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			For Ava and Zinnia, always

		

	
		
			Prologue

			At the height of the civil rights movement, Lydia Abarca was a prima ballerina for a major international company, starring in iconic works like George Balanchine’s Agon and Swan Lake, Jerome Robbins’s Afternoon of a Faun, and William Dollar’s Le Combat. Critics described her as “the dreaming soul of dance,” and “a living ode to beauty, incapable of an ugly gesture or a false movement.” She was the first Black company ballerina ever to grace the cover of Dance Magazine. She performed for queens and kings, in the movie production of The Wiz, and for Bob Fosse on Broadway. She was one of Revlon’s original Charlie models. An Essence cover star. The object of affection for everyone from Mick Jagger to David Bowie. Roses collected at her feet around the globe.

			Half a century later, during Black History Month, Abarca’s thirty-two-year-old daughter Daniella wanted to brag about her mother to their friends and family. She went looking for evidence of all Abarca had done—all the barriers she had broken, all the history she had made—but in researching the history of Black ballet, she could find only stories about one young woman, Misty Copeland. Misty Copeland, Misty Copeland, Misty Copeland. The first Black ballerina, insisted the internet. And indeed, in 2015, Copeland became the first African American woman to be promoted to principal dancer at American Ballet Theatre (ABT), breaking the company’s seventy-five-year record of whiteness. Thank God for Copeland’s talent and her perseverance, for the breaking of poisonous runs. But why, Daniella cried, had her own mother been so thoroughly disappeared from the telling of Copeland’s accomplishments?

			Just days later Abarca’s only grandchild, Hannah, came home from preschool in the suburbs of Atlanta, her head flooded with stories about the singularity of Misty Copeland. Four girls in her class had chosen the ubiquitous ballerina as the subject of their Famous Black Americans project. Hannah had sat confused on the class rug, listening to how Copeland had been the first to kick down doors so that children like her could live more comfortably in their dreams.

			“But what about Grandma?” Hannah blurted out at the dinner table that night.

			Daniella was furious, unsure where even to direct her anger. “Where’s your name?” she cried to her forgotten mother. “Where’s your name?”

			

			—

			George Balanchine, long considered the father of American ballet, and the co-founder and artistic director of New York City Ballet, was famously said to prefer his ballerinas “the color of a peeled apple.” (His apologists insist he was talking only about Suzanne Farrell, one of his most iconic muses.) To this day, City Ballet has yet to anoint a Black principal ballerina.

			But it was also Balanchine, along with his City Ballet co-founder Lincoln Kirstein, who recognized greatness in Harlem’s own Arthur Mitchell and encouraged his rise to become the company’s first Black principal dancer. Kirstein had been in the audience for Mitchell’s high school graduation exercise at the School of the Performing Arts, when he performed a solo entitled Wail, choreographed to Béla Bartók’s music. Mitchell had lacked formal dance training when he’d been accepted into the school, relying instead on his exuberant sense of showmanship, auditioning in a rented white top hat and tails with a tap dance routine to Fred Astaire’s “Steppin’ Out with My Baby,” taught to him by a vaudevillian performer he’d looked up in the phone book. Throughout his time there, Mitchell withstood pressure from the school’s administration, which pushed him toward modern dance. They said “it was better for ‘primitive peoples,’ ” he explained to a People reporter in 1975. “I said to hell with that; I wasn’t raised speaking Swahili or doing native dances. Why not classical ballet?”

			Upon Mitchell’s graduation, Kirstein offered him a scholarship to the School of American Ballet, the preparatory school for the New York City Ballet, telling the young dancer what so many successful Black people know to be true. “Lincoln put it to me with brutal frankness,” Mitchell said. “He told me I would have to work twice as hard as anyone in my class.”

			Mitchell entered the company in 1955, the same year an exhausted Rosa Parks was told to give up her seat on a Montgomery, Alabama, bus. Some critics reduced a Black man in City Ballet to a “casting novelty” on Balanchine’s part. Some said worse. In his debut performance, Mitchell appeared on stage with Balanchine’s then-wife Tanaquil Le Clercq in Western Symphony. At the sight of him, an old white man seated behind the conductor exclaimed, “My god, they’ve got a n***** in the company!” Commercial television would hold out for years before it aired a performance of Mitchell partnering a white woman, but in 1968 he and Suzanne Farrell danced a pas de deux from Balanchine’s Slaughter on Tenth Avenue on The Johnny Carson Show. “And in living color, darling!” he cheekily told a reporter afterward.

			Balanchine helped launch Mitchell into stardom by setting his 1957 abstract masterpiece, the central pas de deux in Agon, on his lone Black danseur and the white Southern ballerina Diana Adams. “My skin color against hers, it became part of the choreography,” said Mitchell. His athleticism and technique were put to the highest test in a dance that was as sensual as it was intricate and austere. When a stagehand in the South balked at training the spotlight on a Black man, Balanchine told Mitchell to call upon the reserves of his own internal glow. Fellow City Ballet principal danseur Jacques d’Amboise remembered hearing Balanchine tell Mitchell, “You know, just make light brighter and don’t worry.”

			Mitchell turned the lights up in every room he ever entered. On stage and off, the force of his beauty and charisma hit like a wave. The man had key hooks for cheekbones and flashbulbs for teeth. He didn’t smile; he shone. He didn’t dance; he set a stage aflame. His herculean work ethic and his preternatural gifts as a performer, coupled with Balanchine’s favor, earned him groundbreaking agency over his career. He became the first Black premier danseur in history, a beloved international star who performed on classical stages around the world, on Broadway, in the movies. Everywhere he went, critics hailed him as the exception to the rule that Black people had no place in ballet. But where some might have rested, fat on individual achievement, Mitchell only looked outside himself, wanting to do more.

			In 1968, his career at City Ballet still going strong, Mitchell was under commission to form the National Ballet Company of Brazil in Rio de Janeiro when news of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s, assassination shook the world. The trauma ignited within him a sense of spiritual purpose. He was needed at home. He would build a ballet school in Harlem, the neighborhood that had raised him up. And because children deserve role models who show them what is possible, he would simultaneously establish the first permanent Black professional ballet company.

			Art is activism. Let the gorgeous lines of his dancers’ bodies serve as fists in the air.

			

			—

			When mitchell’s classes first started, in a church basement that doubled as a basketball gym, Lydia Abarca was a teenager living in the projects in Harlem with her parents and six younger siblings. She’d never had a Black dance teacher before. She’d performed only once in her life, as a fourth grader at St. Joseph’s Catholic School, to a nun’s choreography of “Waltz of the Flowers” from The Nutcracker. But as soon as she descended those basement stairs, Mitchell grabbed hold of her long, elegant feet and swept her into his tornado.

			Abarca was a girl who loved to dance, who wanted to be a star, who fantasized about making enough money to buy her devoted parents a house and finally move them out of the projects. She wanted to be like her childhood heroes Ginger Rogers and Natalie Wood, emerging from limousines onto red carpets to snapping bulbs, the plot of her life playing out like one of the feel-good Million Dollar Movie films she loved to watch on her family’s black-and-white television. And for a flash of time, a decade of her youth, she had a taste of all that, as Mitchell’s muse and Dance Theatre of Harlem’s first prima ballerina.

			But by the time her granddaughter came home confused and upset during Black History Month, all that was left of Abarca’s legend were a few dusty plastic bins in the basement full of yellowing photographs, stacks of old programs, and an invitation for Abarca to perform for the queen. There were profiles from People and The Washington Post that delighted in the star power of Mitchell’s young ballerina. Her face beamed from magazine covers, reviews marveled over her beauty and talent. Her exquisite profile and flower stem neck had been etched into a Revlon perfume box. Whatever remained of her spotlight years now lived in a couple of click-top bins and a shaky eleven-minute VHS recording of her breathtaking pas de deux in Balanchine’s Bugaku.

			Daniella knew the bones of her mother’s past. But what she experienced in the day-to-day was a modest woman who took her administrative work in a doctor’s office seriously, who’d taught ballet classes in Daniella’s elementary school cafeteria, and later helped her high school step team with their routines. She knew that her mother kept her figure to a strict size eight and that she booked extra work on local movie productions to make some cash on the side. And she also knew that in the evenings her mother drank too much rum, to the point that Daniella kept Hannah away from her, to spare her child from seeing her beloved grandmother slur or stumble. Daniella, a pastor and a single mother, had found the empty bottles hidden in her mother’s trunk, behind her hair products under the bathroom sink. She understood that Abarca was lost or unhappy in ways her mother didn’t yet have the language to express.

			The gaslighting of one’s own history can mess with a person’s head. Abarca was doubting the facts of her own life. The past and present had to converge if she was going to find any real way forward. She’d need the women who had been with her at the beginning of it all alongside her again. And they, it turned out, needed her too.

			

			—

			At the start of the Covid-19 pandemic, divorced from the normal rhythms and routines of their lives, five founding and first-generation Dance Theatre of Harlem ballerinas formed the 152nd Street Black Ballet Legacy Council, named for the street they helped make famous. Lydia Abarca-Mitchell (no relation to Arthur), Gayle McKinney-Griffith, Sheila Rohan, Marcia Sells, and Karlya Shelton-Benjamin had held each other up half a century earlier, and they would do so again through the dysregulating trudge of Covid. They all had been knocked off balance by the anointing of Misty Copeland, by what felt like a deliberate scrubbing of their groundbreaking history. They would make peace with quarantine by gathering online every Tuesday afternoon, to throw out an anchor to one another from their scattered perches across the country. They would take advantage of this unexpected time to right a grievous wrong—they would take control of their own history. However daunting that task might have seemed, no matter. They had accomplished the impossible before.

			These five intrepid girls had previously joined forces and made one of the most iconic childhood fantasies come true. Originally strangers, in so many ways the five had nothing in common, despite their being reduced in some early press reports to “black slum youngsters” and “high school drop-outs.” These young dancers were all unique human beings who came from specifically loving homes. Lydia Abarca was raised by working-class parents and had been bound for Fordham University on a partial academic scholarship when she first met Arthur Mitchell. Gayle McKinney-Griffith’s father was a draftsman at a submarine engineer firm, and she was raised in a two-story colonial house on acres of land in Connecticut. Sheila Rohan’s father died when she was a baby, and her immigrant West Indian mother cleaned houses in Staten Island to put food on the table for her eight daughters. Marcia Sells grew up on a Cincinnati cul-de-sac with a father who had his Ph.D. and a mother who went back to school for her master’s in her forties. And Karlya Shelton grew up in Denver in a working-class family that belonged to the local A.M.E. church and took elaborately planned road trips every summer to national landmarks in their Chevrolet station wagon.

			What they shared, and what would forever bind them to each other, was a calling to the classical stage.

			

			—

			It’s a rite of passage for so many children to spend some portion of Saturday dressed in leotard and bunching tights, standing in buckling row of other knock-kneed ducks. Casting fantasies while twirling in front of a mirror. The future is like a snow globe, where a young girl imagines herself as the star, fairy dust floating down upon her growing limbs. There is perhaps no more traditional, and traditionally white, feminine ideal than the ballerina—immune to gravity, the embodiment of an aesthetic too pure and fabulous for the grounding of our tedious world. Now imagine a little Black girl twirling in front of her bedroom mirror in a country that had yet to pass the Civil Rights Act or the Voting Rights Act. The innocence and audacity of that child’s dream.

			Karlya Shelton was seventeen years old when she became the first Black American ballerina chosen to represent the United States at the prestigious international Prix de Lausanne competition in Switzerland. “The thing is, I never thought of ballet as a white art form,” she says, “because I could do it. So how could it not belong to me too?” She and the other women missed out on meandering childhoods of slumber parties and pep rallies and school dances. They trained in pointe shoes that felt like cement blocks on their feet, practicing until their toes bled and their nails peeled off in surrender. They obsessed over their every line and angle and gesture. And they gave of themselves gratefully. All that discipline, all that grind, they undertook as acts of love. They worked to master their technique so they might experience the ecstasy of breaking free of their self-conscious mind on stage. They quested for perfection while living with the knowledge that a ballerina will dance a flawless performance just a handful of times in her entire career. Says Shelton, “But when you get it right, when everything works, there is magic. You become the music, and you let it carry you, and you ride on it like waves.”

			McKinney-Griffith describes ballet as her “choice of expression.” Before every performance she’d knock three times on the wooden stage for luck, then hope to cross over from the mortal to the divine. “It’s like there’s an energy curtain,” she says of that last steadying breath in the wings, exhaling the calamity of expectation. “And then you break through. It’s so powerful because that’s when you break free of your stress. No more training. No more pressure. You show your gift.”

			“Yes, that’s exactly it, Gayle!” says Shelton. “This was our gift. This is what we were given. To deny ourselves, or anyone else, of our gift? No, that just wouldn’t do. We danced because we loved to dance, and we loved dancing with each other. We felt beautiful on stage together. There was a love between us that was tangible.”

			Now, years later, when the Legacy Council is able to gather in person, their bodies curve together in a circle. As they speak, they reach for one another’s hands or lean to touch shoulders, their proximity bolstering, providing cushion.

			“These are my sisters,” McKinney-Griffith says. “We first came together at a very special time in our lives. Then we’d all gone off and had our own journeys. And now here we are coming together again in our old age. We’re still a nucleus. We’re able to tell each other all that we’ve been through. We laugh, and laughter is healing. And we can cry too, because we’ve taken all our burdens and thrown them out.”

			“These were women of great courage,” says Tania León, Pulitzer Prize–winning composer and Dance Theatre of Harlem’s first musical director. “There was something in them that believed in themselves, and nothing was going to stop them. That is something Arthur had a good eye for—that commitment. I remember when Sheila Rohan danced Concerto Barocco the first time. She was literally crying because her feet were in so much pain.”

			At eighty-one years old, a great-grandmother seven times over, Rohan is the oldest of the five women. She was a twenty-seven-year-old mother of three when she first joined the company, keeping quiet about her age and about her children back home so as not to jeopardize her acceptance. “You know how they talk about planting seeds?” she says. “Arthur Mitchell planted a seed in me, and these women helped to nurture that seed and make it grow. It was like a rebirth for me. I felt strong. I felt confident. I started to know myself. Coming from Staten Island, I was a country girl from the projects. My first time on a plane was to go to Europe to dance on stages in theaters that looked like museums. I thanked God every day for the experience. But you put things behind you. You move on. Coming together again, I remember how much it all meant to me. I didn’t have to be a star ballerina. It was enough that I was there. I was there. I was there.”

			I was there. I was there. I was there.

			That repeated statement of fact knocked something loose in Abarca. “When I’m with you all, I remember that I used to feel important back then,” she says, her face crumpling. Shelton tears up at her friend’s distress, covering her own trembling mouth with her hand until she’s able to speak. “I know just what Lydia means,” she says. “I find myself questioning my own past. Was I really a principal dancer?” Yes, her sisters assure her, you were. We know because we were there too.

			And there were so many others, the corps de Black ballet that upended and elevated an art form so stubbornly snagged in the past. For over fifty years, Dance Theatre of Harlem has been a home for those who’d been made to feel wrong in their muscles and curves. Who’d been told their feet were too genetically flat for a proper relevé. Who’d been denied auditions or pushed into modern classes because their teachers couldn’t imagine them in the historically white roles of classic ballets. Who’d been told there was no room for a Black swan in a corps de ballet because her color would break the line. “We must remember those who are no longer with us,” says Marcia Sells, the baby of the group at sixty-three. “Before we too are gone.”

			How Arthur Mitchell gave of himself when he rose like a lighthouse for generations of dancers. He inspired them, molded them, demanded of them, broke a few of them. And what of the dancers themselves? “I always say when the curtain came up, it wasn’t him on stage,” says Abarca. “We were.” The women spent their slim professional window being told they could be replaced at whim if they fell out of Mitchell’s favor. They too gave and they gave and they gave.

			When the Tony Award–winning choreographer and designer Geoffrey Holder was setting his Caribbean-inspired ballet Dougla on Dance Theatre of Harlem in 1974, he liked to remind the company of what life was like for the tokenized Black artist beyond its sacred doors. “There can only be one,” he warned about the tragic narrowness of our cultural lens when it comes to Black excellence.

			By Holder’s logic, it makes dreary sense that the story of Misty Copeland’s triumph was pitched as a singular achievement. The press, the ballet world, and the brands and institutions profiting from her success all painted the young ballerina as if she’d sprung from an ocean of whiteness. But Copeland, as she herself ardently insists, stands on the shoulders of all the early Dance Theatre of Harlem ballerinas, who in turn owe a debt to pioneers like Delores Browne, Janet Collins, Katherine Dunham, Sandra Fortune, Claire Haywood, Thelma Hill, Judith Jamison, Doris Jones, Carmen de Lavallade, Joan Myers Brown, Betty Nichols, Maria Tallchief, and Raven Wilkinson, and to women like Lauren Anderson, Aesha Ash, Debra Austin, and Cynthia Lochard who carried the torch forward. Black excellence is not a one-off but a spectacular ongoing fact. The narrative of the successful Black woman as a lonely outlier, rather than part of a collective force, persists because we let it. No longer, the Legacy Council decided. No longer would they allow themselves to be written out of history, nor the women who came before and after them.

			Our history books, our cultural awareness, and our children’s imaginations should reflect the truth of the world. And part of that truth is that fifty years after Dance Theatre of Harlem showed that it should and could be otherwise, Black ballet dancers continue to endure a tradition sick with racism and bias. Near the beginning of my time with the Legacy Council, The New York Times ran a story about Chloé Lopes Gomes, the only Black female dancer at the Staatsballett Berlin. Before she danced in Swan Lake, the young woman was told by her ballet mistress to apply whitening makeup to blunt the fact of her Blackness on stage.

			

			—

			I started joining the ballerinas on Tuesdays during the fall of 2020, the tape of George Floyd’s murder playing on our screens in a loop. I wrote about the Legacy Council for The New York Times’s “Arts and Leisure” section, in a piece that mourned their erased legacies but barely scratched the surface of the rich narrative they’d begun to weave for me. I’m a white woman with two Black daughters who are dancers themselves. It is because of those founding Dance Theatre of Harlem ballerinas that today my girls and other young women of color can buy shoes and tights that match their skin tones. I think the Legacy Council’s investment in my girls is part of the reason the women have allowed me so completely into their lives to tell their fuller story.

			Over the last three years, as the five women invited me into their homes and families and communities, they’ve shared stories about the enormity of their childhood dreams, the fight to make them real, the sustaining gifts of Mitchell’s energy and vision as well as the cost of his ego and temper. They had decades-old wounds that needed airing and healing, and a present day that demanded processing. The world goes hard on us all, even mythical creatures like ballerinas. Their lives have been set to thunderous applause and the damp hush of obscurity. They once soared under the brightest of spotlights but have struggled since to find contentment and in some cases equilibrium and financial security. They drifted apart during their second acts, living in different countries, subsumed by the demands of motherhood and bills and illness and divorce and aging parents. But now they’ve embarked together on a third act of their own urgent making. Their highest power has always been in company with each other.

			

			—

			Some third acts begin in tragedy. Not long after that miserable February when Daniella went looking in vain for proof of her mother’s past, Abarca hit her emotional and physical bottom. After surviving her darkest night, she received a four-page handwritten letter from her daughter, urging her to trust in the path ahead. “There’s many chapters in life and this one you’re experiencing now is called ‘BREAKTHROUGH,’ ” Daniella wrote. She included in the letter a prayer she hoped her mother would get in the habit of reading aloud. Every night since, Abarca has recited the prayer, the power and vibration of her daughter’s words allowing her whole body to relax. Toward the end is a line that feels particularly resonant as five forgotten ballerinas risk entering the spotlight again.

			“I bind love to me. I bind joy to me. I bind up negative thoughts and loose the peace of God in my life.”

			May this book be a literal binding of the 152nd Street Black Ballet Legacy Council’s lives as artists and pioneers and wives and mothers and friends. May it acknowledge their intrinsic value as women as much as it celebrates their achievements as ballerinas. May it free them of plaguing thoughts so that they can release themselves of grievance and shame. May they find peace in the telling of their stories, and in the fact of our finally paying attention.

		

	
		
			Act One
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			1
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			Harlem kids lived in a world of their own making. Not on the busy avenues like Broadway or Amsterdam, but on the quieter side streets, where there was more freedom. They played double Dutch and jacks and stickball. They hit the local playground, the Battlegrounds, for the monkey bars and swings, and for hoops on the cracked courts if they could hold their own. They played street games, like the tag game Ringolevio or Hot Peas and Butter, where the leader hid a belt behind a stoop or a trash can and then yelled out to the others, “Hot Peas and Butter, come and get your supper!”

			They were kids with parents who expected them back inside when the streetlights came on and neighbors who looked down from open windows with chins in hands, ready to pull them out of trouble by their ears. Kids who knew when someone’s older brother or cousin had started sniffing glue or trying heroin and would learn to avoid them when they got to acting like strangers. Kids who’d lived through six days of rioting in their neighborhoods in 1964, as people took to the streets to protest the murder of a fifteen-year-old Black boy who had been gunned down by a white police officer in front of his friends and a dozen witnesses. And kids who lived too through the awful spring of 1968, when Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was murdered on the balcony of a second-floor Memphis motel room, just a few days before he was set to join a march on behalf of striking sanitation workers.

			When news of King’s death rained down upon Harlem, Lydia Abarca was seventeen. She remembers her mother, Josephine, crying at their kitchen table. “What are we going to do now?” her mother said. “They killed this one hope.”

			Folks in Harlem were used to being abandoned to deal with their grief and struggle. They certainly didn’t look to government leaders to take seriously their housing crisis or the breakdown of their public schools or the trash that collected in heaps on their street corners. Now a man who’d been fighting on their behalf was gone. So they’d go on getting by on grit and stubbornness, if not hope.

			But two months after Dr. King’s murder, one of Abarca’s five sisters came home from her violin classes with ground-shifting news: “Lydia, they’ve got a Black man up there. He’s going to be teaching ballet.” Sandra, seven years Lydia’s junior, had seen a flyer at the Harlem School of the Arts, which was run out of the basement of the St. James Presbyterian Church on 141st Street and St. Nicholas. Somebody named Arthur Mitchell was starting a ballet program for kids in the neighborhood, and he wanted grown dancers too.

			Lydia Abarca had let ballet go when she was fifteen, tired of giving her whole self over to something that never seemed to love her back. When she heard about Arthur Mitchell’s new school, she’d just graduated high school and was headed on a partial scholarship to Fordham University in the fall. She was going to be the first Abarca to go to college—Josephine liked to think her baby could be a doctor—and in the meantime, she needed to make a little money working a summer job as a secretary in the lobby at a bank down the street from their projects. Monday through Friday, she’d rotate through her same three outfits—twelve years in a Catholic school uniform doesn’t build an impressive wardrobe—for a paycheck doing work she hated and wasn’t especially good at. The trash can by her desk at the bank was filled with balled-up evidence of her struggle, the Wite-Out on her typos like a crime scene covered in glue. When her sister told her about this Black man looking for dancers, she couldn’t get the thought out of her head. “I’d never had a Black ballet teacher before,” she says. “Maybe he would put a little soul in the steps to make them come alive.”

			

			—

			The Harlem School of the Arts was the creation of Dorothy Maynor, the international concert soprano and the first Black American to perform at a presidential inauguration (for President Truman in 1945, and then President Eisenhower in 1953). Maynor believed that all children, no matter their zip code, deserved world-class training in the arts. In 1963 she launched her arts education program out of St. James Church, where her husband was the pastor, beginning with piano classes for a dozen students. As her ideals took root, so did her courting of Arthur Mitchell. She wanted him to lend his pedigree to the start of a dance program. It would take the assassination of Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., for him to answer her call.

			The night of the assassination, as grief hung over Harlem like a shroud, Mitchell summoned two of his dearest friends, the celebrated actors Cicely Tyson and Brock Peters, from their beds at one-thirty in the morning, inviting them to his West 78th Street apartment. He was expected in Rio de Janeiro that week, to continue with his launch of the National Company of Brazil. But this was not a time, he realized, for leaving. The three sat on the floor of Mitchell’s apartment helping him hash out his response to this national moment of helplessness and heartbreak. By sunrise, he had a plan.

			Mitchell would bring ballet home to the neighborhood that had raised him or, rather, that had witnessed his raising of himself. When he was twelve years old, Mitchell’s alcoholic father went to jail after confessing to the murder of a numbers racketeer. “I called the family together and said, ‘I will take care of everybody, don’t you worry,’ ” Mitchell said in a 2016 recording with The HistoryMakers, a digital archive of filmed oral histories from prominent African Americans. He assumed responsibility for his mother, who worked coat check at the “21” Club, and his four younger siblings. He took on his father’s superintendent duties in their apartment building, got a paper route, worked for a butcher, and ran errands for the hookers who lived across the street in a bordello. After he spent a year of studying tap and modern at the School of the Performing Arts, Mitchell’s teachers told him he would never be a dancer, not with his bad feet and tight muscles. Determined to prove them wrong, he threw himself so headlong into his training that he promptly ripped his stomach muscles apart. His work ethic was his superpower. He’d expect everyone else to match his zealousness of character for the rest of his life.

			And so Mitchell accepted Maynor’s offer to lead the dance division of her arts center. He vowed to build an internationally renowned school that would once and for all prove that a person’s skin color was irrelevant to their right or relationship to classical dance. His guiding ethos was as simple as it was revolutionary: Ballet belongs to everyone. Ballet benefits everyone. The discipline it demands, and the beauty it gives back, can transform lives. As he put it more bluntly, “You’re not going to stick a needle in your arm when your instrument is your body.”

			He turned to his friend and financial adviser Charles De Rose for help. A street kid like Mitchell, De Rose was an Italian boy who grew up thirty blocks north in Washington Heights before climbing the ranks to become a partner in a Wall Street investing firm. At the height of Mitchell’s City Ballet career, he had asked De Rose to put some of his money away so he wouldn’t blow it. “Now he’s calling me saying ‘I need my savings. I want to build a school. I need to buy the kids toe shoes and build a special floor,’ ” says De Rose. “I said, ‘Arthur, you’re coming to the end of your earned income life as a dancer. You can’t lift the girls anymore because your back is killing you.’ ”

			But Mitchell felt divinely called to his mission and wasn’t going to let any practical concerns cloud his vision. “We were offered to be a part of Lincoln Center,” De Rose recalls, “to come under their umbrella, where they would do the fundraising for us. Arthur said ‘Why do people of color always have to go downtown? Why can’t people start coming uptown?’ He told me, ‘Charles, what I want is for the Dance Theatre of Harlem to be like a little diamond on the beach. When people are walking by, they’ll see something sparkling, and we’ll make them come over and see what it is.’ This was the burn-the-boats mentality he had. How do you not fight alongside somebody like that?”

			

			—

			That summer Mitchell juggled his early-morning swims at the Y, daily classes at City Ballet, and rehearsals for the Broadway musical revue Noël Coward’s Sweet Potato, in which he acted, sang, and danced, all while getting his Harlem operation off the ground. In his first month at the school, a reporter captured him instructing sixteen little Black girls at the barre. “Now I don’t want to see spaghetti,” he warned the children, who loved their boisterous new teacher but also complained to their mothers that he was mean. “I want to see straight knees. Keep that knee straight, Fatso!”

			When Lydia Abarca first stepped into Mitchell’s studio, that windowless basement of St. James, she saw a couple of lamps casting a dirty yellow glow on the floor of the gym where the church’s AAU team practiced. The only source of light in the room was Mitchell himself, a man with movie star good looks, wearing flared trousers and a tight jersey shirt that appeared painted onto his lithe muscles. His style of speech was fast and clipped, every elongated vowel and sharp consonant potent with urgency.

			“Kick off your shoes, let me see your feet!” Mitchell barked at Abarca by way of greeting. She slid out of her street shoes and angled her stockinged feet for him, extending and arching them into the shape of perfect cashews. A dance critic would later praise “those feet, so curved and strong one can imagine her picking up the stage with them.” Mitchell took in her willowy figure, her flute of a neck. His mind whirled with possibilities for this shy sundae of girl, standing before him in leg warmers she’d knit for herself on her living room couch. He told her to join the dancers he’d summoned to audition for the company the following day.

			Abarca did as she was told. She returned to the studio the next day for the audition, looking upon the tiny group in awe. There was Walter Raines, who had trained at the School of American Ballet. He had performed with the Stuttgart Ballet in Germany before the grind of trying to convince white companies of his talent led him to quit dancing. And Llanchie Stevenson (who would change her name to Aminah Ahmad after converting to Islam and retiring from dance in the early seventies), who had graduated from the School of American Ballet only to be told that Balanchine wasn’t ready for a Black ballerina to break the color line of his corps de ballet. “When I came up, I did not blend in,” says Ahmad. “Raven Wilkinson could blend in when she was at the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo. Janet Collins too at the Metropolitan Opera. I was darker.” But Stevenson was able to find work as the first Black female dancer in Frederic Franklin’s National Ballet of Washington. In 1968, she’d already been touring with the company throughout the United States for a year, resigned to the fact that in some Southern cities she’d be told during rehearsal that she’d have to sit out the evening’s performance for safety reasons.

			Mitchell spoke to his gathered dancers with the passion of a preacher. He asked them all to consider the magnitude of his vision—a permanent Black company that would show all the institutions that had denied, tokenized, or marginalized their talents how much bigger and grander ballet could be. Mitchell had already enlisted Karel Shook, an early mentor whom he convinced to leave his post as ballet master at the Dutch National Ballet for Harlem. Under their guidance, the dancers would be groundbreakers, ambassadors, and most of all artists, whose destiny would be determined solely by their ability, their work ethic, and their commitment to excellence. “We’re going to show people that Black people can do ballet,” he told the dancers, still breathing hard from the exertion of his class. “We’re going to shock the world!”

			As Abarca packed her bag at the end of the audition, her head spinning from the fervor of Mitchell’s speech, he appeared at her side, tapping his wooden counting stick on the floor. When he told her to come back the following day at the same time, she explained that she was expected at the bank in the morning. Mitchell brushed off her concerns. He offered Abarca $150 a week to quit her job and let him transform her into a ballerina. “All I heard was $150, and I said, ‘I’m here, I’m yours.’ ”

			Her mother was apprehensive. Giving up a good job for another man’s dream? She worried that her beautiful daughter was naïve, ready to follow anyone down the yellow brick road. “My mother would always say of Lydia, ‘She has these big eyes,’ ” remembers Abarca’s sister Celia, the second oldest of the family. “They took up her whole face. She would always talk about how they scared her a little when Lydia was a baby because my mother had never seen eyes that big.”

			But when Josephine told Lydia’s father that their daughter was quitting the bank to dance, he didn’t interfere. Francisco, or Tito as he was known in the neighborhood, worked as a custodial engineer—Josephine hated anyone ever referring to him as a janitor—at Brooklyn College and Macy’s. With a seventh-grade education, Francisco wasn’t a reader and talked even less. He relied on Josephine, a part-time telephone operator who worked two nights a week, to read him the want ads and fill out his job applications. He was a father who’d grown up without a father, so he left the emotional work of parenting to Josephine. After they retired, Francisco and Josephine would visit Lydia and her family in Georgia, and Francisco would spend most of the time sitting out on the back patio by himself, smoking his cigar in silence. One afternoon Lydia asked her father, who had a view of an auto repair shop back home, how he liked her big yard. “This is boring,” he snapped. “There’s nothing but trees back here.”

			Born and raised in Puerto Rico, Francisco demanded that English be spoken in his house, which perhaps explained his lack of conversation skills. The only time he ever slipped into his native tongue was to bark orders at the kids. Cállate la boca! Siéntate! No toques eso! No reading at the table. No walking around in bare feet. When he got home from work, Francisco liked to disappear into his room to watch his science fiction shows on TV. His days were long, and he wanted the house quiet at night. “Face the wall, go to sleep!” he’d shout if he heard any of his seven kids playing past their strict seven-thirty bedtime.

			Lydia shared a room with her brother Julio, the only boy of the family. (When Francisco finally got his son after five girls, he banged on every door in the apartment building to share his triumph.) While Julio slept, Lydia would stay up late reading library books—Nancy Drew, Greek mythology—under the covers with a flashlight, eager for a portal into worlds free from the sour smell of government cheese and powdered milk.

			The family lived in a first-floor apartment in the Grant Houses, a public housing project on 125th Street and Broadway, with bars over three layers of windowpane that had always made Lydia worry as a girl about how Santa Claus would get to them on Christmas morning. In the summertime, they roasted from the heat with only a box fan for a breeze. Lydia was the ringleader of her six younger siblings, directing them in little dance routines and games of make-believe. They’d play on the concrete playground out front, hiding in the cement barrels or hanging on the monkey bars, but whenever it rained, four of the siblings inevitably started coughing and wheezing until their faces turned blue. Josephine would pile the asthmatics into a cab, and they’d rush over to Columbia Presbyterian, where she had given birth to all seven babies. One night, triaged in a booth with an emergency room doctor, Lydia and her mother were presented with the newly invented rescue inhaler that would save her again and again, no matter the weather.

			The children were a tight-knit unit; Josephine discouraged them from looking outside the family for friendship. See how the other girls in the building took offense at Lydia’s loose Puerto Rican curls, she pointed out. See how they’d look at her with curled lip. You think you’re cute ’cause you got that good hair? they’d sneer at her. “They’re jealous of you,” Josephine warned. “You can’t trust them.”

			Lydia spent hours sitting cross-legged in front of their black-and-white television watching frothy RKO musicals like Top Hat and The Gay Divorcee. Watching those movies on repeat made her fall in love with dancing. “I was a shy, quiet kid,” she says. “You could say boo to me, and I’d jump. I was so skinny my knees looked at each other. But those movies lit up something in me. Dance was Hollywood and the gowns and the limousines and the big bands playing behind you. I didn’t see any of that in my neighborhood, but I saw it in all those movies with their happy endings. And I wanted that for myself.”

			A family who lived on the other side of the elevator bank from their apartment had a record player. Josephine would let Lydia cross the lobby and dance along with them to the latest songs by Martha and the Vandellas and the Marvelettes. Celia would sometimes look at her sister, struck by the invisible string that seemed to keep Lydia hovering aloft from everyone else. “It was almost like Lydia was born to be a dancer,” says Celia, who took a free dance class at PS 125 as a little girl. When the teacher pointed out that her leotard was on backward, she was so embarrassed that she never danced again. “My parents would always tell me as a child, ‘Sit up straight!’ ” says Celia. “Nobody ever had to tell that to Lydia.”

			Every Sunday the family went to St. Joseph’s Catholic Church, two blocks from their apartment on Morningside, where their daddy would nod off during the Latin mass, making his children giggle. Josephine found a way to send four of her seven kids to St. Joseph’s Catholic School, where Lydia met her class for a half-hour mass every morning before school. It was a nun at St. Joseph’s who first saw the ballerina inside Lydia, after choreographing a brief number from The Nutcracker Suite’s “Waltz of the Flowers” for her fourth graders to perform at a school recital. The sounds of Tchaikovsky on the fuzzy speaker, and the thrill of finding both freedom and order in a simple routine, released something vital in the girl. “I was in heaven. Whatever the nun gave us, she got 150 percent of Lydia doing it. And when we did the performance, and the steps matched the music, and there was a big crescendo in the music, it was all just so fabulous. At nine years old, I was fulfilled.” Afterward the nun pulled Josephine aside and begged her to get her daughter into some formal training.

			Resourceful to her core, Josephine discovered that Juilliard, at the time located just two blocks down from their projects on Broadway, was hosting auditions for dance classes. “You’re going to go, and it’s going to be a lot of white people sitting at a table,” Josephine told her daughter beforehand. “I don’t want you to be nervous, but you’re going to have to perform for them.” The little experience Lydia had of white people in Harlem—nuns, police, the dentist—had made her wary. But on the big day, she walked head held high into a room with a glittering chandelier, mirrors on the walls, and a grand piano in the corner. The row of white people holding pencils to paper vanished as the girl disappeared into melody. Lydia could sense when the pianist was wrapping up and decided to pull out her split for a grand finale, waggling her hands over her head as the judges peered down at her. She was awarded a full scholarship for Saturday ballet classes.

			But oh, how that first class let her down! A stern white man told Lydia to go stand facing the wall. She grabbed hold of a barre with the rest of the girls, their feet already planted in tight V’s. Bend your knees, straighten your knees, over and over. “Ma, I thought this was going to be a dance class,” she fussed to Josephine once she was safely back in their apartment. “When do we dance?” Josephine waved her off, telling her, “Just do what they tell you to do.”

			Every Saturday for four years, Lydia stood at the barre, bending, straightening, wondering when they’d finally start dancing. She kept going because she understood the cachet of being a Juilliard student. One day when she was swinging on the monkey bars at Riverside Park, a white couple walked by and noticed her pointed feet. “You have ballerina feet. You should try dancing!” the woman told her. Lydia loved calling back, “I go to Juilliard!” That meant something to the outside world, even if it didn’t mean much to her. And the white girls in class were nice enough. She got friendly with one of them, who invited her to spend the weekend with her family. “But I almost felt like a little show-and-tell in their big old house,” says Lydia. “So I just went the one time.” She had her mother in her ear when it came to girlfriends. “Don’t need ’em, don’t trust ’em.”

			As the oldest, Lydia had always been tasked with the bulk of babysitting and housework. By the time she’d turned ten, though, she’d just wanted to float away into her movies and her novels. So one afternoon, resentful of her load of responsibilities, she ran away to Grandma Goldie’s apartment, twenty blocks uptown. Goldie took sympathy on the crying girl and as a treat suggested they spend the afternoon with her cousin Iris. (Iris and her husband, Dwight Raiford, would go on to form the Harlem Little League in 1989 so that their eight-year-old son and the other boys in the neighborhood would have access to America’s pastime.) The girls were told they could go either to the Coliseum or to Radio City Music Hall. Lydia voted for the Coliseum because it sounded like the one in Rome she had seen in books, and what was so great about a radio station anyway? But Iris wanted Radio City Music Hall. Their grandma cast the deciding vote. The three headed downtown for an afternoon showing of the new Jerome Robbins movie, West Side Story.

			Of course, this was no radio station. First the Rockettes performed, and Lydia felt like she was watching the cast of one of her Million Dollar Movie films kick free from the television. And that was just the windup to the main event. When the lights darkened, the brilliant curtain opened onto a world of operatic tension and high romance, with Puerto Ricans and their working-class white rivals dancing and singing for their lives in a neighborhood that looked just like hers. Lydia was a goner. I want to do that, I want to do that, she remembers thinking. The movie was dancing, and it told a story, and it’s in Harlem, and it’s about Spanish people! Soon she had her siblings calling themselves the 550 Jets, in honor of their address, 550 West 125th Street. When her godfather gave the family a record player, she wore out the grooves on the movie’s soundtrack.

			By thirteen, Lydia was already poring over issues of Variety and Backstage, hungry for her big break. When she saw an open casting call for the musical Hair, she recruited an older friend from her building to escort her down to the theater district. After checking in at the second-floor waiting room, she noticed that all the other hopefuls were holding copies of sheet music. Panicked, she ran downstairs to Colony Records looking for any song she recognized before grabbing a copy of American Breed’s “Bend Me, Shape Me.” In her audition, the pianist asked Abarca what key she wanted him to play. Cluelessly, she blurted out “F?” Afterward her friend yelled at her on the sidewalk, “Are you crazy? What the hell was that?” as Lydia cried to him, “I thought they were going to ask me to dance!”

			In high school, she was granted a scholarship to Harkness Ballet’s professional training program, which was run out of a four-story brick mansion on East 75th Street, just off Fifth Avenue. “I would get off the bus and be in another world completely,” she says. “Doormen opening doors for you, taxicabs everywhere.” After school and all day Saturdays, she diligently took her pointe classes, and adagio classes, and Russian character classes, enduring the stiffness of all that training without her teachers ever paying her proper mind, let alone giving her a reason for all her hard work. A dancer trains for the stage, yet never once in all those years was Abarca given an opportunity to perform. Sometimes she’d linger outside company rehearsals, only to find herself shooed back to class. “Move on,” they’d scold the curious Black girl. “Don’t stand in the doorway.”

			Harkness soon shifted its scholarship program to the June Taylor studios on the Upper West Side. One afternoon, Abarca heard live drumming and music coming from across the hall. She sneaked out of her ballet class and discovered Jaime Rogers, the diminutive Puerto Rican actor who’d played Loco in her beloved West Side Story, leading a spirited jazz class. Now here was some dancing. Abarca started sneaking into his workshop, desperate for some of that pulse and joy. But when school officials caught wind that Rogers had a stowaway, they marched Abarca back to her ballet class. Listening to their reprimand, she realized with cold certainty that she was finished pretending she was ever going to be a ballerina. Why train and train without the promise ever of a stage? “I’d become convinced that for a girl like me, ballet was an impossible climb straight to a dead end.”

			Lydia Abarca was fifteen when she quit dancing. She focused on her grades. She took a year of Latin. She joined the drum corps in her school band. She got into college and picked her first-semester courses—economics, theology, Spanish, and philosophy. She fell in love with her first boyfriend and tried to keep him a secret from her father.

			But now Arthur Mitchell was telling her that ballet was meant to be shared with audiences, that he was going to give her a stage. She hadn’t realized the history of aspiring dancers being turned away from companies because of the color of their skin. Listening to Mitchell, she realized for the first time that ballet could represent something larger than a series of technical exercises to be silently endured. “Wait a minute, you’re telling me I can make a living from this?” she remembers feeling. “You’re telling me that we can prove to the world how incredible we are, despite and because of our skin color?”

			She begged her mother to understand that this wasn’t just Arthur Mitchell’s dream now but hers as well. “I’ve got to do this, Ma. This is my one shot.”

			Abarca would go on to drop out of Fordham after one semester. She’d fail two of her classes, after missing so many because of Mitchell’s rehearsal schedule. “To hell with you guys,” she thought to herself, after saying a final goodbye to the Bronx campus. “I’m on my way to something huge.” Her brokenhearted mother ate the cost of the tuition not covered by scholarship. Abarca vowed to herself that when Dance Theatre of Harlem really made it big, she’d repay her parents with a house, moving them out of the projects once and for all.

			

			—

			A month later four of Mitchell’s new dancers—Lydia Abarca, Llanchie Stevenson, Walter Raines, and Gerald Banks—made the three-hour bus ride to Rensselaerville, New York, to perform in front of a library audience. Mitchell was busy in rehearsals for his Broadway show, so Karel Shook accompanied the dancers to their first lecture-demonstration.

			In their makeshift dressing room, Abarca applied some simple lipstick and mascara. When she looked over at Stevenson, who had laid a towel on top of a dresser and neatly unpacked her entire makeup kit, her stomach dropped. Rows of lipstick and eye shadow. Trays of false eyelashes, which Abarca had never even seen before. Stevenson had come up as the first Black ballerina to perform with Radio City Music Hall, where she’d been expected to wear a full face of stage makeup that would last through the day’s four shows. When she toured with the National Ballet of Washington, she’d traveled with her personal makeup case, knowing she was on her own in a white company. “Nobody else had the base that I needed,” remembers Stevenson. “My color was 11N. Nobody else had 11N. They used to kid me about that. ‘We can’t lend you this 2W because you’re 11N.’ ”

			In Rensselaerville, Abarca studied Stevenson’s trays of false eyelashes on the dresser top and knew she was in trouble. (Mitchell eventually realized he’d have to spring for a company makeup class, in which a flamboyant older woman with ostrich plumes for eyelashes schooled the dancers. “There should be no line of demarcation,” she’d shout about the art of applying base. “No line!”) Raines, who was so skilled with makeup he could contour a cleft onto his chin, took pity on Abarca’s naked face. “Walter told me, ‘The audience has to be able to see your eyes and your mouth!’ I’m telling you, he beat my face. I’m looking in the mirror as he works, going, ‘Oh, my God, I
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“The moral of this important and tear-stained book is actually a reminder:
Bare oneself, fly into the grandest of jetés and live free.”
—The New York Times Books Review
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