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The Christian parents have long ago gone

to their Heavenly home,

leaving the religiously trained descendants happy

in Earthly homes of their own.
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Prologue

There are at least two known burial grounds at Monticello, the estate that was Thomas Jefferson’s home. One is near the main house and surrounded by an imposing wrought iron fence. It is populated with tombstones marked “Jefferson,” “Randolph,” “Taylor,” and the surnames of other kin. Jefferson’s grave is marked by an obelisk adorned with an inscription of how he wished to be remembered:

HERE WAS BURIED
THOMAS JEFFERSON

AUTHOR OF THE DECLARATION OF AMERICAN INDEPENDENCE OF THE STATUTE OF VIRGINIA FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM & FATHER OF THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA

The graveyard is still in use. It is the only property on the former plantation not owned by the Thomas Jefferson Foundation, the nonprofit that owns and manages Monticello, but by a group called the Monticello Association, whose members are direct descendants of Thomas Jefferson and his wife, Martha Wayles Skelton. From time to time, members of the association gather for a burial or a wreath-laying ceremony to commemorate their legendary ancestor. Only Jefferson, his white family, and their descendants and spouses are buried there. Only they are welcome. That was made painfully clear a few years after a white descendant invited dozens of his Black cousins to an association reunion. They were guests because they too can trace their origins to the third president.

They were descendants of a liaison between Jefferson and a woman he enslaved, Sally Hemings. In 1999, as the cousins, white and Black, mingled cordially at Monticello and at lunches and cocktail parties, the media followed. The news reports that followed made reconciliation seem possible, even imminent. But three years later when the same white cousin who had orchestrated the reunion sought membership for his Black kin, they were shut out. According to witnesses in 2002 when a vote was taken at the association’s annual meeting, a near-riot erupted as white members, fueled by two centuries of denial about who fathered Hemings’s children, furiously objected. The episode made the national press. “There was my family being racist on the front page of the New York Times,” lamented a white descendant twenty years later.

A short walk down the mountain along a gravel path and near the entrance of Monticello’s Visitor Center is another gravesite. Bordered by a parking lot, a few trees, and wooden rail fencing is a burial ground for those who were enslaved on Jefferson’s plantation. Here are no obelisks or tombstones, only large rocks marking where people—my people—are buried. No one knows the names of those interred there, only that they were enslaved at Monticello.

The burial ground, like much of African American history, was almost lost forever.

What saved it was an oral tradition, which for centuries was how America’s Blacks remembered their past. The story goes that when old-timers who had spent their lives living in the shadows of Jefferson’s mountain heard that the graveyard was to become a parking lot, they spoke up. They knew bodies were buried there because their mothers and fathers, who had heard it from their mothers and fathers, said it was so.

We can only speculate about who might be buried there. Perhaps Ursula Granger, whose reputation as a great cook induced Jefferson to purchase her at his wife’s request in 1773. It was Ursula’s breast milk that saved the life of the couple’s sickly six-month-old daughter, named Martha after her mother, when her ailing mother was unable to nurse her. Were it not for Ursula I would not be here, because the child she saved would become my great-grandmother four times over. Or skilled worker Cate Hubbard, my four-times-great-grandmother. Two of her sons were among Monticello’s few “runaways.” Or Elizabeth Hemings, who came to Monticello with her ten children when Jefferson’s father-in-law, John Wayles, died in 1773. Elizabeth’s remains might rest near her cabin or the burial ground, but we will never know. Though they were human beings, they were treated like property, passed down to Wayles’s daughter Martha as part of her inheritance, just like money, land, and livestock. However, the Hemings clan was linked to Martha by an unacknowledged kinship. Wayles was the father of six of Elizabeth Hemings’s children, including the infant girl Sally. They were Martha’s half-siblings, and in a different world they would have been considered Jefferson’s in-laws.

Hundreds of Black people spent their entire lives held captive on a five-thousand-acre plot of mountainous land laboring, as Jefferson put it, for his “happiness” while trying to carve out some happiness of their own.

Aside from an inconspicuous panel describing whose remains may be inside the fencing of the enslaved graveyard, there is little to indicate that this space is hallowed ground. There have been reports that some visitors, assuming the site is a dog park, have allowed their pets to urinate on the trees next to the graves, oblivious to the history they were desecrating. Yet I am not oblivious to it. I can’t be.

The Jeffersons, Randolphs, and Taylors at the top of the mountain are as much my kin as the Hemingses and Hubbards whose remains might be at the bottom. But my heart rests with the souls in the graveyard of the enslaved. It is at their final resting place that I find solace and inspiration. It is their spirit that spurs me forward, even when I am feeling weary and battle-scarred after another day spent fighting for equal recognition of Black history that for many is merely an afterthought.

The gravel path from the enslaved at the bottom of the mountain to the enslavers at the top is less than a mile long. But the chasm this distance symbolizes is as deep and dark as the ship hulls that carried human cargo across the Atlantic during the Middle Passage. It began more than four hundred years ago when the first captured Africans were brought to the British colony of Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619. A complex entanglement between Blacks and whites also emerged, one that has left virtually all African Americans with European DNA.

There are few places where those woven relationships are as well chronicled as those that existed at Monticello. At least four generations of Hemingses had close relations with Jefferson family members, from his father-in-law to his great-great-grandson, the man who became my great-grandfather.

I did not grow up knowing this history. In fact, like many Americans I was not taught that the principal author of the Declaration of Independence—the man who declared that all men are created equal—owned human beings. However, from the moment I learned the family lore that we are Jefferson descendants, I was intrigued by the mystery of our family’s origins and set out to try to uncover the truth. Sometimes intentional, sometimes not, I have made choices throughout my life that brought me to where I am today—to Monticello, the epicenter of the American paradox—and of my family’s story.

While some might have been repelled by a place where their ancestors were enslaved, I was drawn to it. From my very first visit to the plantation, I knew I wanted to work there. I was in my early forties—no youngster—when I finally took the time for the two-hour drive from my home in Washington, DC, to Charlottesville, Virginia. It was the spring in 2004, and until then I had always been too busy with school, then college and career, followed by marriage and family. But once I carved from my schedule two days to spend in Charlottesville, I was captivated by Monticello’s hypnotic beauty. The sun-kissed flower gardens and the winding paths beneath a cloudless blue canopy made it seem like I was strolling through a Monet or Renoir painting.

During that first visit, as I explored the home that Jefferson designed, I waited in vain for the guide to talk about the enslaved people who built the house. Their stories, I believed, reflected my own family’s and those of millions of people descended from the enslaved. That day in 2004 the questions sparked when I was an inquisitive child began to grow into something more compelling, something deeper, what activists might describe as a cause, and what the spiritual might define as a calling. That calling was the voice of my ancestors demanding to be heard and imploring me to be their spokesperson. That calling was my ancestors guiding me to confirm the family lore and reclaim our place in American history. That calling was my destiny.

What started for me as a sheltered thirteen-year-old’s curiosity about my family’s unproven ties to Thomas Jefferson became a passionate cause, and finally an unlikely late-life career.

My fifty-year-long journey began in a cloistered community in Washington, DC, called Eastland Gardens. The neighborhood was distinct, for it was one of few in the nation designed, built, and owned by Blacks.
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Eastland Gardens

July 26, 1957

I grew up “Negro rich.” It meant that my family was well-off for Black people. I attended parochial school for which my parents paid hefty tuition, went to an exclusive summer camp where I learned to swim, and spent vacations in California. My family spent leisure time at Highland Beach, Maryland, the Black resort founded by Frederick Douglass’s grandson and where my mom’s family once owned a house and a hotel. When I was sixteen, my dad gave me a brand-new car, a red Mustang. He paid cash for it.

Although our family was comfortable, thanks to Dad’s employment in what folks in Washington, DC, call “a good government job,” we were not part of the city’s Black elite. That status was reserved for the families of doctors, dentists, and perhaps a few successful lawyers and businessmen. We were always right on the periphery, invited to the parties but not members of the club. But we were a close family, proud to be Jessups, and for us that was special enough.

Born in Washington, DC, on July 26, 1957, the same year the city became majority Black, I was the youngest of Cedric and Theresa Jessup’s five children, my mother’s so-called menopause baby. She was almost forty years old when she had me. Dad was forty-three. Their oldest, Janice, was nineteen, Cedric Jr. was seventeen, Pat was fourteen, and Bruce was nine. The family, especially my sisters, doted on me. They dressed me in pastel-tinted crinoline-lined dresses and tied ribbons in my fuzzy sandy brown hair. Mom made sure I had color-coordinated patent leather shoes, lace-trimmed socks, and white gloves. Properly attired, I accompanied my big sisters downtown for tea at Woodward & Lothrop, one of Washington’s high-end department stores and a place where just a few years earlier, people who looked like us would not have been welcome.

The nation’s capital and its suburbs were segregated until the Supreme Court ruled in 1954 that racial segregation violated the Constitution. While I never knew of “whites-only” facilities, my parents and older siblings were all too aware of the distinction. Even as an adult, many decades later my brother Bruce still pined over being locked out of Glen Echo, an amusement park in Maryland only a few miles from our house in Northeast Washington that ran seductive commercials on TV featuring a massive roller coaster and an Olympic-size pool accompanied by a catchy jingle:

Glen Echo Amusement Park,

a place to have fun,

boy it’s a date!

The youngsters splashing in the pool or laughing on the carousel were all white. Black people like my brother were not invited. For Bruce, the snub has never stopped stinging.

As the youngest of the Jessup children and a privileged member of what some people derisively called the “bougie” Black middle class, I was oblivious to my brother’s discomfort or to anyone else’s. My parents knew all about segregation and how humiliating it could be, but they did their best to protect their children. They were like many other Black parents of their generation. So protected was I that my earliest memories were feelings of confidence and security. Almost six decades later, I still remember an afternoon standing on our sunlit back porch and feeling like the luckiest little girl in the best family, the best city, and the best country in the whole world.

And why not? My family treated me like a princess. Sometimes Mom placed on my head the rhinestone-studded tiara she wore to her fancy parties. At my first ballet performance, I was the only little girl whose pink tutu included a crown.

Like my parents and older siblings, I was always perfectly turned out. When Washington’s once-segregated doors finally opened, my family walked into department stores, boutiques, restaurants—and even Glen Echo—as if they owned the place. I, “Little Gayle,” was right there with them, never knowing that we had been anything but welcomed.

Because I was born into a family of adults and older teens, I always felt protected and spoiled. My sisters brought me gifts, little things like plastic dolls, Bazooka bubble gum, and tiny pet turtles. “Where’s my ‘kaprize’?” I chirped, unable to pronounce “surprise,” when Janice and Pat returned home from work or school. I treated their gifts like treasures, hiding them from Bruce, who took perverse pleasure in destroying what I loved. He was jealous that I had stolen his “youngest-in-the-family” status. Still, I adored him as only a younger sister who looks up to an older brother can.

Race was never discussed in our house, at least not within my hearing. I occasionally heard someone say “Negro,” “Colored,” or “white,” but those words held no significance to me, as they came without context. No one, for example, explained to six-year-old me that the 1963 March on Washington was about “jobs and freedom” for Black people. In fact, no one explained to me that I was Black. At 1120 Forty-Second Street Northeast, in the heart of Eastland Gardens, we were simply American. Like most American households of the era, my father was king.

Daddy was very much like “Jim,” the patriarch of my favorite childhood TV show Father Knows Best. Played by Robert Young, the show’s main character seemed so much like my own dad, right down to the suits, hats, ties, and sweaters. It never registered that the characters didn’t look like me or my family. In fact, what I saw was my family.

That’s how things were in the 1960s. Dads like mine went to work as doctors, lawyers, engineers, postal clerks, school principals, educators, and government employees. The moms stayed home, prepared meals, kept house, and reared the children. If they were really lucky, they had a housekeeper. Much of the time, we were really lucky.

Of course, there was a big difference between our family and the ones I saw on TV, and it wasn’t our race. It was our religion. We were Catholic. That’s what mattered most in our household, Catholicism, character, and tradition. “John Kennedy is Catholic,” I’d hear my parents boast about the first Catholic president. One of the few times I saw my mother cry was when Lee Harvey Oswald assassinated President Kennedy right before Thanksgiving in 1963. I cried too because she was crying. I adored my mother. Aside from the little girl who lived next door, she was my best friend.

Our family was so devout that we not only attended Mass every Sunday but prayed together every evening after dinner. One of my most vivid memories is of Mom bringing me into the living room where Dad and my siblings were already assembled. The room was stuffed—floor-length gold drapes; a baby grand piano, which we all learned to play with various skill; a rose-colored sectional sofa; a cocktail table; end tables; and accent chairs. I was only three years old, and by this time, my siblings were adult size. They looked like giants—the kindly type—to me.

I tip-toed into the room, squeezing between my two sisters, Janice and Pat, and tried to make out what was going on. My father stood looking solemn in front of the brick fireplace. On the mantel facing him was a foot-tall ceramic statue of Jesus looking down at us with sad, forgiving eyes.

There was a mirror on one wall and family photos on the piano, but Jesus’s figure dominated the space. Amidst my mother’s meticulously decorated room, it seemed out of place, even to me. The statue of Jesus, dark hair touching his shoulders, displayed bloody holes in his hands. One hand was held up as if in absolution, while the other pulled back a red, ceramic robe to expose a bleeding heart. As a little girl, I should have been frightened by the goriness of the thing, but I wasn’t. I had seen the statue so many times that Jesus and his bleeding heart seemed normal to me.

Everyone was quiet as Dad said, “Please bow your heads. Let us pray.” Following his instructions and everyone’s example, I did as I was told. However, those were the only words I understood. What followed was unintelligible to me. Dad somberly spoke first, followed by the family’s response that sounded like a chorus of bumble bees. It wasn’t long before I lost interest and was on the floor playing with the feet of my all-in-one pajamas and nodding off into sleep. The evening ended with Dad carrying me upstairs to bed and Mom kissing me goodnight.

It was not until first or second grade when I was a student at St. Francis de Sales Elementary School that I got a clearer picture of what all that praying was about. Religion was part of the curriculum, as was reading, math, art, and music. It was a respectable education that laid the foundation for future success. Even now, I occasionally play in my mind a tune I learned in elementary school, “There’s a Hole in the Bucket”: “There’s a hole in the bucket, dear Liza . . . Well, fix it dear Henry . . . With what shall I fix it, dear Liza? . . . With an ax, dear Henry . . .” And so on. It was an early lesson in problem solving and logical thinking. We also learned “Kumbaya”; however, Sister James Lucille didn’t explain to our class of mostly Black students the song’s African American origins. We probably wouldn’t have understood if she had, as my classmates were as oblivious to race as I.

The nuns were from the Order of St. Joseph and were armored in full habit: black, ankle-length skirts, stiff white bibs, snug head coverings, and veils that students assumed hid the sisters’ bald heads, as not a single strand of hair was visible. To me, they looked like the nun in one of the books Mom read to me, Madeline, about a little French girl at a Catholic boarding school in Paris.

I liked my teachers, even when they tried to explain incomprehensible things, like transubstantiation (wafers and wine turning into the body and blood of Christ) or transfiguration (Jesus ascending into heaven). I trusted the sisters and believed what they told us, even what sounded magical and superstitious.

St. Francis was in Woodridge, a neighborhood about a fifteen-minute drive from our house in Eastland Gardens. Mom chose the school because she had taken a job teaching kindergarten at a nearby daycare where she would briefly work with a woman whom she had long admired from one of Washington’s elite Black families.

Every morning, Mom would drop me off near the schoolyard parking lot where kids lined up and said the Pledge of Allegiance before marching, like little soldiers, to class. Until I was old enough, about ten, to walk to her job, Mom picked me up from school or from a friend’s house. Driving home was our chance to review the day’s activities. I usually wanted to talk about playground cliques. Mom, always instructing, had her own agenda: “What was the most interesting thing you learned today? Let’s recite your times tables. Remember, read silently to yourself, not out loud with your lips.”

My mother was a very good teacher. I learned to spell “Mississippi” sitting at our yellow Formica kitchen table long before Sister James taught us how to read “see Spot run” in Fun with Dick and Jane. I wasn’t a showoff in class, but I liked being smart.

By first grade, the long-practiced ritual of the family praying together had ended because the house was emptying. Jan had graduated from college, was teaching elementary school, and had her own apartment. Pat, ever the free spirit, had bolted to Los Angeles and gotten married. And last, Bruce was about to be shipped off to St. Emma Military Academy, a boarding school for Black boys in Powhatan, Virginia, almost a two-hour drive from DC. The campus had a history. It was built on a plantation called Belmead where 150 people had been enslaved.

My other brother, Cedric Jr., Dickie we called him, did not live with us, and had not since he was a child. He was sent away long before I was born. Pictures of him show a cute little boy with large eyes, a turned-up nose, and a head full of big curls. His hair clippings that Mom saved in a small manila envelope were gingerbread brown. The family thought he resembled a 1930s child star named Dickie Moore, thus the nickname he carried the rest of his life.

By all accounts, he was an adorable child. However, early on there were troubling signs. Dickie was not reaching the milestones that parents look forward to—not rolling over or cooing or responding to familiar voices. My parents, young and hopeful, sought help.

It was the early 1940s, and the doctor who assessed his case was not nearly as polite as medical professionals would have been had Dickie been born and diagnosed decades later. “Cognitively challenged” is what my parents would have been told in the twenty-first century, but in the mid-twentieth, the diagnosis was “mentally retarded,” a social stigma in those days.

My grief-stricken parents took their baby home and tried to raise him with Jan, who was not quite two years old. But it was too much. As Dickie grew older and became mobile, he would run away from Mom or scream or throw and break things. Eventually, he became a threat to himself, to Jan, and to the family’s new baby, Patricia.

My parents decided that their only choice, the only one that would help him and save their other children, was to make Dickie a ward of the state. When he was eight years old he was sent to live at a place called the District Training School for the Mentally Retarded, a sprawling developmental center in Laurel, Maryland, about thirty miles from their home. In the 1960s, the name was changed to Forest Haven. Dickie was cared for at a facility at the complex called Children’s Center.

Mom and Dad never talked about what it felt like to have their child institutionalized and raised by strangers. But years later, my mother’s older sister described to me what it was like the day Dickie was “sent away.” It was a weekday, so Janice was at school. Mom’s family——her mother, a brother, and her three sisters—were at the house. Everyone was crying. Dad, usually unemotional, broke down as well. My aunt said Mom was inconsolable. It was as if someone had died.

In some ways, the family never recovered. According to Jan, in the early years our house was an entertainment hub. Dad’s friends would come over to shoot pool, Mom would host parties, kids would play ball in the backyard. All that changed after Dickie’s departure. The house, Jan said, went from glee to gloom.

However, by the 1960s when I was growing up, aside from the solemnity of those evening prayers, the household seemed like a cheery place—as I said, like the family-friendly sitcom Father Knows Best.

That’s when big, gas-guzzling cars and leisurely Sunday drives were wholesome. For our middle-class family, it was another activity that made us typically American, like visiting the Washington Monument or eating TV dinners or watching Bonanza. “We’re going for a ride after church,” Mom announced most Sundays, as if it were a fresh idea.

Often the three of us, my parents and I, would jump in the family’s silver Pontiac Catalina with the black vinyl top and make the thirty-minute drive to Children’s Center in Laurel that housed Dickie. It was no coincidence that my mother’s two unmarried sisters also lived in Laurel. One of them had taken a job as an administrator at Children’s Center. She was always on hand to make sure my brother was well cared for.

My aunts lived together with their two Chihuahuas, Geronimo and Pocahontas, in an unpretentious one-level house with screen doors that slammed closed with a loud thud. They were always unlocked, and neighbors would drop by unannounced. The informality reminded me of being at the beach. My parents would leave me with my aunts while they visited my brother. “We’re going to Children’s Center to see Dickie,” Mom would say. I was uninvited. As always, my parents were trying to shield me from what they thought would be a stressful experience, and I didn’t question their judgment.

I can remember only one visit with Dickie during a Sunday outing when I was around ten years old. We were in the car for a short ride, just long enough to create a memory. I sat beside Dad, who was driving, while Mom was in the backseat with my brother. Mom had a loaf of Wonder Bread, which she used as a tool to connect with her son. As she broke off pieces of the spongy, white bread, he kept asking for more. “Bread,” he said over and over. Dickie knew what he wanted and was able to communicate it, although in the most rudimentary way. Mom looked joyful as she watched him chew, her face never betraying disappointment or hurt. Later that day, I heard her tell Dad that Dickie could take apart a toy clock and put it back together. She was hopeful, always hopeful.

Dad, ever stoic, had little to say about my brother that day or on any other. However, years later when I was in my thirties with a son of my own, he opened up. I was visiting one afternoon when I found him in bed fully dressed and staring at the ceiling. Dickie was now living in a group home, and Dad had just come from a consultation with his caregivers. “It’s very depressing, you know. He’s my namesake,” he told me. My father was more sensitive than he liked to reveal.

That was one of the few times we talked about the family’s second born. He was treated like a secret. In spite of the stigma then associated with intellectual disabilities, I don’t think my parents were ashamed of him, but rather they preferred to bury the pain. Whatever the case, I would learn that Dickie was not the only family secret.

Indeed, covering up painful or embarrassing matters was almost as much a family tradition as saying the rosary every evening had been. It began with the circumstances of my parent’s marriage.
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Deanwood

February 1938

Cedric Jessup and Theresa Green were teenage sweethearts. They grew up in the same neighborhood of Deanwood. Remote and isolated on the far outskirts in Northeast Washington, it was a place unto its own where Blacks of all economic classes blended into a close-knit community. Homes designed by notable Black architects—including J. Alonzo Plater, my mother’s brother-in-law and the architect of our house on Forty-Second Street—dotted a landscape of farmland, family grocers, and local shops. There was even a movie theater. It was also home to famous people like R&B singer Marvin Gaye and civil rights activist and educator Nannie Helen Burroughs, as well as a cadre of Black middle-class and working-class homeowners.

Yet in spite of Deanwood’s small-town feel, Theresa and Cedric did not meet until she was sixteen and he was nineteen. They were in a church play, Romeo and Juliet, where they both had bit parts. She was pretty, vivacious, and smart. Everyone called her “Billye,” which seemed to suit her. Enrolled at Dunbar, Washington’s legendary Black college-prep high school, she planned to be a teacher. Being a Dunbar student meant something special. One of the nation’s first high schools for academically inclined Black youth, Dunbar was well known around the country for educating the city’s best and brightest students and sending them off to elite colleges and universities, including the Ivy League. Among its many celebrated alumni were Negro History Week founder Carter G. Woodson, US Senator Edward Brooke, and blood bank innovator Dr. Charles Drew. Noted suffragist Mary Church Terrell taught there. It was the same school Billye’s mother, Christine Hunt, attended when it was called M Street High School, and the same one from which her oldest daughter would one day graduate.

When Theresa met Cedric, he was already a Dunbar graduate and a sophomore at Howard University, where he played football and took pre-med classes. He was going to be a doctor. His ambitions matched well with her dreams for the future and with her socially connected family. Billye’s father, Delafosse Green, had been a celebrated chef for two US presidents. No one knew who taught him his culinary skills, but it could have been his father, Shelton Green. Shelton was enslaved in Virginia, and his military records indicate that he was a Civil War cook and, after that, a coachman at the French Embassy in Washington, DC. That was where he heard the name “Delafosse,” whose French roots translate as “from a ditch.” Whatever its meaning, Shelton apparently thought it exalted when he named his youngest son.

One can only guess these things, because Billye did not seem to know the details of her father’s background, only that he had been a chef on the president’s train and a bit of a bon vivant who liked to gamble. The family swore that one of his gambling successes inspired her first word. “Money,” she squealed when her father came home with so much that he tossed it into the air like a handful of rose petals. Her love for affluence—or the appearance of it—never ended.

During Reconstruction, the years that followed the Civil War, freed Black men and women flooded the nation’s capital. Many found decent jobs working for the federal government. Even after Reconstruction ended and during the Jim Crow years, when systemic racism was institutionalized, some Black people could find a modicum of success in DC working for the federal government. Most jobs, however, were limited to skilled labor.

Delafosse, who was born in Washington in 1882, was among the lucky few to find gainful employment. He started out as a cook for the famous Pullman Company and ultimately made his way onto the government’s payroll. He was on President William Howard Taft’s domestic staff but found a slice of fame working for President Woodrow Wilson, who took office in 1913. Wilson was a fervent racist who screened The Birth of a Nation at the White House. But my grandfather must have had a gift for getting along with anyone. He was probably also a culinary genius.

He was often mentioned in not only the Negro press but in white-owned papers as well, including the Washington Star. At first, he was merely a supporting cast member, as in a 1915 Wilmington, Delaware, newspaper article about the dietary preferences of Wilson and his wife-to-be. He reportedly prepared chicken consommé, fried chicken à la Maryland (Southern style), sweet breads on toast, and charlotte russe. Getting the name wrong, the writer quoted Delafosse: “Adolphus Green, negro cook on the presidential specials for years extended himself to serve his new mistress. ‘Ah suttenly will serve some luncheon today,’ he confided.”

Since the reporter got the name wrong, he probably misrepresented his manner of speaking as well, imposing an obnoxious stereotype on the high school–educated, Washington, DC–born cook. I hate to imagine him bowing and scraping to his “new mistress.” But if he did, he would have been like millions of other Black men and women forced to condescend, appease, and appeal to the prejudices of white people in order to curry their favor. For Blacks, their very survival depended upon subservient behavior. It wasn’t slavery, but it was not equality either.

A few years later in 1919, Delafosse reached the height of his celebrity when he was featured in a story in the Washington Times. The headline read “The King of Cooks.” The story was a fairly detailed account, describing how he looked (“a stoutish neat, bustling colored man”), what he earned (“a modest sum of $110 a month”), and how he got his name (“his father was a coachman to the ambassador” of France). It also described his approach to cooking:


“Food should be cooked and served plainly,” said Green. “There should be few mixtures and few sauces. The manner of cooking followed by the early huntsman was the right method. Such food retains its flavor and is good for the stomach. Dr. [Cary] Grayson [Wilson’s personal aide and confidante] and I realized that we were associates as guardians of the President’s health. I always feel that the health of those for whom I cook is in my hands. It is a responsibility, and I try to live up to it.”



That does not sound like the same man who “suttenly will serve some luncheon.”

Not only did Delafosse cook for two presidents but also for royalty and world leaders, wealthy industrialists and businessmen, congressmen and cabinet members. One of those officials, Treasury Secretary William Gibbs McAdoo, who also happened to be Wilson’s son-in-law, apparently considered raising funds for one of Delafosse’s business proposals, a one-thousand-seat “moving picture theatre for colored people.” A letter survives to Delafosse from McAdoo outlining how he might lend his support. His one caveat was “that all this work must be done quietly.” Evidence abounds that Delafosse was not a man who kept his connections and business dealings private. Perhaps that’s why the theater never happened. But he did open a restaurant and catering business when he left government employment.

A wealthy Californian, McAdoo ran for president in 1924 with the support of the Ku Klux Klan. I can scarcely imagine the mental hoops Delafosse, like so many Black people maneuvering through a white supremacist society, must have jumped through as he bargained with a bigot like McAdoo. It must have been like shaking hands with Jefferson Davis. But that was the price many Black folk had to pay to provide for their families. Today we call it code switching. Perhaps the stress of constantly guarding his dignity contributed to Delafosse’s death at the age of only forty-one, leaving his wife and six surviving children destitute.

As for the Greens, their diminished circumstances didn’t stop them from striving. Four attended college while another was a gifted pianist and composer who, according to family lore, played with Duke Ellington’s band. The family’s matriarch, Christine, always wore pearls.

Sticking with her plan, Billye graduated from Dunbar High School and enrolled in Miner Teachers College, a segregated normal school that later became part of the University of the District of Columbia. But above all, she wanted to be a doctor’s wife. Like the rest of her family, she was ambitious and determined to push her way into Washington’s Black social elite.

Cedric’s family was not as accomplished, but just as hard-working. His father Arthur Jessup operated the massive machines that printed money at the US Bureau of Engraving, a good job for a Black man in the early twentieth century. Good enough to afford him a mortgage, a luxurious Packard automobile, and the latest contraption, a radio. Good enough to send his youngest boy to college to study medicine.

Billye and Cedric were an attractive couple. He was handsome, tall, broad-shouldered, and athletic. His skin was the color of buttermilk—a complexion that many Black people had been conditioned to believe superior to brown skin. A saying that persists to this day illustrates the colorism that began on plantations and became part of Black social hierarchy: “If you’re white, you’re all right, if you’re yellow, you’re mellow, if you’re brown, stick around, if you’re black, get back.”

There was no indication that Cedric felt his skin color made him better than anyone else. Billye probably recognized that his light skin and his plans to become a doctor would give her the entrée to the Black society to which she aspired. One can only speculate, because colorism was not a topic she ever discussed.

Billye had an oval-shaped face with high cheekbones, big brown eyes, and a smooth, walnut-brown complexion. Years later when Cedric reminisced about their romance, he described how beguiling she was. Laughing out loud—a rarity for him—he recounted one of their first dates. It was at a neighborhood ice cream parlor. Seated across from Cedric at a small table, Billye took the straw from her shake and put it into his so they could sip from the same frosted glass. Watching her “bat her big brown eyes,” he was completely undone. She was a “pistol,” even then, he frequently said years later.

While batting her big browns, Billye was probably imagining her life as a doctor’s wife—the fine house, the social clubs, the fancy clothes. She no doubt saw herself at the top of the social heap, the queen of Deanwood, or better than that—the prestigious LeDroit Park where her family had lived before Delafosse’s death. The envy of all her friends. But it was not to be.

An unplanned pregnancy, which the young couple kept to themselves and their immediate family, derailed her grand ambitions and their expectations. In those days, anything but a quick marriage was out of the question. Billye and Cedric took their vows on February 6, 1938, at a small civil service. She wore a white business suit. He wore a dark one. There are no pictures of the event. It was not clear if any were taken or if at some point, in a fit of rage, she destroyed them.

To support his family, Cedric quit college, gave up on medical school, and found what was then a good job especially for a Black man, delivering mail for the US Postal Service. The Post Office was a haven for smart Black men during that time period, including ones with college educations, for there were few opportunities available anywhere else.

Even though the job was stable and relatively well-paying, Billye was deeply disappointed. She had dreamed of being married to a doctor, not a mailman. But in the beginning of their marriage, she suppressed her resentment, especially when after just one year the young couple saved enough for a house of their own. They bought a lot in Eastland Gardens not far from their Deanwood roots and built
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