cabaret at 131st and Lenox whose floor shows overflowed with skimpily clad dames and hot jazz. Further up Lenox, on the entire block between 140th and 141st, stood the legendary Savoy Ballroom, “The Home of Happy Feet.” The world’s greatest Lindy Hoppers crowded the shiny mahogany floor, legs flying in a blur. Inside the cellar saloon known as Small’s Paradise, waiters twirled their trays and danced the Charleston. Even in the Depression, Harlem brimmed over with a slap-happy, live-for-the-moment glee.


To young blacks who could sing or dance, the district’s nightspots offered a ray of hope—a ticket out of poverty and struggle and into a world of recognition. In the late thirties, three girls often camped out on the fire escape behind the Apollo Theater. They craned their necks, straining for a glimpse of the headliners as they walked on and off stage. Those youngsters were Doris, Hortense, and Audrey Bye. Later they would bill themselves as the Bye Sisters, three slick and perky close-harmony singers and hoofers.


Doris also danced in the line at Small’s. The view from its stage was similar to those found inside numerous other high-class Harlem joints—many of which, like Small’s, were white-owned. “All our clientele at Small’s Paradise was white,” Bye explained. “It was jammed—people with their furs hangin’ down, diamonds and everything. They’d be coming in their big Duesenberg cars.”


To them, venturing uptown meant entering a barely civilized world: mocha-skinned, near-naked dancing girls; streets perfumed with the pungent smell of reefer; and jazz, at a time when the music formed a sound track for decadence, and “jazz me” was a lewd invitation. Much of the public’s fascination with Harlem had begun with Nigger Heaven, the controversial hit novel of 1926. An interracial love story, it unfolded against a torrid backdrop of the Harlem netherworld. The author, Carl Van Vechten, was a gay white photographer with blond hair, delicate features, and a fetish for all things Negro. He named his book after the uppermost rear balcony of many theaters, the only place most blacks could afford (and often were allowed) to sit. But the title’s double meaning was obvious.


Van Vechten’s book celebrated the allure of the New Negro, the type on display in clubs all over Harlem. In his book The Harlem Renaissance, Steven Watson described the change. “Racist images of the Negro as a barbaric jungle creature transformed into those of the noble savage, the natural man exuding animal vitality…an uninhibited, expressive being.” Only a few observers at the time saw that this new persona had its own racism.


For well-heeled whites in search of kicks, Harlem was irresistible. They flocked there at night with bulging pockets; in turn, gangsters seized upon the area as a prime place for bootleg liquor sales. In 1922, Owney Madden, the city’s most dreaded Irish mobster, went searching for a place to sell his “No. 1” beer. He came upon the Club De Luxe, a huge second-story ballroom on the northeast corner of Lenox and 142nd. Its boss was Harlem hero Jack Johnson, a slave’s son from Texas who in 1908 had become the world’s first black heavyweight prizefighting champion. By the fall of 1923, Madden had forced Johnson out and turned the Club De Luxe into the Cotton Club—a place of such unending mystique that, sixty years after it opened, Francis Ford Coppola directed a film about it.


Madden wanted the moneyed swells to feel right at home, so he furnished a club that harked back to slavery days in the Land of Cotton. Each detail was carefully planned, starting with the small sidewalk entrance, which replicated a log cabin. A flight of stairs led to a cavernous, white-columned room, designed like an old southern mansion. Images of slave quarters were painted on the walls behind the stage, a slightly raised platform up front. Black waiters in red jackets milled through the tables, pouring champagne and bowing like slave butlers.


Once the lights dimmed, tuxedoed and bejeweled revelers sat in a sea of tables and watched a parade of entertainers who had no apparent care in the world besides making their white “masters” happy. To the latter, those singers and dancers seemed plugged into some magical high-voltage socket that only Negroes could access. The great Bill “Bojangles” Robinson tapped in machine-gun-fire jazz rhythm. Princess Orelia, an “untamed and terrific” dancer (as the program touted her), offered a “lesson in savage rhythm.” Norton, an oiled jungle boy clad only in a dance strap and feather headdress, stood with knee uplifted, spear thrust into the air, before breaking into an interpretive dance. The Nicholas Brothers (dancers Fayard and Harold) “defied the laws of gravity” with their acrobatic leaps and twirls. Leitha Hill titillated listeners with such risqué songs as “You Sure Don’t Know How to Shake That Thing.” Whyte’s Hopping Maniacs furiously danced the Lindy Hop; the Tramp Band, in bowler hats and raggedy plaid, grinned toothily as they strummed guitars. The club’s supremely elegant bandleader, Duke Ellington, was introduced as “the greatest living master of jungle music.”


“Reefer madness,” that naughty Harlem delight, wasn’t neglected. It went on manic display in the person of Cab Calloway, the singing jivehipster bandleader whom the Cotton Club had made a star. A gangly giant in a canary-yellow zoot suit, Calloway swept across the stage as though controlled by some crazed puppeteer. His moves were loose-limbed and jerky as he flung his arms through the air, flashing a demented grin. Calloway’s trademark song, “Minnie the Moocher,” was full of coded drug lingo and scat phrases; he sputtered them out as though high on some weird jungle cannabis.


Throughout the show, one could ogle the finest flesh in Harlem: that of the Cotton Club girls, a line of smiling beauties who were billed as “tall, tan, and terrific.” (Hardly any were darker than café au lait.) “We’d have twenty-four girls on stage at once,” said Wilhelmina Gray, a chorine and exotic dancer better known as Tondaleyo. “And maybe a jungle in the background and six drummers. It was very tight, precise staging.”


The shows flew by in a dizzying hour and a half. George Ross of the New York World-Telegram warned potential customers to “take a strong sedative for your nerves” before entering. As if any more spice were needed, patrons got to rub elbows with real-life gangsters. One of them, George “Big Frenchy” De Mange, worked as the club’s manager and greeter, until fate intervened in a spray of bullets—an act of revenge by enemies of Madden.


The three-dollar food and drink minimum would have shut out most black customers, but even among those who could afford it, hardly any were allowed inside. Certain black moneymen or celebrities, such as prizefighter Joe Louis, were placed at the “family table” in the back, near the kitchen, where relatives of the cast sat; ordinary blacks who tried to enter were coldly (and sometimes forcibly) turned away. “You know better than that!” some were told, as though they were children who’d stepped out of line. White swells wanted to be amused by blacks, not necessarily to be in their company. Cotton Club habitué Jimmy Durante offered reassurance: “You don’t have to mix with them if you don’t want to.” Herman Stark allowed the beloved Nicholas Brothers to enter and exit through the front door, but Fayard admitted that they were the exceptions.


The club’s biannual shows—which ran approximately from March to July and September to January—were assembled largely by whites. Lew Leslie, the impresario known for his all-Negro Blackbirds revues, produced several Cotton Club shows; emcee Dan Healy introduced the festivities in his rat-a-tat-tat, Damon Runyon delivery. Years before he wrote the score for The Wizard of Oz, Harold Arlen—a composer with a passion for jazz and the blues—penned dozens of the Cotton Club’s best songs. A gifted Jewish lyricist, Dorothy Fields, wrote lyrics (set to Boston-born Jimmy McHugh’s music) about the New Low-Down and the Black Bottom, two Negro dance crazes.


Nowhere were the color lines drawn more bluntly than on opening night, when Harlem locals crowded the sidelines and fought for a glimpse of the white celebrities who stepped out of chauffeured limos: Franklin D. Roosevelt, Tallulah Bankhead, Mary Pickford, Bing Crosby, Eleanor Powell, Cecil B. DeMille, Johnny Weissmuller, George Raft, Milton Berle, Charlie Chaplin, Gloria Swanson.


Such luminaries weren’t only there for the photo op. The Cotton Club shows were spectacular; their mixture of beauty, sex, and exoticism, pulsing with energy and polished to a diamond’s gleam, was as potent as any drug. The chorus girls’ high Harlem style—yard-tall feathered plumes, trailing chiffon scarves in tan and silver and gold, huge sequins shimmering on satin skirts—made it clear that black was bigger and more fabulous than anything downtown. “The Cotton Club discriminated, but none of us seemed to mind,” declared Billy Rowe, the Pittsburgh Courier’s gossip columnist. “Its fame brought us glory all over the world. Guess we looked up to it because the folks, the rich, the near-rich and the poor, on a one-night spree, had to pass our way and drop some of that loot to get to it.”


In the early months of 1933, before her sixteenth birthday, Lena Horne took her first steps toward joining the club’s line of beauties. According to the story she traditionally told, her mother, Edna, phoned an old friend, Elida Webb, dance captain of the Cotton Club, and asked if her daughter could audition. Eighteen was the age limit for employment. Nonetheless, Webb took her to an early (10:00 P.M.) show so she could see what the chorines did. The twenty-second edition of Cotton Club Parade had recently opened, and Webb sat at the family table and watched it with a wide-eyed Lena. The teenager thought it was “fantastic,” and longed to be part of it.


One number made a searing impression on her. Near the end of Act I, the evening’s star, Ethel Waters, entered singing a bluesy torch song that Harold Arlen and Ted Koehler had written for her. “Stormy Weather” was a cry of frustration by a woman whose sky had caved in; her man had gone, taking all hope with him. “Life is bare, gloom and mis’ry everywhere,” sang Waters, and there was no escape in sight. It “keeps rainin’ all the time,” she wailed, and only the dream of a brighter day kept her alive.


To Waters, this heart-rending cry of frustration was about a lot more than love gone wrong. Lena didn’t know of the horrors that this front-rank star had survived as a black entertainer in the teens and twenties. “When I got out there in the middle of the Cotton Club floor I was telling the things I couldn’t frame in words,” said Waters in her autobiography, His Eye Is on the Sparrow. “I was singing the story of my misery and confusion, of the misunderstandings in my life I couldn’t straighten out, the story of the wrongs and outrages done to me by people I had loved and trusted…. Only those who have been hurt deeply can understand what pain is, or humiliation. Only those who are burned know what fire is like. I sang ‘Stormy Weather’ from the depths of the private hell in which I was being crushed and suffocated.”


Waters had brought a rare moment of pained introspection to the Cotton Club stage, and nothing could follow it except intermission. Lena was so “scared” by the song, she said later, that she never wanted to hear it. She never imagined she would one day sing it herself—indeed, that she could ever reveal herself the way Waters had. Her grandmother’s mandate—“Never let anyone see you cry”—was too firmly in place.


That summer, Horne went to an audition for the chorus line of the September show. (She was sixteen, not eighteen, but the Cotton Club wasn’t known for following the law.) Edna accompanied her. By day, the glamorous nightspot was a seedy-looking place, with tattered upholstery and walls stained by smoke. Horne found it frightening. “Instead of being bright and glittery,” she said, “with beautiful appointments at every turn, it was dark and barn-like.” She joined an intimidating number of young black women who were there to vie for two openings. “Black women at the time were supposed to be red-hot and sexy,” Horne explained later, and the candidates knew it. One by one they stepped to the center of the dance floor and did frantic kicks and shakes while a pianist played. Everyone had to lift her skirt high and show her legs.


Presiding over the audition was Clarence Robinson, the ex–Cotton Club dancer who staged the shows. A suave, salt-and-pepper-haired charmer in a suit, he fancied himself the Ziegfeld of black beauty. “Many were called but few were chosen,” he noted in 1949. “Why, we’d even bring girls from California and Texas and have to send them back, because they weren’t right, in terms of looks, dancing ability, or both.”


In fact, dancing ability was low on the list of requirements. Ebony later published those requirements:




	Beauty


	Height: 5'5" or more


	Weight: 120 pounds or less


	A little rhythm and knowledge of body movement


	Age: Not over 26





By the time she was called, said Horne later, she was almost paralyzed by fear. She “stumbled” forward, thinking she couldn’t even walk, much less dance. Horne heard a laugh, and felt sure it was directed at her rail-thin, flat-chested figure.


Horne did a time step. Although in later years she laughed off her early abilities—“I had no talent; I had nothing but looks”—Horne was surely better than she claimed, for she’d diligently studied dance under Anna Jones, a former ballerina with a Russian troupe. Clarence Robinson was impressed: “A likely prospect, thin, but beautiful,” he called her.


Another aspirant, Winnie Johnson, was a year younger than Horne, but had already appeared as the child dance partner of Bill Robinson. Breaths were held as the chosen two were announced—Winnie Johnson and Lena Horne. A groan rose from all the others, who packed up and turned to shuffle out.


Both mother and daughter rejoiced. Immediately Lena joined rehearsals for the twenty-second Cotton Club Parade; it would star Adelaide Hall, one of the nightspot’s grandest headliners, along with the Cab Calloway orchestra, singers Aida Ward and Leitha Hill, and a dozen more. In that company of seasoned troupers, Lena couldn’t help but feel terrified. A sunny smile covered up her vulnerability. Hall found her “very shy” and as “nice and polite as you can imagine.” Song-and-dance man Avon Long thought her “very sweet.”


But with so little experience, she had her work cut out for her. Elida Webb knew her chorines would be judged more harshly than those in any white show, and she functioned as a stern but loving taskmaster. Webb had a tough job, because it wasn’t talent that had gotten most of her girls in the door. Still, she wanted the club’s show-me, white audience to see a line of top professionals, the equal of any Ziegfeld chorus line. More than that, she wanted them to exude class. “She was very interested in us, and the way we conducted ourselves,” said Isabel Washington, who had danced there in 1931.


To be surrounded by Harlem’s finest beauties, all of them vying for attention, brought out Horne’s every insecurity. “You should have seen the girls at the club,” she said years later. “Now they were beautiful! I was nothing more than average.” Fayard Nicholas disagreed. “I saw this gorgeous girl,” he recalled in 2004, “and I said to my brother, ‘Look at her!’ He said, ‘Wow!’”


But Horne was sure the club kept her on only because she was thin enough to fit in the costumes. She was just as self-conscious about her dancing; the teenager had so little coordination that she kept falling. The teenager vowed to get it right. Horne rehearsed strenuously, and continued to study with Anna Jones. Almost immediately, the Cotton Club brass singled out the lovely teenager for special attention. The preferential treatment began with manager Herman Stark, an ex–army sergeant. Gruff and heavyset, with a stogie in his mouth, Stark looked like a thug, but he wasn’t; he only worked for thugs. As a tough guy with taste, he proved an ideal front man for a mob-owned cabaret.


Stark asked the big-sisterly Hyacinth Curtis, a senior Cotton Club girl, to look after Horne. Cab Calloway did his part, too. On the rare occasions when her mother wasn’t watching, Horne would descend shyly from the dressing room to hear his band rehearse. When Calloway saw her he would shout, “Jail bait, don’t you come down here, you stay upstairs! I don’t want any of these men getting fresh with you!”


Clarence Robinson and Elida Webb extended their own helping hands. Noting how hard the young woman was trying to master her moves, they took her aside and patiently guided her. According to her colleagues, she loved the process. In a bit of newsreel footage from a Cotton Club rehearsal, the camera scans the chorus girls, all seated on benches as they wait to get up and dance. Horne is there in short shorts, hands clasped between her long legs, wearing a glowing smile. One can see no hint of the inner turmoil she recalled so often in later years.


Ambitious as she was, Horne still felt conflicted. Years hence, she would tell the author and photographer John Gruen that she saw the job as an escape from a miserable home life. But she knew that Cora Calhoun would have been mortified to know that her granddaughter was cavorting in scanties for a roomful of white voyeurs, in what the New York Amsterdam News called the Cotton Club’s “most undressed revue in years.” More troubling was the response of her beloved dad, who “objected violently to his daughter’s career on the stage,” wrote the same paper.


Edna didn’t care. She saw herself as the mother of the happening new girl, and if her own career had ended almost before it began, she could now bask in Lena’s reflected glow. Henceforth, Edna lived to make it brighter. She muscled her way into the packed dressing room and planted herself on a corner chair; from there she kept a close watch on her daughter and everyone else. “She was always there, every night,” said Ruby Dallas Young (then known as Ruby Allen), one of the Cotton Club’s most stunning showgirls. “Whatever we did, she was seeing.” The older woman listened in on their conversations and asked prodding questions about their love lives. Meanwhile she corrected anyone who addressed her as Edna—“Call me Mrs. Rodriguez.”


There were many snickers from the girls, who finally barred her from their quarters. She was relegated to the “family” table, but more often she stood in the wings, getting in the way. One night “the brown Valentino,” dancer Paul Meeres, half of the boy-girl team Meeres and Meeres, came offstage and knocked Edna to the floor—“accidentally,” said Ruby, who was there.


Once Lena left the dressing room, she was seldom out of Edna’s sight. “There was no doubt in her mind what white swells and hoods wanted from a pretty little chick like me,” Horne told reporter Robert Wahls forty years later. “Her forebears had been slave women. It happened to them.” For the rest of her Cotton Club tenure, the youngster’s rare dates were all approved, begrudgingly, by Edna, who hoped to save her daughter’s virginity for a man of means. Edna’s overprotectiveness was maddening to the increasingly boy-crazy teen, but not without cause: Harold Nicholas referred to Horne as the only girl in the chorus he didn’t “get to.”


Edna was just as fussy over who her daughter picked as pals. According to historian Delilah Jackson, an expert on the Cotton Club era, Edna discouraged Lena from getting too friendly with the room’s tap-dancing virtuoso, Ernest “Brownie” Brown, because he wasn’t handsome enough. Years later, Horne would describe her young self to Gruen as “the most frustrated sixteen-year-old you’d ever want to see!”


The new Cotton Club Parade opened, and Horne acquitted herself nicely. But Edna was impatient. She kept her ears open for word of performers who had called in sick, then rushed forward with a solution: “My daughter can do it!” Lena could learn any dance on the spot and sang beautifully, she insisted. In truth, the teenager had no illusions about her voice. “I couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket,” she said. According to reporter Rosemary Layng, Horne would “sing in the dressing room, with the girls kidding her, but never in public.”


But Edna’s pushiness paid off so soon, and so often, that Horne got the reputation of teacher’s pet. “Lena was never just a chorus girl,” said Cleo Hayes. “She could be put in a chorus line, but before too long she would be taken out of the line and given something else to do.” And that’s what happened only weeks after she’d first set foot on the Cotton Club stage. One night, Aida Ward took ill, and a sub was needed to cover her solo, “On a Steamer Coming Over.” The club took a chance on Lena Horne. A quick study, she learned the number with little problem. After hours of drilling by Edna, the trembling girl stepped out to sing her first song for a Manhattan audience.


The results were competent and unmemorable, and soon Horne returned to the chorus. She knew she had no rhythm, so between dancing spots she stood in the wings, studying the blues singing of Leitha Hill, the crooning of Ward, and the airy swing of Adelaide Hall. Even if she couldn’t come close to their finesse, Horne had a perky likability to go with her looks, and got singled out for further solos. In the same show, she won a featured spot in a number called “Lady with the Fan,” written by Cab Calloway in honor of a famous Cotton Club fan dancer, Amy Spencer. A fan dancer, he explained later, “is a lady who comes out on the stage with her legs and arms and shoulders bare and only a fan in front of her. You’re never sure whether she’s wearing anything else.” Horne would have to enter on a bare stage wearing just a G-string and two pasties and holding the fan demurely in front of her; she would warble a quick chorus, then the showgirls, including Ruby Dallas Young, would parade out one by one, all holding the huge, unwieldy feather fans.


On opening night Horne made her entrance. “I promptly paraded out and fell,” she recalled. Her stint as the Lady with the Fan lasted one night. And still she kept grabbing center stage. Fayard Nicholas recalled a number he and Harold performed with Cab Calloway, “Keep Tempo.” Calloway “had to go on the road with his band,” said Fayard, “so they asked Lena Horne to take his place and sing this song with the Nicholas Brothers. And she did. And it was beautiful.”


Backstage, the resentment increased. “Whenever I would be picked, I sensed the flak,” Horne told Gruen. “You don’t always like it if you’re chosen. It’s not always a comfortable position to be in, especially if you know that it’s unfair. But anyway, I got noticed.”


Determined to improve, she paid close attention to the work of the headliners. Several were forming a new show-business tradition; it challenged racist notions of how a black entertainer should sound and act. This new breed stressed cultivation and refinement and pandered to no one; without ever raising their voices, they demanded respect. Leading his orchestra, Duke Ellington maintained a cool smile that implied control. His manner was aristocratic, his clothes more elegant than those of almost anyone in the audience. Ellington’s band was no freewheeling hot-jazz ensemble, but an impeccably arranged and rehearsed concert unit that burned at a low simmer. Unlike the risqué songbirds and near-nude showgirls on the Cotton Club stage, Adelaide Hall was a lady—demure, vocally trained, hands clasping a white chiffon scarf in front of her. But at select moments, Hall—a soprano from Brooklyn—would get hot. Her high voice broke into nimble scat, then she hiked up her skirt to do some tap dancing—a graceful kind, not the sort that begged for approval.


Avon Long garnered respect in a more aggressive way. Born in Baltimore, Long had studied to be a preacher, but he moved his evangelical fervor to the stage. His feisty singing and dancing skills earned him star billing at the Cotton Club and then on Broadway, where he played Sportin’ Life in a revival of Porgy and Bess. Long knew his worth, and at the Cotton Club he didn’t hesitate to inflame his employers. When a patron called him a “black nigger,” Long snapped back, “Oh yeah? Well, you’re a white nigger!” He was so outspoken that he was “fired from every show and rehired for the next.” Onstage, he and other cast members gave their jolly repartee a sarcastic edge, peppering it with inside digs at the audience. “Such applause would come out,” Long said. “We could survive on so many things of that particular nature.” After the show, when he and the other entertainers were sometimes called upon to sit at tables and amuse customers, they would glimpse the society folk on the dance floor, attempting such dances as the black bottom. “We’d go upstairs and crack up,” said Long.


Many of his colleagues already had illustrious pasts. Elida Webb had danced on Broadway in Lucky, a Jerome Kern musical of 1927, and in a 1932 revival of Show Boat. Isabel Washington, born in Savannah, Georgia, had played the part of a coldhearted temptress who steals Bessie Smith’s man in a now-historic film short of 1929, St. Louis Blues, the only existing footage of the Mother of the Blues. Washington also appeared in two all-black Broadway revues. Hyacinth Curtis had traveled to Europe in a Florence Mills show and joined Elida Webb in Lucky.


But in their attic dressing room, Webb’s chorines faced the tawdry realities of show business seven nights a week. They were crowded into a long, narrow space, one side occupied by racks of costumes, the other by dressing tables and mirrors. The dingy walls were hung with mirrors, and the dancers sat elbow to elbow, budget cosmetics and overflowing ashtrays spread out in front of them. Outfits were slung over chairs, and the air reeked of perfume, cigarettes, and sweat. It was a typical backstage chorus-girl scene; dancers at most of the big white nightclubs had it no better.


The Cotton Club, though, brought its own indignities. Most of the performers—even Ethel Waters and Adelaide Hall—were barred from using the restricted white street entrance, and had to come and go through a back door. The customers’ bathrooms were off-limits; the chorus girls didn’t have one at all, and had to relieve themselves in a basin. “Now it seems awful,” said Ruby Dallas Young in 2007. “But at the time it never occurred to me to complain.”


Indeed, most of them thought themselves lucky to be employed at the legendary nightspot and did their best to shrug off the conditions. “It was a real distinction to belong to the Cotton Club line,” said chorus girl Carolyn Rich Henderson. The job, she said, brought “good pay” throughout the Depression, and ensured future work. “Wherever you went,” she added, “people pointed you out as the highest type of glamour.”


Even the most talented chorines would never have gotten that job had they not been “high yaller.” Blond, blue-eyed mulatto Marian Egbert could have easily passed for white, her sister Christina for Mexican. Peggy Griffiths ended up marrying a New Jersey judge and living as his “white” spouse. Webb, like Harold Arlen, fought for the inclusion of darker-skinned girls, and in 1932 she was allowed to hire the club’s first, Lucille Wilson.


But hardly any others followed. “That’s the way things were in those days,” said Doris Bye, whose skin was unusually fair. “You just had to take it the way it was, and be glad that you were lighter or brown. They used to say back then, ‘When you’re white, you’re all right. When you’re brown, you can hang around. When you’re black, stand back!’” Bye laughed and clapped at the memory. “So we knew we were all right!”


For many of the so-called lucky ones, fair skin was a key to advancement and a point of pride. Elida Webb’s daughter, Druscilla Dawson, termed the chorines and showgirls “a snobbish group, because they were light.” Class elitism ran high in their circle. Dawson recalled one dancer’s snickering comment when a colleague of hers whipped out a curling iron before the show: “I don’t see why people don’t go to the hairdressers and get their hair done!”


Money and hardship were the great levelers. All the girls were earning the same pay, twenty-five dollars a week. While the club could surely have afforded to pay more, that salary lay in the top third of Depression-era incomes—this at a time when a decent apartment could be rented for fifteen dollars a month. The dancers worked hard for every cent. They had no night off, and performed two strenuous shows a night and three on weekends. They often doubled at theaters, for which they received a welcome bonus. But Bessie Dudley, a snakehips dancer from the club, told David Hinckley of the New York Daily News that she and her colleagues had to appease the cops by offering them free shows.


Cleo Hayes, a green-eyed, tawny-blond beauty, rallied for changes when few others would. She gathered her fellow Apollo Theatre chorines to go on strike for a raise of a few dollars—up to what the Cotton Club girls were paid. “That was about the best you could get,” she recalled in 2006. “They worked us very, very hard, but we were never reimbursed for what we had given of ourselves. That was here, that was in California in the movies, I don’t care where you went—if you were a chorus girl you had to fight for everything.”


If funds ran short, the dancers did what they had to do to get by—including, in some cases, a little prostitution. Getting near a Cotton Club girl wasn’t easy, because the mobsters guarded their investment strenuously; male admirers sent gifts upstairs, but couldn’t enter the dressing rooms. Decades later, most of the chorines denied strenuously that they’d traded their favors for cash, or that the gangsters had ever had their way with them, as people assumed. But Hayes acknowledged that it had happened sometime: “A couple of those girls, I guess that’s what they wanted.” Hyacinth Curtis even admitted to Delilah Jackson that she turned the occasional trick.


In most cases, “marrying up” was the goal, and Cotton Club girls were seen as trophy wives for even the loftiest of men. Isabel Washington met Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., there and gave up show business to wed him in 1933. Duke Ellington added Bea Ellis to his succession of girlfriends. Hyacinth Curtis became Mrs. Clarence Robinson; Winnie Johnson married Stepin Fetchit, the black comic actor of Hollywood fame.


How Lena Horne really felt at the time about her life amid mobsters was hard to discern; she smiled a lot, did a pro’s job, and otherwise kept quiet. She told reporter Glenn Plaskin that her grandmother’s hardness had rubbed off on her, enabling the girl to keep smiling and hide her fear. She recalled “an ability to keep myself to myself, and not let anybody see that I was really frightened.” Only years later did she talk of how she had felt onstage, when she would look out and see the club’s cigar-smoking thugs, brassy-looking babes at their sides. She felt their eyes burning into her. “I hated this exposure of them looking at me this way,” she said. The clientele offended her too: “I sensed that the white people in the audience saw nothing but my flesh, and its color.”


In the sixties, she began denouncing her launching pad as a “pigsty.” The so-called “Aristocrat of Harlem” was a “dreadful place,” she said, which exploited its talent in every possible way. The club’s veterans, she said, “were full of stories about how white people had drawn on their experience, taken their ideas for individual numbers—even for complete shows—and given them nothing in return.”


The owners did make some effort to reach out to the Harlem community. They sponsored outdoor soup kitchens to feed the Depression-era hungry; they booked their acts into the Lafayette Theatre, where anyone could see them. But according to Langston Hughes, the neighborhood wasn’t appeased. “Harlem Negroes did not like the Cotton Club and never appreciated its Jim Crow policy in the very heart of their dark community,” he wrote.


Cab Calloway didn’t disagree, yet he looked back on the club with a practical eye. “The money was good, the shows were fine, and the audiences and the owners respected us and our music. What else can I say about it? I don’t condone it, but it existed and was in keeping with the values of the day. It couldn’t happen today. It shouldn’t have happened then…. But on the other hand, I doubt that jazz would have survived if musicians hadn’t gone along with such racial practices there and elsewhere.”


Horne, too, made the best of things. For all her later protestations that she “didn’t want to be onstage,” her fellow chorines remembered her as one of the most driven of them all. Horne’s appearance in another Cotton Club film clip reveals a fast and determined learner. The girls, all clad in white and wearing matching flowers in their hair, are shown dancing in a whirlwind production number. Horne and her radiant smile are easy to spot. She doesn’t miss a step; she moves much more capably than she ever admitted she could.


In the dressing room, she confided her dreams to Hyacinth Curtis: “Someday I’m gonna be famous and I’m gonna have a big house. I’m gonna be nice to my children.”




Horne wasn’t feeling much warmth at home. She recalled Edna’s promise, after her marriage to Mike, that they would be a family at last. “But it was too late,” Horne said. “I was no longer a child. I was working in the line at the Cotton Club in Harlem and that kind of life grows you up fast.”


Her stepfather remained clueless as to the traumas of racism, and Horne’s resentment kept growing. “He couldn’t understand why we came in the back door of the Cotton Club, and you couldn’t come and see your children in the act if you were black,” she told John Gruen. “I’d want to punch him in the eye. And it caused a constant friction because somebody had to earn a living.” The fact that Mike, a foreigner, could go places in New York that she couldn’t galled her. It didn’t matter how good she looked, or that white big shots salivated over her. Nothing would override the fact that Horne was black and would be treated accordingly.


But there were compensations, for news about the Cotton Club’s gorgeous up-and-comer had started to spread. Horne’s Brooklyn admirer Alfred Duckett recalled the excited buzz about the local girl who’d made good; there in the old neighborhood, she’d turned into “a misty, distant, and fabulous legend.” The Anna Jones Dancing School held a class recital in February 1934, and Lena was proudly billed as a star attraction.


She was still sixteen when she moved officially into the spotlight. It happened in the twenty-fourth edition of the Cotton Club Parade, which opened on March 11, 1934. The show starred Adelaide Hall and Harlem favorite Jimmie Lunceford, whose orchestra teemed with flamboyant showmen. Avon Long was also in the cast.


Harold Arlen and his lyricist, Ted Koehler, had written a lilting sequence entitled “Spring Breaks Thru.” The show’s centerpiece, it opened with the dancing of Meeres and Meeres, then segued into a sprightly new song about eternal love, “As Long as I Live.” Long would sing it with a soubrette in the cast.


That now-forgotten cast member quit the show on short notice. Avon Long thought Horne could fill the spot nicely. Not everyone in charge agreed; as much as they liked her personally, nobody thought she was much of a singer. But Long fought for her, and since time was short, he got his way.


Horne would serve mainly as decoration; she would stroll out on Long’s arm, smiling sweetly, and sing just the eight-bar bridge. Arlen gave her some quick coaching, and Long walked her through her steps over and over.


In years to come, he chuckled as he described the response. Walter Winchell, the most influential columnist of the day, singled out the exciting new girl who sang “As Long as I Live.” He didn’t even mention Long, who marveled, “All she needed was eight bars!” Apart from getting featured billing, Horne had graduated from chorine to showgirl. This less strenuous role was reserved for the finest of Cotton Club beauties, who merely paraded on and off as decoration. In the spring of 1934, Winchell’s rival, Ed Sullivan, singled out Horne and Winnie Johnson as the two outstanding lookers of the group. All this attention made Horne believe that the Cotton Club “might be more than a job.”


In the dressing room, raised eyebrows and snide remarks greeted her. “You sure didn’t get that song on your voice,” said one of the girls. According to Horne’s first memoir, Edna demanded endlessly that she try harder. Good diction was paramount; so was feeling. “You’re telling a story in your song,” Edna explained. “Make the audience live it with you!”


Ultimately Edna’s wise advice became the hallmark of her singing. But for now, the struggle to “put feeling into that song” was so intense that it was making her hoarse. “I would sing one night, then the next night it would be gone. I couldn’t open my mouth!” Edna sent the teenager to a vocal coach in Harlem. Even after the Cotton Club Parade had closed, there was no rest for Lena. A pared-down version of the revue went on tour; along the way the girls were loaned out for various events. On every payday, Lena handed Edna her envelope, unopened. Having built her daughter up, the failed actress seemed all too ready to take her down. “If I had your opportunities,” she said, “I’d be the biggest star in the world.”


The warmhearted Ruby Dallas Young saw “a very unhappy person” in Lena. “I remember her sitting on my lap, and I told her, ‘Don’t worry, someday a Broadway producer will see you and make you a star.’ I should have hung out my shingle. I knew she would be somebody.”




Confirmation of that appeared in a 1934 Paramount movie short, Cab Calloway’s Jitterbug Party. It includes a glimpse of Horne in her first film appearance, apart from Cotton Club newsreel snippets. The short’s last song, “Call of the Jitterbug,” is set at a house party, where smartly dressed Harlem revelers play instruments and gleefully dance the Shim Sham. One can spot Horne twirling in a man’s arms, then standing in a line and tossing up her hands in exhilaration. Even in those fleeting moments, she outshines a roomful of uptown glamour girls.


The twenty-fifth edition of the Cotton Club Parade opened that September. “As Long As I Live” had been reprised, and Horne received even more prominent billing in the ads. Young’s wish for her younger colleague proved prophetic. Just after the opening, producer Laurence Schwab came to the Cotton Club in search of a girl for his new Broadway play, a voodoo thriller called Dance With Your Gods. The show would costar Rex Ingram, a strapping, handsome black actor of stage and screen, as the “first lieutenant” of a voodoo tribe. Schwab needed someone light enough to play a “quadroon girl”—the quarter-black offspring of a mulatto and a white—who becomes a voodoo sacrifice. The prettier, the better. From a stageful of fair-skinned beauties, Schwab chose Lena Horne.


She accepted eagerly. In a typically kind gesture, Herman Stark allowed her to skip the early (10:00 P.M. show at the Cotton Club so she wouldn’t feel overworked. She would rush back in time to do the midnight and 2:00 A.M. shows.


Written by Kenneth Perkins, a white playwright, Dance With Your Gods told the convoluted story of a Yankee reporter who visits New Orleans in hopes of seeing a voodoo ceremony. Jacques Boyean, a young Creole, helps him concoct a scheme. The two men will ask a local witch doctor, Mam’ Bouché, to curse an imaginary man for raping the daughter of a friend of theirs. Boyean gives the culprit a fabricated name, Amos Juvenal; he doesn’t know that an Amos Juvenal actually exists, and comes from a respected New Orleans family. Bouché discovers the ruse and wreaks revenge on Boyean for daring to toy with voodoo. She wills the spirit of Black Jack, a Negro just hanged for murdering his white rape victim’s husband, to invade the body of Boyean.


Once possessed, Boyean turns into what John Chapman of the Daily News deemed a typical Negro: “Swaggering, twirling a razor and talking like a longshoreman.” But Bouché’s curse backfires, and the now-apelike Boyean carries off the lovely virginal daughter of Amos Juvenal and tries to make her his voodoo bride. In the play’s pivotal scene, a voodoo wedding ceremony, drunken Negroes undulate and chant while six black musclemen pound drums. A girl is plucked out of the gathered crowd to become Boyean’s victim in effigy. That was Lena Horne. Chapman described the scene: “In a wild scene of drum-beats, shouts and orgiastic dances she is married to the recently hanged corpse of Black Jack.”


Over fifty years later, Horne recalled her part as “very silly” it required her “to do nothing more than go into a sort of voodoo dance, lots of drums throbbing and me being caught up in the hysteria of voodooism.” But after the indignities of the Cotton Club, Broadway was a relief. Compared to the competitive uptown chorines, the cast of this show felt like family. “I liked getting away from dancing through the tables,” she said, “having men look at me and blow smoke through my face.”


Dance With Your Gods opened on October 6, 1934. Panned by critics, it folded after nine performances. The play’s racist stereotype of black men as voodoo-obsessed rapists of white women went uncriticized in its day. Instead, Arthur Ruhl of the Herald Tribune voiced disgust at the gay audience members who went to see the “animated pornography” of the shirtless, muscular black actors.


Short though its run, Dance With Your Gods had put Lena on Broadway. It earmarked her more than ever as a girl on the rise. Black newspapers began keeping a close watch on the youngster and cheering on her every move. Her greatest booster, the Pittsburgh Courier, reported that she “had worked her way up from the chorus ranks to one of the best-liked entertainers ever to grace the floor of the ‘Aristocrat of Harlem.’” Others, recalled Horne, deemed her “too sophisticated for a colored girl.”


The Cotton Club didn’t think so. September of 1935 found her there again for the nightspot’s twenty-seventh revue. Horne’s stage time had grown considerably. The show paired her in several scenes with her fellow Brooklynite Emmett “Babe” Wallace, a handsome, burly singer with a booming bass-baritone voice. But Variety’s review was a valentine to Horne. “The champ looker in the outfit is Lena Horne, a beaut in any shade of color, who makes it so tough for the rest of the company that she’s purposely eased on and off quick after her numbers, otherwise they’d be still looking at her.”


Billy Rowe, a columnist for the Pittsburgh Courier and an enraptured champion of Horne’s, took credit for suggesting to her that it was time to leave the Cotton Club behind. She agreed. Even before Variety’s review had run, the New York Amsterdam News reported, “Lena Horne, the Cotton Club pretty, is planning a dramatic career in earnest.”


Horne wanted out, and Edna agreed. That was around December of 1935. A few years later, Lena started telling a tale of how she’d “escaped” from the mobsters’ clutches. It sounded like a scene out of a gangster film, and in repeated tellings it grew into a symphony of victimization—by her mother, by the mob, by show business, by whites in general. The trouble began, she said, when Edna managed to land her a job singing with Noble Sissle, a thriving black society bandleader of the day. Edna announced to her daughter’s employers that Lena would be leaving the Cotton Club. They were enraged, for Edna had signed her to a “lifetime contract” with the hoods, at twenty-five dollars a week. Under those terms, Horne complained, she would have remained in servitude there indefinitely. “That was my introduction to the white world,” she recalled.


When her stepfather showed up at the club to demand Horne’s release, “they did terrible things to him,” she said—including dunking his head in the toilet—and refused to let Horne go. Mike and Edna had to take emergency measures. “Actually they had to kidnap me,” she told Gruen. “When we wanted to leave, we literally had to flee in the night.” They headed for Philadelphia, where the job with Sissle awaited her.


It’s likely that her resignation did anger her employers, for Horne was a promising girl. But little evidence existed to back up her account. The Cotton Club girls knew one another’s business, but not the toilet story, until Horne began telling it years later. Ernest Brown, who was very much on the scene then, was surprised to hear it decades later. “I don’t think nothing like that happened,” he said. But by the time Horne popularized the tale, all involved parties had died. “If Lena thought the Cotton Club was a hellhole, God, I don’t know what anyone else would think, because they just adored her,” said Cleo Hayes.


As for the “lifetime contract” Horne’s mother had signed her to: “We didn’t have any contracts!” said Ruby Dallas Young. Even headliner Ernest Brown couldn’t recall ever signing one. It was hard to imagine the club binding in perpetuity an unknown who’d started out as a “bad dancer” who “couldn’t sing.” Once or twice Horne explained that this “lifetime contract” was actually a simple statement of terms, with no closing date of service.


It wasn’t even Edna who secured the job with Sissle. Reporter Rosemary Layng wrote that it was Flournoy Miller, a Cotton Club comedian and the coproducer of Sissle’s Broadway revue Shuffle Along, who offered to try to get Horne a job with the bandleader. According to Layng’s article, the youngster told Miller, “What would a band do with me? I can’t sing.”


“Are you willing to learn?”


“Oh, yes! But I don’t think my mother’d let me go…” She went. In unguarded moments, Horne told interviewers that it was indeed Miller who had set her up with Sissle.


Fictionalized as her story seems, its basic charge—that the Cotton Club exploited the race it purported to glorify—was hard to deny. Unlike her colleagues, she made no allowances for the bigotry of the times. To her the Cotton Club embodied all the indignity her grandmother had taught her to revile. She walked away with a lifelong disdain for nightclubs, which nonetheless became the focus of her career.


By the time she left it, the Cotton Club hadn’t far to go—largely because Harlem itself had imploded. In March of 1935, word spread that a black teenager had been beaten and killed by police. He’d stolen a pocket knife from Kress & Co., a white-run racist department store. In fact, the youth was Puerto Rican, and after his arrest he was released unharmed. But the rumors were enough to trigger a firestorm in what Alain Locke, the Harlem Renaissance writer and philosopher, called a “dark Harlem of semi-starvation, mass exploitation, and seething unrest.” Riots broke out that nearly destroyed the community; there were three deaths and an estimated two million dollars in property damage.


Mayor Fiorello La Guardia responded nobly. His WPA renovation project included numerous apartment buildings that lower-in-come blacks could afford to move into. But Harlem no longer seemed like a carefree playground for pampered whites; now most of them were too frightened to go. The Cotton Club moved to an address where whites felt safer, Broadway and Forty-eighth Street, near Times Square. A less discriminatory nightspot, the Plantation Club, took over its old location.


In September 1937, the new Cotton Club opened with many of the past headliners. It softened its racist admission policy; now the room welcomed Negroes of “the better class,” as Ebony would report. But its magic couldn’t be recaptured downtown, and profits sagged. In 1939, the IRS nailed Herman Stark for tax evasion. That year he began cutting corners; his revues were shorn of their grand costumes, sets, and chorus members, like a fallen general stripped of his medals. The club finally closed on June 10, 1940. It soon became the Latin Quarter, an all-white emporium of legend.


The Cotton Club girls would prove more durable than the landmark they’d helped make famous. Those who weren’t lucky enough to marry well became nightclub hostesses, secretaries, switchboard operators, salesgirls. Cleo Hayes worked as a barmaid for decades, while continuing to dance; in 1985, when she was past seventy, she teamed with three other Harlem chorines of her day and formed the Silver Belles, a song-and-dance act. Ruby Richards invested in Harlem real estate and made a fortune; Ruby Dallas Young had a much-touted affair with Joe Louis before marrying a businessman, then a politician. Hyacinth Curtis worked as a dental assistant and lived to age 104.


Nearly all of them looked back on the Cotton Club as the pinnacle of their lives, when they reigned high among the most desired women in Harlem. But Lena Horne had no nostalgia for that show-business landmark. “She was not thankful for what the Cotton Club had done for her,” said Isabel Washington. Horne only viewed it as a hotbed of abuses and saw no reason to be grateful.















CHAPTER 3







AT A TIME when café society had dozens of pet bandleaders to politely score its charity functions and debutante balls, Noble Sissle was unique; no other black maestro belonged to that soigné circle. Through his impeccable refinement, Sissle—forty-six when Horne met him—had climbed farther up the social ladder than any Negro musician of his day, including Duke Ellington. Even his name suggested royalty. Sissle’s band entertained at highbrow white functions in Paris, London, and New York, thrown by such society kingpins as the Rothschilds and Elsa Maxwell. The Duke and Duchess of York danced to Sissle’s music; so did the Prince of Wales. He’d even played the Kentucky Derby. The Indiana-born preacher’s son stood in tuxedo and tails, head held high, as he gracefully wielded a baton. A cool half smile never left his “lean aristocratic face,” as Horne remembered it.


To the black bourgeoisie and the blue-collar alike, Sissle was heroic. He employed Negroes of all shades, each one a nattily dressed symbol of politesse. Sissle believed they could wield a strong influence on conditions for their whole race—if they behaved themselves at all times. It was essential, he felt, that white observers see them as figures of high cultivation. That meant no smoking onstage, no raised voices or swearing anywhere near the job. No matter what insults they faced, every band member, said Horne, had to be “exemplary and demure so the white society types Sissle worked for wouldn’t say, ‘There go those black people messing up again.’”


If he struck some observers as a snob, high-handed, and “very opinionated,” as Cleo Hayes found him, Sissle had earned it. He’d graduated from Butler University, a bourgeois black college in Indianapolis. During World War I, he’d risen to the post of second lieutenant, and worked for his role model, James Reese Europe, a black society bandleader whose massive Clef Club Orchestra had introduced jazz to Carnegie Hall in 1912. Sissle and his partner, pianist Eubie Blake, cowrote Broadway’s first black musical smash, Shuffle Along. In 1937, he helped found the Negro Actors Guild.


As a conductor, Sissle had higher-minded goals than fine music. He led a competent dance band, polished and professional. Barely any “hot” jazz influence colored its orderly lines; that would have seemed unmannerly. Cleo Hayes, who danced in a USO tour with Sissle, had heard better. “Noble had good musicians,” she said—one of them was saxophonist Sidney Bechet, a star of traditional jazz—“but he was not an artist. I never saw him do anything but wave the baton. ’Cause he could not sing, he could not dance, and if he played an instrument, he hid it from me.”


January 1936 found the band playing in Philadelphia. Sissle needed a girl singer, and Flournoy Miller had convinced him to audition Horne. Off she went by train, Edna beside her, to sing for the princely conductor. She chose a favorite of the day, “I’m in the Mood for Love.” He didn’t think much of her voice, but he liked what he saw, including her decorum. He offered Horne the job. She jumped at it, but her mother came along with the deal. As Lena was only eighteen, Edna couldn’t leave her unguarded.


Before her first appearance, Sissle sat Horne down and instructed her firmly, “You must be a lady!” By that he didn’t mean some pampered socialite, but a woman who countered every black stereotype. Horne recalled his rules: “One must be neater and cleaner and more genteel in attitude so that one will be accepted for the sake of helping other Negro people!” Over and over, Sissle reminded her, “You are not a whore—don’t let them treat you like one.”


Then the real grooming began. He taught her how to walk onstage, how to speak and carry herself with that all-important dignity. She studied movement at the Harlem studio of Henry LeTang, a tap dancer who would one day choreograph such Broadway hits as Sophisticated Ladies and Black and Blue. Obviously her singing meant less to Sissle than her presentation. In one number, Horne would do a tap dance while wearing white gloves and a top hat. Her outfits—such as a dress suit with sequined tailcoat—were eye-catching, all the better to distract from her vocals.


One of her earliest jobs with Sissle was in February 1936 at the Howard Theatre, a prestigious black venue in Washington, D.C. Apart from Horne, the leader had ornamented his band with two dance teams and a boy singer, Billy Banks, who took some of the pressure off Horne by singing several duets with her. Every time she rose from her chair at the front of the bandstand, her knees shook with fear. Sissle was a star, and even though a blizzard was raging, his fans packed the Howard all week. Timidly as she sang, his lovely songbird was a treat for the eye. “Sissle’s new find, Lena Horne, made a tremendous hit,” wrote Jesse Mann in the Chicago Defender.


Horne was a dutiful student, but the adult world she’d been thrust into felt stifling. She missed school and the company of people her own age. The teenager was grateful to meet Cleo Hayes when Sissle’s band came to New York, and they stayed friends for years. Horne’s sweetness touched Hayes’s heart. “Lena was just a young girl, laughing and talking,” said the dancer. “You were so glad to see her. She always made me feel special.”


Soon Horne would learn why her employer had tried so hard to bolster her self-respect. The band would sweep into this or that town by bus to play at a white ballroom or social function; invariably they had to enter through the back door. Often they had no idea where they’d be sleeping. Sissle and his musicians would scout ahead for black families who were willing to take in a player or two; the rest of the musicians stayed in black hostels on the outskirts of town. Sometimes they drove around in the middle of the night, combing the streets for a place to stay. Everyone, including Horne, grew used to sleeping on the bus. Only there were they safe from the racist slurs they heard from some of the bluebloods they entertained, or from employees in white shops and diners.


Edna stuck to her daughter’s side; for a time, the unemployed Mike Rodriguez joined them, and Horne’s salary supported all three. If the bandmembers found Edna annoying, they hated Mike, who railed loudly about what he perceived as Sissle’s hypocrisy. How could the maestro insist his stepdaughter be a “lady” when he brought her to work in places she had to enter through some alleyway? Horne’s sympathy went to the band; Mike, she felt, could never have realized that racism had to be fought. “How could he understand?” she said. “He was a foreigner.” Mike and the light-skinned Edna could stay in almost any hotel they could afford. Eventually Sissle threw him off the tour.


The worst night she could remember occurred in Terre Haute, Indiana, where no hotel wanted them. The bus ended up parked on the grounds of the Clyde Beatty Circus. The din of the howling animals made it almost impossible to sleep, and Lena was traumatized. “Ladylike” treatment didn’t matter to her anymore; she would have settled for some basic humanity. But Sissle demanded they keep their chins up. Dignity was all.


Horne wanted more. Once again, she knew she hadn’t been hired for her talent, and she vowed to improve. Tirelessly she practiced her vocals. She dreamed of sounding as effortless as Orlando Roberson, who sang with the Harlem bandleader Claude Hopkins. As a Cotton Club chorine, she’d appeared on several bills with Hopkins; once she and Roberson teamed up on a schmaltzy hit of the day, “Cocktails for Two.” Her partner had such a high, light voice that when he sang on the radio, many listeners thought they were hearing a woman.


For Horne, singing was hard work and not much fun. But by March 11, 1936, Sissle felt she was ready to make her first record, and that day she cut two sides with his orchestra for Decca, a top label. The title, “Vocal by Leana Horne,” used a spelling she adopted briefly. In years to come, only the most discerning of ears could recognize the girlish voice on that platter. “That’s What Love Did to Me” found her doggedly trying to express the misery of a world-weary woman for whom “love put the clouds in the sky above.”


One can hear the lump in her throat as she struggled to connect with the words, to give them feeling and meaning, just as Edna had insisted she do. Horne gave them everything she had, and if that still wasn’t much, her obvious desire to tell a story set her apart from most of the generic band singers of the day. She also had a basic musicality; every note was in tune. She sounded more comfortable on the B-side, the flirty love song “I Take to You.” Horne sang it like a breathless high school girl on a date, full of spirit and hope.


But she seemed to lack any black-music influence at all, and Sissle’s musicians weren’t impressed. Neither were the members of one of Harlem’s favorite bands, Andy Kirk and His Twelve Clouds of Joy, who were in a studio down the hall on March 11. Kirk’s pianist was Mary Lou Williams, a fiery and versatile player who became one of the most influential women in jazz. To her, Horne was just another shallow beauty who couldn’t sing. In her diary, Williams recalled seeing Dick Wilson, Kirk’s tenor saxophonist, and the other musicians running outside between takes. Wilson had spied Horne and told his colleagues how gorgeous she was. They hurried into Sissle’s room to hear her sing. “In one voice they said, ‘Yeah, she’s beautiful’—and came back to our studio, where they stayed,” wrote Williams.


But among the black public her fame kept spreading. Her looks made her eminently photographable, and Horne posed eagerly for glamour-girl pictures. One of them showed her wrapped in the fur coat her father had given her; in another she grinned while twirling an umbrella.


In the spring of 1936, following the release of her 78 with Sissle, the teenager accepted a deal for the first of many print endorsements she would do in her life. The ads ran for months in the major black papers, including the Pittsburgh Courier and the Chicago Defender. The product, which came from Atlanta, was of a type popular until the sixties. Its name: Dr. Fred Palmer’s Skin Whitener Ointment. Beside a large photo of Horne’s face, a cartoonlike bubble pointed to her mouth. “Girls!” it said. “Here Is the Fastest Way to Really Lighten Skin!” The copy explained, “When surface skin is ugly, dark, Dr. Fred Palmer’s Skin Whitener Ointment lightens and brightens. Medium? It lightens and whitens. Light? Keeps it bright…. There is only one way to skin beauty, and to know the joy and happiness and better times that lighter, brighter skin will bring.”


The magic ingredient wasn’t specified. But typically, such creams used bleaching agents (sometimes lye) or hydroquinone, a chemical that inhibits melanin production. Given Horne’s eventual reputation as a symbol of fierce black pride, it seems jarring that, at eighteen, she agreed to endorse a skin lightener. But skin bleaching was long an accepted practice among blacks, and the fee, whatever she got, was surely appealing. To Horne’s friend of the eighties, the lawyer and activist Vernon Jordan, her appearance in those ads meant “nothing. She was young. She got paid.”


Edna, who had no qualms about passing, might easily have encouraged her daughter to take the job. Racial identity had long been a tangled issue among the Hornes. For all of Cora Calhoun’s committed work for Negro causes, she and her family lived lives that were patterned upon the white middle class. Fair skin was synonymous with upward mobility. Among women, said the actress Ruby Dee, “the impression was that if you were almost white, somebody fine would come along and take care of you and sweep you off to Germany, or wherever.”


At least Horne got to tour the country. The band had a packed spring and summer agenda in 1936. Slated for June was an important first in their careers, a run at the Moonlite Gardens, a white Cincinnati ballroom where no black band had ever performed. Sissle was proud. Two weeks before the opening, he and some of his men were in a car near Delaware, Ohio, heading to another job. They never got there, for another car crashed into theirs on the highway. Several of the musicians were injured, and their forty-six-year-old leader, who seemed like such a rock of invincibility, almost died. He sustained multiple fractures and a concussion.


Obviously, he wouldn’t be healed in time to open at the Moonlite Gardens. Horne visited him in the hospital. As she sat at his bedside, he gave an order: She had to step in as leader. Horne panicked. She only knew how to sing and dance a little, certainly not how to conduct. One of the musicians could take over, she said. “No!” declared Sissle. This job was crucial, and his group could not cancel. They needed a fetching presence out front with the right manners and the right look; otherwise they’d lose the job. Horne had no choice but to agree.


Word of Sissle’s accident had spread instantly, and his forthcoming gigs were canceled. But as soon as people learned about the amusing novelty he’d dreamed up—“a cute little girl swinging around in front of the band,” in Horne’s words—every employer hired them back. The orchestra fulfilled its booking at Coney Island, the Ohio ballroom to which Sissle and his men had been driving on the night of the accident. In front of a packed dance floor, the club manager read a wire Sissle had sent from the hospital, saying that although he couldn’t be there in flesh he was certainly present in spirit. Everyone cheered.


Horne smiled bravely as she stepped out and began moving Sissle’s baton through the air. “After the first awful moments, tension relaxed,” wrote Rosemary Layng years later. “She got her first laugh; the words started coming easy.” Horne sang a little and made the appropriate announcements. Instead of merely dancing by, white couples stopped to gape at the beautiful creature onstage who was doing a man’s job. Over sixty years later, Gene Mikell, a member of the reed section, described the results. “She was supposed to be directing, but we all knew what we were doing,” he said. “She was just a figurehead, a decoration. But she looked good, and she had a nice personality.”


Far from damaging business, Sissle’s accident and the stepping in of Horne proved a cause célèbre. On June 19, 1936, opening night at the Moonlite Gardens, customers packed the ballroom. Horne “took the patrons by storm,” wrote one of her cheerleaders at the Pittsburgh Courier. “She is being widely acclaimed as the new hit personality.”


The reporter added that while Horne was “intensely interested in her work,” she told him that she and her mother felt “a little lonesome” on the road, so far from home. If she felt pressured at having to carry the band’s immediate future on her young shoulders, she didn’t mention it. On the very first night of the Moonlite Gardens engagement, America’s greatest black hero of the day was in the boxing ring, risking far more than a few nightclub engagements. At twenty-two, Joe Louis—known as the “Brown Bomber”—was on his way to becoming the world’s second black heavyweight champion, after Jack Johnson. The match was hugely symbolic. Louis’s opponent was Max Schmeling, an iconic German prizefighter whom Hitler deemed an ultimate example of racial superiority. Though not a Nazi himself, Schmeling typified the growing Nazi threat, and many Americans hated him for it.


Among his people, Louis was godlike. And while a large portion of America was as racist as it was anti-Nazi, this sharecropper’s son from Alabama had even captured the white man’s fancy. That year he’d knocked out three white champions, Primo Carnera, Max Baer, and Paolino Uzcudun. In an age when Negroes were barred from many competitive games, notably major-league baseball, his achievements were unprecedented. Black youths had never had a role model like Louis, a simple man of superhuman reflexes, who embodied the most decent of Negro values. Unlike the incendiary Jack Johnson, who married white women and made his penis look even larger in his boxing shorts by wrapping it in gauze, Louis was groomed to be the ultimate credit to his race. Black men who felt castrated by whites saw him as a sign of hope.


David Margolick, author of Beyond Glory: Joe Louis vs. Max Schmeling, and a World on the Brink, detailed the process. Louis “would always be soft-spoken, understated and polite, no matter what he accomplished. He would not preen or gloat or strut in the ring…. He would always conduct himself with dignity…. When it came to women, he would stick to his own kind…. The press would be saturated with stories of Louis’s boyish goodness, his love for his mother, his mother’s love for him, his devotion to Scripture.” With his bulldog face and pug nose, he looked like a slightly oafish guy on the street, easy to identify with; in the ring he acted deadpan, robotic, and invulnerable to blows. Newspapers quoted him on his social responsibility: “If I ever let my people down, I hope to die.”


On June 19, millions of black people in America and countless more worldwide sat by their radios, listening to the fight and praying for Louis to win. During every break at the Moonlite Gardens, Horne and the musicians ran backstage to hear the broadcast. Their hearts sank in round four, when Schmeling knocked Louis down with a right jab to the chin. The Brown Bomber had never hit the canvas before. With each round he suffered new blows. Louis was losing.


Horne burst into tears, and the normally unflappable musicians were heartsick. Then they had to stroll back onstage, looking cool and regal. Only Edna was unmoved. She barely knew who Louis was, and had no idea why anyone should care so much about a boxing match. When Edna asked her why she was crying, Horne said, “He’s being beaten!”


“You don’t know this man.”


“But I do—he’s mine, he’s ours!”


Louis lost, but his race was counting on him to make good. One year later, he knocked out boxer James J. Braddock in Chicago and became world heavyweight champ. Then on June 22, 1938, Louis flattened Schmeling in a rematch. “For one night, in all the darktowns of America, the black man was king,” wrote British journalist Alistair Cooke. By that time, according to the vaudeville hoofer Leonard Reed, “blacks throughout the country generally had three pictures in their homes—the president’s, Jesus’s, and Joe’s.” A few years later, Louis and Horne would be carrying photos of each other in their pockets.


The memory of that first Louis–Schmeling match never left Horne: “I was identifying with the symbol that we had of a powerful man, an impregnable fortress, and I didn’t realize that we drew strength from these symbols.” Nor did she know she was becoming one of them. The Sissle band returned to the Howard Theatre in Washington, D.C. Nearby was an all-night, black-owned drugstore and diner. A student at Howard University’s School of Pharmacy, James E. Jackson, Jr., worked the graveyard shift. Before graduating from Howard, he would help found the Southern Negro Youth Congress, a historic forerunner of the civil rights movement. With that he began a long career in the trenches of the movement; he also held key positions in the Communist party.


After she got off work with the band, Horne would come to the drugstore with Edna for sandwiches. “This was a thrilling moment for James!” said his wife and fellow activist, Esther Cooper Jackson. “He was so honored to have Lena Horne come in. There were several people behind the counter but he always wanted to be the one to serve Lena Horne.”


Sissle rejoined the band on July 21 for another weighty engagement; this would be the first appearance of a black orchestra at Boston’s Ritz-Carlton Roof. Horne stayed with the band throughout the fall. But the rapport between her and her lofty father figure had “cooled,” reported the New York Amsterdam News. Sissle wanted his spotlight back, and the paper reported that he “shifted Lena to a secondary role, and hired [singer] Edna Harris and lifted her above the former Cotton Club favorite.”


Now eighteen, Horne remained frustrated in many ways. She continued to don the smothering mask of a lady, and felt her girlhood slipping away. Men showed interest in her everywhere—and she in them—but her mother was there to extinguish any budding romance. Edna, said Horne, “was as rigid on the subject of sex as a nineteenth-century Victorian,” and warned her that “if I didn’t marry the first man I had, I would go to hell.” For a “virtuous though hot-blooded” girl, as she called herself, the situation was maddening.


According to the New York Amsterdam News, the tension between Lena and Edna exploded around Christmastime 1936. The teenager fled to Pittsburgh to visit her father, whom she longed to know better. Horne would give a more romantic account of their reunion in her biography Lena; there she claimed that Teddy drove down to Cleveland, where the Sissle band was playing, and took her back to Pittsburgh. One thing was sure—she wanted away from Edna.


Teddy Horne had never approved of his daughter’s career on the stage. That may be why he introduced her to his friend Louis Jones, a Baptist minister’s son. Among young black men of his generation—he was then twenty-eight—Jones stood out. He’d attended a southern Negro college; after that he’d worked for the Young Democrats in Pittsburgh. Now he did publicity for the Cleveland Indians while hoping for a career in politics. Along the way he’d honed a suave, man-about-town veneer much like Teddy’s. Early photos show an attractive, light-skinned man with straightened hair, parted and slicked back, dressed in an elegant double-breasted suit.


To Avanelle Harris, a young dancer who would appear in several of Horne’s films, Jones was a “snob.” Pittsburgh locals knew him as a playboy. And despite Horne’s description of him as “very handsome and very black” and quite the catch, Doris Bye wasn’t impressed. Jones would later operate a nightclub in Ohio where she and her sister Hortense danced. “He was peculiar-looking; he wasn’t no nice-looking fellow,” said Doris.


But Horne was smitten. “He charmed her,” said Cleo Hayes, who had met Jones before Horne did. “I didn’t like him, not really.” Hayes never forgot his grand, chilly “How do you do?” when Horne reintroduced them. But Jones was striving for the high polish and confident air that an ambitious black man needed in a white world; it hardly differed from the façade Noble Sissle ingrained in his musicians. Jones had big ambitions to enter politics, and he wanted the proper wife on his arm. His courtly manner impressed her, and she couldn’t get over how nice he seemed. “I don’t know if he really respected me,” she said, “but he seemed to.” In early January, approximately three weeks after they’d met, Jones proposed. Though she hardly knew him, Horne said yes. “Why wait?” she told the Pittsburgh Courier. “We love each other and that is all that matters.”


Edna was incensed to see her throwing away her chance at stardom. “It’s the end of your life,” she declared. But Jones promised her a stability she’d barely had since childhood; marrying him would also get her away from Edna, and closer to her father. There were many naysayers, wrote the Courier’s scribe. “But love ruled, and darling Lena shook her head. ‘It’s love and a home,’ she said, and no amount of persuasion could change her decision…She is contented to be a wife…the greatest and grandest place a woman can occupy.”
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