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If the secret is beat upon the drum, the secret will be revealed in dance.

—YORUBA PROVERB
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INTRODUCTION

Listen to my feet and I will tell you the story of my life.

—JOHN BUBBLES

In 1932, when Noël Coward approached Harlem dancer turned choreographer Buddy Bradley to stage his new revue, Words and Music, he had high expectations. Coward gravitated to the chic and cutting edge, so it was only natural he sought out the hottest choreographer in London. But he had no clear vision of the dances he wanted—and, frankly, it was just as well. Buddy Bradley’s pinwheeling opening number for Words and Music, blending white Eton jackets and West End sophistication with Hoofers’ Club traditions of male dance authority, low-down gestures of the Baltimore Buzz, and the arching stance of the Cakewalk, was unlike anything London had ever seen, or even imagined, dance could be. The first-night audience erupted in applause before even a single Coward witticism had been uttered. That night, Bradley once again redefined what dance could be.

In a career that began in the Harlem Renaissance and spanned decades on stages, film sets, and nightclubs on both sides of the Atlantic, Bradley pushed the boundaries of dance. He introduced jazz dance to theater, where he revitalized fusty mincing and parading with movement that aligned with the new jazz sound. He brought jazz-trained bodies to George Balanchine and Frederick Ashton, thereby assisting in the creation of neoclassical ballet. He was an early pioneer of dance on film, devising techniques that made dance seen in picture palaces more intimate and immediate, more akin to live dance onstage. Through his legendary dance school in the West End, he implanted American rhythm tap throughout the British Empire. In his nearly forty years overseas, he worked at the Folies Bergère in Paris; in nightclubs in Spain, Italy, and Germany; and, via the global reach of British film, telegraphed his aesthetic to all four corners of the Earth. Bradley was the international emissary of jazz dance.

But, even more than an ambassador, Bradley was an adventurer. Just as he resisted the predetermined expectations imposed on him as a Black man, he challenged preconceived categorizations of dance. He refused to pigeonhole his work, to adhere to others’ notions of what Black dance, tap dance, or theatrical dance should be. (Like Martha Graham, he recognized only two kinds of dance: good and bad.) All the while, as he ushered African American dance into new spheres, he found new tools in his encounters with ballroom, ballet, folk dance, and mime to heighten his own choreographic expression. In doing so, he proved that tap dance could be romantic as well as percussive, that jazz dance could reveal character and tell stories, and that both could be integrated into book musicals. Alongside talents like Hermes Pan and Fred Astaire, Bradley blazed the trail in musical theater that Agnes de Mille and Jerome Robbins built into a road, one that Twyla Tharp, Camille Brown, and Justin Peck explore to this day. He had but one criterion for jazz dance: that it never be separated from jazz music.

Bradley, as his obituaries noted in 1972, was a visionary ahead of his time. Today, musical theater could hardly move if stripped of the grammar of African American dance that Bradley introduced nearly one hundred years ago. Yet archives, records, catalogues raisonnés, bodies of criticism, and books have somehow failed to document his achievements. Art, until recently, was what happened in conservatories, not on musical comedy stages, nor in film, nor—heaven forbid!—in nightclubs and on street corners. It didn’t help that Bradley was soft spoken and reserved, just the type of gentle personality that would be mangled in our noisy age of soundbites and social media, or that he operated from London, outside the artistic cauldron of New York and beyond the gaze of America’s dance critics, the gatekeepers of dance history. Of course, being Black only made it easier for him to recede from view.

It was at a colloquium at the Fashion Institute of Technology that I first learned of Bradley. When Theresa Ruth Howard, founder of the Memoirs of Blacks in Ballet project, alluded to the revolutionary influence of someone named Buddy Bradley on the work of George Balanchine, I sat up a little straighter. As a lifetime balletomane, I had read extensively on Balanchine and could not recall a single word written about Buddy Bradley. Even when, a few years later, a magisterial biography of Balanchine appeared, it glossed over Bradley in a single phrase, as “the legendary tap and jazz man.” How strange this all was to me; there are endless books on Balanchine, Martha Graham, and Frederick Ashton. Why was there no written history of this transformative creator?

I was immediately intrigued. Then, after months of preliminary digging and contextual research, I was impassioned and, yes, incensed. Yet, I asked myself if I had the right to tell this story. I flew down to consult with Dr. Thomas DeFrantz, then at Duke University, and came away realizing the urgency of the task: no one else was collecting Bradley’s story. Not only did we all benefit from knowing Bradley’s life and work, but if I did not find Bradley’s remaining colleagues as soon as possible, so much of the story would be lost forever. With this support, and consulting many, including Bradley’s family, who could help me sensitively access this story, I proceeded.

The fact that Buddy Bradley was a legend cloaked in mystery made him all the more enticing. Even the Jerome Robbins Dance Division of the New York Public Library—the largest dance library and archive in the world—had virtually nothing to offer as I began my journey. My search to understand this man and his talent next led me to the genealogical room at the New York Public Library, the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture (also at the NYPL), and the archives of the African American press. Slowly, I began to piece together an outline of Bradley’s life, his story in New York, and the shows he had choreographed on Broadway.

In Britain I began a parallel search, scouring archives and periodicals in the British Library, delving as far as I could in the frustratingly closed-for-renovation dance collection at the Victoria and Albert Museum, running queries in The Stage and The Call Boy for actors and dancers who had worked with Bradley, and sifting through stacks of yellowing theater programs in the Westminster Archives. I traced every name of every dancer who appeared in any Bradley project, a search that often dead-ended with an obituary. As most nonagenarians (eighty-year-olds were mere striplings in my search for a man who had died in 1972) have little virtual presence, I had to hire private investigators to help recreate the trail. Rushing against the clock, aware that these stories could disappear forever in a blink of an eye, I flew back and forth between New York and London, anchoring myself in Bradley’s neighborhoods in London, traveling to seaside towns to interview Bradley’s former dancers, capturing stories that made Bradley come alive, making wonderful new friends, and sometimes triumphantly exiting with a new lead.

I walked to all of Bradley’s flats, schools, and theaters, imagining the shops and squares, the sights and sounds that populated his experience. There were hours in the underground screening rooms of the British Film Institute with “Basement Steve” Tolevy, threading and scrutinizing reel after reel of undigitized Bradley movies, with former Bradley dancers and Ashton experts sometimes squeezed into the viewing room with me. There were lunches at the Ivy with a choreographer, a Bradley student from the 1950s; in a glow of red wine, we went to the former Bradley School of Dance on Denman Street and imagined it circa 1955. I dug deep into the Noël Coward Archive Trust and came up with some astonishing footage; parsed theater reviews for clues of Bradley’s dancing; scrutinized photos in old theater magazines to analyze the poses, gestures, and patterns of Bradley’s stagings; and froze-frame every Bradley dance sequence on YouTube. In a quest that led to actors’ retirement homes and villas in Brixton, reaching as far as Arizona and South Africa, a man, three dimensional, living, and breathing—and very charming—slowly emerged and accompanied me on a five-year journey.

Again and again, I marveled not only at his huge talent but also his generous spirit. How did a thirteen-year-old orphan escape the confines of Jim Crow Birmingham and embark on a journey of such creativity, tenacity, and resilience? How did he find the poise, the acumen, the wherewithal to blossom despite the constant obstacles of race? How did he gather the strength to give up his community in New York to lead a life apart in London for nearly forty years? How did he remain, despite everything, so open and so kind? Bradley left no diaries, writings, or letters to reveal his soul. Instead, my clue to finding these answers came from James Baldwin, another Black expatriate, who reminded me in Notes of a Native Son that it is the past, our ancestors, that makes the present coherent. I looked beyond Bradley, the artist, and into his family to understand him.

Bradley’s secrets were revealed to me in visits to the small town in the Blue Ridge Mountains, where he was born on property owned by his mother’s family since before the Civil War. They were whispered among gravestones in cemeteries in Gainesville, Alabama, in documents found in a dusty courthouse in Sumter County, Alabama, in shotgun houses, flimsy schools, and urban decay in Birmingham, Alabama. In these distant corners, light years from Bradley’s cosmopolitan existence in New York and London, Bradley’s character was forged. I learned the resolve and pith of an extraordinary great-grandmother, a free person of color in Georgia, as well as the supple creativity of his paternal grandfather, a formerly enslaved man who took a tiny legacy from his enslaver (his father) and parlayed it into a wholesale trading business on a river that flowed down to Mobile, and the determination and dignity of Bradley’s own parents, both of whom died at horribly young ages, overcome by hardship and injustice.

Bradley’s invention and brilliance, his diplomacy and kindness, his discipline and his reserve, his creativity and talent, it turned out, were the heritage of elders who had steered through slavery and its aftermath in America. The path he explored through dance reveals not only his story but one of a family, of a legacy, and of African American history. Like his grandfather, Bradley took his birthright and shaped it to his dreams—dreams that shaped, indelibly, more than one country’s cultural life and legacy.

Several years into this project, I found a letter written by Bradley to Marshall Stearns in 1963, buried in a metal file cabinet at the Institute of Jazz Studies at Rutgers University. Glancing at this seemingly banal document to notice only clarification on a few details for Stearns’s magnum opus, Jazz Dance, I dutifully photocopied it and continued my research. Only months later, combing through my notes, I came upon the sentence that made my heart stand still: Bradley longed to tell his story. Would Stearns write it?

Three years after that letter, Stearns was gone; his own book unfinished. His wife, Jean, would shepherd Jazz Dance posthumously into production. Bradley’s story remained untold. At that very moment, as I held the copy of his letter in my hand, Bradley and I came into alignment. It became my mission to tell his story, to piece his life back together, to bring his work, in all its vital impact and importance, back to the conversation where it belongs.

I’m hoping he is dancing in the firmament as you read this.
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ANCESTRAL WHISPERS

And so our mothers and grandmothers have, more often than not anonymously, handed on the creative spark, the seed of the flower they themselves never hoped to see.

—ALICE WALKER

Long before Buddy Bradley was born, in 1905, the die was cast. For nearly a century, his ancestors had defied the restrictions placed on Black peoples’ lives, overcoming obstacles with invention and resilience, and establishing patterns of agency that Bradley, in turn, would inherit. In the early nineteenth century, Bradley’s maternal great-grandmother, Harriet Allen, already exceptional in her status as a free Black woman in the antebellum South, embarked on foot along faint dirt paths from Pendleton (now Pickens) County, South Carolina, to acquire her own farm land in Habersham County, Georgia—a journey that would shape her family for generations.1

Three hundred miles away and a generation later, in the Black Belt of Alabama, Bradley’s paternal grandfather, the formerly enslaved Robert Louis Epes, established a trading house in the late 1860s in Gainesville, Alabama, a key stop on the river route to Mobile. What traces we can reassemble of his life—a graceful carved tombstone, an enslaver’s will, a wholesale liquor distribution license—testify to supple creativity that defied societal limitations and expectations.

If knowledge is power, knowing one’s ancestry confers subconscious power. With his grandmother’s status as a free person of color, and his grandfather’s more complex status as the natural son of his enslaver, Bradley was unusual among African Americans: he could trace his family, name by name, to the early nineteenth century. In their claim to full rights of citizenship and individual expression, Harriet Allen and Robert Louis Epes bestowed an invaluable birthright.

From the very beginning, Buddy Bradley was swaddled in family legacy. He was born as Clarence Bradley Epps (the spelling of the last name varied over the years and also appears as Epes; by Bradley’s father’s generation, it was most frequently spelled as Epps) on July 24, 1905, in the very place Harriet Allen had set down roots, surrounded by cousins. Clarkesville in Habersham County, Georgia, had not been a random destination. When Harriet Allen set out on her walk from South Carolina, sometime in the late 1830s, accompanied by her sister, Polly, as well as a horse, cow, calf, and hogs, she had a distinct goal in mind. Twenty-one years before the California gold rush, the discovery of gold in northeast Georgia made this former region of the Cherokee—now banished via the infamous Trail of Tears to Indian Territory west of the Mississippi—glisten with opportunity. It also represented a frontier, one not yet rigid with established practices and social hierarchy, where a person of ambiguous legal and social status might construct a future.2

Most importantly, land was available. Like W. E. B. Du Bois, Allen grasped that land represented food, shelter, stability, and a key to autonomy. Unlike the fertile soil of Georgia’s Piedmont region, which suited large-scale cotton cultivation, the rugged terrain of Appalachia lent itself to tenacious small farmers. The mountainous geography, with romantic scenery, waterfalls, and flora and fauna at every turn, also made Clarkesville a resort for those from southern and central Georgia seeking respite from summer heat, as well as residents of Savannah and Charleston escaping summer bouts of malaria in the low country, and provided opportunities for hotels, small enterprises, and skilled labor that catered to the seasonal visitors.3

Record-keeping in the rural South, spotty at best, was nearly nonexistent for people of color—a fact fully evident when assembling Harriet Allen’s sketchy origin story. Before she left South Carolina, Harriet appeared in a census as a member of the household of Betsey Allen. Harriet, described as “mulatto,” was light skinned, seemingly with Caucasian features, suggesting that Betsey and Harriet Allen may have been half-sisters, sharing the same father and surname. (Just as possibly, however, Harriet used the family name of her enslaver and the given name of a member of the white family—both common practices for African Americans at the time.)4

If Betsey and Harriet were half-sisters, was Harriet’s mother enslaved or freed? To ensure the continuation of an enslaved population, children inherited the legal status of their mother. Whether Harriet’s freedom was inherited or conferred, one thing, however, is crystal clear: “free” or not, Harriet did not have the same rights and privileges under the law as Betsey Allen.

Though it may have seemed a salvation, the legal status of free people of color was problematic: they were threats to societal conventions. Morally, their existence represented a reproach to slavery. Practically, it was feared that their freedom might inspire others to seek liberation. After free man of color Denmark Vesey led a rebellion of slaves in Charleston in 1822, and as antislavery arguments became more heated, the restrictions on free people of color increased. Harriet would have to surmount each of these barriers.

As always, taxes were more than a way to raise public funds; they were a means of control. Dauntingly high taxes were intended to discourage enslaved people from aspiring to free status, reenforcing the narrative that Black people were better off when they had room, board, and taxes assumed by white owners. Prior to the Civil War, in Georgia, where Harriet paid tax, the annual head tax for the average white male citizen was twenty-five cents, while free people of color paid a whopping twenty times that amount: five dollars, the sum paid by professionals like doctors and lawyers.5

Constantly hovering over Harriet’s head, taxes also served as a mechanism to return free Black people to a state close to slavery. In Georgia, if a free person of color could not pay his or her tax, the state could place the individual into servitude, withholding wages until the debt was settled. Harriet’s sister, Polly Allen, might very well have encountered this issue: by 1850 she had returned to Pendleton County and the relative safety of familiar terrain.6

Watching her sister retreat might have shaken Harriet Allen’s confidence. After all, she was just as vulnerable, an outsider and a Black woman venturing into parts unknown and facing an intimidating tangle of laws and bureaucracy intended to daunt her. She had no family to rely on. She was most likely illiterate. The only resource she had to fall back on was her own labor and the handful of livestock she had brought to Habersham County. But Harriet, in adversity, proved resilient and determined.

Gaining a legitimate foothold in this new environment required not only cash but an oppressive level of compliance. Not having ready money, Harriet most likely had to work for others as she set about establishing herself. Further, she needed a court-approved guardian to represent her legally, which, predictably, imposed another annual fee. Even as she became a landowner and mother of ten, Harriet, as a free person of color, retained an inferior status. Effectively, she was a minor in the law’s eyes, with no voice. She had to be represented in all transactions by a white man, who possibly neither understood nor particularly cared about her situation.7

But such was the reality, and Harriet was a realist. She marshaled her forces and did what she needed to do. For a few years, she appears to have lived “under the radar,” without a guardian, her life an uneasy parallel with undocumented workers in America today. Five years after her arrival in Habersham, in July 1845, after saving the necessary funds, finding a potential guardian, and drawing up the requisite documents (this itself complicated for a woman who probably could not read or write), Harriet Allen petitioned for William B. Shelton to guarantee her and her children, with bond set at one hundred dollars. The Sheltons were a prominent family in Clarkesville. Whether by coincidence or an instinct for self-preservation, Harriet Allen had aligned herself with influence while navigating the system.8

Despite the bureaucratic complications and the arduous business of simply getting by, Harriet never lost sight of her goal: acquiring land. As the Civil War raged, and six months before General Sherman marched into Georgia, Harriet Allen purchased sixty-one acres in Habersham County for $244 in cash. In an agrarian economy, property was the source of independence: if you could grow what you needed, barter for what you didn’t have, and sell just enough to pay taxes, you could survive. As she could not own property outright, Harriet paid a second guardian, Andrew J. Nichols, to purchase land in his name, then place it in her hands for use. She had become, despite the odds and a deliberately convoluted legal structure, a Black landowner.9

Harriet had ten children—most, if not all, with Mat Ivie, a free man of color born in Virginia who (by inference, as the document trail again goes faint) arrived in Clarkesville at roughly the same time. After Harriet was baptized in the white Bethlehem Baptist Church, worshipping in the Baptist Church became part of the family’s experience. After her death, sometime prior to 1880, Mat continued to farm the sixty-one acres, dispersing them to the next generation upon his death.

In addition to her land, Harriet’s children inherited her pragmatism and intentionality. Some followed closely in her footsteps. Various sons helped work the farm. Daughters, too, tended to stay close to the land. Charlie Ivie, one of the youngest siblings and Buddy’s great-uncle, began acquiring parcels of land in the late 1800s, amassed three hundred acres, and lived until 1928.

Harriet’s eldest daughter, Lizzie, named after Betsey Allen in South Carolina, would become Buddy Bradley’s grandmother. Lizzie had the acumen of her mother: over the years she accumulated thirty-eight acres and two houses, married twice, and sustained a large extended family. Her youngest child, Georgia, born in 1880, would be the mother of Buddy Bradley.

Like Harriet, Lizzie was a strong matriarch. When one daughter died, Lizzie, now fifty-nine, took the three youngest children into her care. When Robert M. Epps, the husband of her daughter, traveled out of state in search of work, Georgia and her two young children, Robert and Ernestine, joined Harriet’s household. It was in this house in the hills of Georgia, teeming with life, resolution, and cousins—the material heritage of Harriet Allen—that Georgia’s second son, Clarence Bradley Epps, the future Buddy Bradley, was born in 1905.

Grandchildren and future generations lived Harriet Allen Ivie’s legacy, acquiring land, pursuing security, and participating in the life of the community, always in pursuit of bettering themselves and their lot. One of Charlie’s daughters married a skilled craftsman, a plasterer who founded a thriving family business and lived lavishly in town. A granddaughter married an enterprising bricklayer, who established the rambling bathhouse just outside of town that catered to the moneyed summer folk. Others fanned out to Atlanta, Birmingham, and Columbus, Ohio, as the economy shifted from farming to industry. Great-grandson Buddy Bradley would migrate to Harlem, then cross oceans, revolutionize theatrical dance, and bring jazz movement, rooted in Black dance traditions, to twentieth-century ballet.

Great-great-granddaughters would attend Spelman College and the US Air Force Academy; their granddaughters would become state debate champions and attend law school, carrying the torch Harriet had ignited on her walk across state lines and into agency.
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FATHERS AND SONS IN THE BLACK BELT OF ALABAMA

We read the future by the past.

—REV. ALEXANDER CRUMMELL

Northern Sumter County in the Black Belt of Alabama—so called for the dark, rich soil that lent itself so amenably to cotton cultivation—was only three hundred miles from Habersham County, Georgia, yet a world apart. Though hardly older than Habersham County with its up-from-the-bootstraps opportunism, Sumter County’s traditions were forged in seventeenth-century Virginia. Younger sons of the plantation aristocracy from Virginia, prohibited by laws of primogeniture from inheriting family land, flocked to the Black Belt for new opportunities, often bringing with them the enslaved individuals who would tame Sumter County’s soft hills and forests and replicate the established mores of Virginia. This was the world that Buddy Bradley’s grandfather, Robert M. Epes, was born to—one that was seemingly immutable and forbidding for a Black man.1

For the white man who was Bradley’s biological great-grandfather, however, Sumter County was a godsend. A proverbial younger son of a Virginia tobacco-growing family, Richard Junius Epes, in his twenties, first tried his luck in Georgia but found the land already showing signs of decline, depleted from successive seasons of cotton growing. Infinitely more promising was Sumter County, Alabama, virgin agricultural territory that had recently opened for white settlement when the Choctaw signed the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek in 1830 and mournfully departed their beautiful ancestral lands. The soil of Sumter County, too waxy to be tilled with the light tools of the small farmer, favored plantation practice, drawing on an abundance of manual labor—the apanage of an enslaver. The combination of climate, soil, and resources lent itself superbly to growing cotton, which dovetailed with the surge in demand from the recently industrialized mills in England.2

Despite such auspicious circumstances, Richard Junius Epes hovers on the margins of Sumter County history. Though related to the celebrated Randolphs of Virginia, Richard Junius Epes displayed a diffident lack of purpose. Perhaps he was conflicted; the Epes records are problematic.3

Unlike the enterprising first settlers who arrived in Sumter County around 1833 and snapped up the best tracts of land as soon as the Choctaw territory was available—initiating the first land boom in the United States—Epes languidly arrived somewhat later. He ended up purchasing land on the secondary market in Jones Bluff (now the town of Epes), and, while the deed of sale is lost, he may have acquired the property of the ill-fated James Jones, the half–Native American for whom the town was named, who had been deeded the land in the Dancing Rabbit Creek treaty but was swindled out of it, killed, then dumped unceremoniously in the Tombigbee River. Epes continued to accumulate land, and over time his holdings would stretch halfway across the county, from Jones Bluff to Sumterville.4

Despite his large tract (in 1850 he owned one thousand acres—one of the largest plantations in the vicinity) and a labor force of ninety, Richard Junius Epes’s plantation was a lackluster performer. In what was arguably the most productive cotton-producing land in America, and where cotton was indisputably the money crop, Richard Junius Epes produced an abysmal five bales of cotton in 1850, in contrast with his neighbor, John W. Dial, who produced over ten times Epes’s output on one-fifth the land. Perhaps Epes was an inept farmer or lacked business acumen. Eschewing cotton, for whatever reason, Epes devoted most of his arable land to raising livestock (cows, sheep, swine) and victuals (wheat, corn, oats, and sweet potatoes).5

Nearly every aspect of Richard Junius Epes is shadowy. In 1843, Epes was commissioned colonel of the Third Division, Sixth Brigade, in the state militia of Jones Bluff, then reelected to the same commission in the Confederate Army in 1861, but he does not appear to have served in the Civil War. From the showy Masonic square and compass carved on his obelisk marker in the neglected Old Side Cemetery, behind Bethany Baptist Church in Sumterville, we know Epes was a Mason—but this, too, is hardly distinguishing for a white American male of privilege in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Not only are twenty-one signers of the Declaration of Independence believed to have been Masons (and George Washington incontestably one), but the fraternal creed of anti-royalty, freedom, free enterprise, and a limited role of state were fundamental to the framing of the Constitution and Bill of Rights. Somewhat mystifyingly, Epes was also a bachelor, a curious fact in a conventional environment, especially given the isolation of plantation life.

Only one fact about Richard Junius Epes is unambiguous: he was an enslaver on a significant scale. The 1850 US Census records him as the head of a household of two white males and seventy enslaved, including a five-year old boy. In 1860, he listed eighty-eight enslaved people in his household, including a fifteen-year-old male, whom we can reasonably assume is the same person as the five-year-old child listed ten years earlier. (The dates of this young man correspond exactly with those of Buddy Bradley’s grandfather.) Some of his enslaved had accompanied him from Virginia. (Correspondence with his brother in Virginia, dated 1848, indicates that Richard Junius had brought with him Suky, his childhood nurse.) Others he purchased. At least five others he had sired, violently or not, with enslaved women.6

The day before he died, on December 24, 1865, Richard Junius signed a hastily drawn will. Perfunctory but explicit, the will begins with five specific bequests to young, formerly enslaved, mixed-race members of his household, all of whom he designates as “yellow.” For two girls, presumably daughters, Epes designated money for two years of school. For three boys, he left animals and commodities.7

The attention Epes gives to these bequests is revealing. Though these gifts appear paltry, even degrading, they reflect poverty more than stinginess. By the time Lee surrendered at Appomattox, the South was decimated: fields neglected, crops negligible, infrastructure and roads destroyed, markets inaccessible, and Confederate money devalued—though bills and taxes were still owed. Richard Junius Epes was now close to destitute. His money was worthless, his acreage had plummeted in value, and he had sold half of his land. A cow, a bushel of corn, or even a saw was not only practical but infinitely more valuable than handfuls of worthless Confederate currency or taxable unyielding soil.8

Even more significant is that Epes, on his deathbed, singled out these five young people among the dozens of formerly enslaved people living on his plantation. Knowledge of plantation practices and convention, and the specific context of Richard Junius Epes, tells us that these mixed-race people are his children. Epes’s second listed beneficiary, Bob, a “yellow boy of African descent who waited on me,” is of particular interest. Bob received from Epes a yellow mule (also named Bob) and a cow. Notably, too, Bob is yellow and a house servant, a relatively preferential position customarily reserved for “favored” women and illegitimate children. Though much about Richard Junius Epes is opaque, his dotted connection to Buddy Bradley is transparent: he is Robert “Bob” Louis Epes’s father and, therefore, Buddy Bradley’s great- grandfather.

Though technically free since Emancipation in 1863, twenty-year-old Bob remained in the Epes household until Richard Junius’s death in 1865. Did Robert Louis Epes stay because, in rural Alabama, there were no obvious alternatives for a young Black man, especially one who had never worked the land? Did he stay because the US government sent a federal officer shortly after surrender to read a proclamation to freedmen, gathered on the courthouse steps at the county seat of Livingston, encouraging them to stay with their former owners, even without wages, so that they would not become financial charges to the public? Or did he stay out of a sense of loyalty, or even some vague hope that he might be recognized as a son? Even without formal acknowledgment of his paternity, Robert Louis Epes seems plenty astute. Observant of the ways of plantation culture, aware of his lighter complexion, cognizant of his role within the household, perhaps apprised by his mother, he may well have known exactly who his father was. It was, at any rate, a highly ambivalent situation: on the one hand, he was privileged but materially dependent; on the other, humiliated and enslaved to his father.9

While the death of Richard Junius Epes signaled a new beginning for Robert Louis, how to create an independent life in Sumter County remained enigmatic. The year 1865 coincided with the beginning of Reconstruction, one of the most equivocal chapters in American history, when promise hovered in the air but the realities on the ground changed little, if at all, in the South.

The resistance to Reconstruction in the South was hardly surprising. Its very economy depended on its caste system, where cheap (preferably, free) Black labor fueled its profits. In Alabama, the hostility was literally incendiary. Several churches in Mobile had been burned down. There were continual threats to destroy Black property. There was no support for enfranchisement or education. (One wonders what happened to Robert Louis’s two sisters and their bequests of two years of schooling.) In desperation, Blacks assembled in Mobile in 1866 and called upon Congress for concrete measures to make their freedom secure.10

Robert Louis Epes’s recourse was to stand proud. Living in unsettled times, surrounded by uncertainty, and hampered by limitations, Robert, like Harriet Allen, chose his course. He prioritized exercising his civil rights as a freeman. He registered to vote in Precinct 14, the twenty-first election district, for Sumter County. At age twenty-three, in 1866, he married, availing himself of an institution long withheld from African Americans.

His twenty-one-year-old bride, from nearby Gainesville, bore the African name Satanna, suggesting that her family was but a few generations away from Africa. Married in Gainesville on November 14, 1866, by a Baptist minister from England, Robert Epes and Sattie Scott had a son, Robert M., one year later. Walter G. followed in 1869, Willie J. in 1870. No record reveals where the Epes family lived in town—a fire destroyed much of Gainesville and its records in 1886—but town maps suggest they lived in the active center of town, where Blacks, whites, residences, and businesses coexisted.11

Unlike the vast plantation lands that characterized Sumter County, Gainesville, with its white clapboard houses, picket fences, and bank with a patent to print US money, looked like New England, albeit with groves of pecan trees. To this day, locals refer to Main Street as “Yankee Street,” a reference to the flood of New Englanders whose mercantile instincts flared when Alabama opened to white settlement. A prime position on the Tombigbee River had made the town a busy commercial hub, which led to its development as the third largest city in the state and a regional seat of culture.12

Before the war, more cotton was said to load on steamboats in Gainesville than anywhere in the country, testifying to both the productivity of Alabama Black Belt soil and the enslaved people who cultivated it. Boats from Gainesville then made their way downstream to Mobile, transferred to ships heading to points east, and ultimately fed the textile mills of New England and England. On the return journey, the boats brought furniture, flour, sugar, molasses, coffee, textiles, French ribbons, English bone china, sheet music, and books from New York, Boston, and even London, offering glimpses of another universe to little Gainesville. As mercantile interest flourished, a hotel, a steam gin, a grist mill, trading houses, liveries, milliners, pharmacists, physicians, skilled craftsmen, and small tradespeople thrived, making Gainesville a tiny but buzzing empire unto itself.13

All his life, Robert Louis Epes had toggled between two worlds: that of the Big House, with its mores of Southern plantation culture and those of his people, removed from their culture and families. He was conversant in the received pronunciation of the ruling caste and fluent in the African-inflected English of the quarters. He could wait on a table, inventory silver, or maintain a gentleman’s wardrobe just as easily as partake of a shout. He could neither read nor write, for these skills were prohibited for enslaved people, but he was adept at practical skills—interacting with a wide range of people, managing supplies, knowing how diverse people lived, and anticipating what they needed.14

Now Robert Louis marshaled his resources to build a business in Gainesville, his new home. Perhaps he drew support from the local Friendly Society, a group of Black and white men that invited local white attorneys, government officials, and even ex-Confederates to counsel freedmen on citizenship and opportunities. He certainly benefited from the practical Yankee origins of Gainesville, a town less inclined to wail about the Lost Cause and more disposed to get on with the pursuit of profit. Less interested in retaining the old two-tier society, and anxious to regain its old momentum, Gainesville was an inviting arena for someone with a keen instinct for transactions.

How did this young man, not yet thirty, limited in exposure, untutored, and only recently released from a rigid hierarchy (which effectively still existed in Sumter County), have the vision, courage, and wherewithal to undertake such an adventure? Did Robert barter his meager patrimony (the yellow mule named Bob and the cow) for capital to set up his business? Whether or not this was his father’s intention, it was a natural thing to do for one with no experience of farming—to sell the livestock, move to a town, and partake of a business that matched local opportunities with one’s talents. His undertaking is extraordinary in its intentionality.

Even more extraordinary is that he was successful. Although the 1870 US Census describes him as a merchant, it is misleading to think of Robert Louis eking out a living selling nails and penny candy. Instead, as he was awarded a wholesale, rather than retail, liquor license, the record suggests he operated a trading house, instead of a retail store. His business capitalized on the river trade in Gainesville, not the mundane needs of a small town.15

Robert Louis Epes’s scantily documented life poses intriguing questions. He died at age twenty-seven on March 22, 1873. The cause is not known—Alabama did not systematize death certificates until 1908. Equally puzzling is the fact that he is the only African American buried in the white section of Gainesville’s Old Cemetery, also known as the Confederate Cemetery.

Upon her young husband’s death, Sattie ordered a graceful gravestone, with a sculpted pediment, extensive text, and a deeply carved flower. The elaborate workmanship suggests that Epes’s life had been materially comfortable. The family’s circumstances, however, had been dependent on the cash flow from Robert’s business. Sattie, now a young widow with three little boys under the age of six, moved in with her mother, Dilla, a laundress in town. Yet, even without money, Robert Louis Epes had left a legacy that would shape both his son and grandson, just as his own father’s legacy, material and immaterial, had propelled his own life forward. His son Robert would inherit his resourcefulness and tenacity. His grandson Buddy would not only inherit these gifts but also his grandfather’s fluidity, creativity, and ability to cross borders.
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POST-RECONSTRUCTION: EXPLORATIONS BEYOND HOME

We build our temples for tomorrow.

—LANGSTON HUGHES

When the Tallulah Falls Railroad whistled into Clarkesville, Georgia, in the mid-1880s, it swept fundamental changes into the sleepy mountain town. News now traveled quickly via a daily US postal bag or the telegraph line that ran alongside the railroad tracks. Strangers, too, now filtered in and out of Habersham County, intermingling with local communities and offering glimpses of possibilities once unknown. One of the lives that would be transformed by the prospects, uncertainties, and urban challenges ushered in by the train was that of Georgia Walker, Lizzie Walker’s youngest daughter and Buddy Bradley’s mother, born in 1880. Her life, vaulting from the agricultural nineteenth century to the industrial twentieth century, would have been unrecognizable and unimaginable to her intrepid grandmother Harriet Allen.

While the train expanded Clarkesville, it sealed the fate of Gainesville. As trains now hurried cotton to ports, river trade in Gainesville withered, stunting commerce, plunging the population to a spectral 175 citizens, and strewing in its wake a handful of genteel white houses with magnolia trees and shuttered churches. Most dramatic of all the changes wrought by the railroad system latticing the South was human mobility: individuals now sought opportunity well beyond their place of birth. One of those individuals was Robert M. Epps, the eldest son of Robert Louis and Sattie Epps, and the future father of Buddy Bradley.

Young Epps was six when his father died and the relative security of his life evaporated. Growing up in Gainesville, Robert and his younger brothers, Willie and Walter, learned to read and write, but it is doubtful they received more than a perfunctory education. In 1868 the overextended and underfunded Freedmen Bureau had recommended a school for the town and its two hundred African American children, but it never materialized. Instead, in 1869, the county and state wrested control of schools, delivering a blow to education for children of color. Liberal teachers were run out of town (some in Sumter County were even murdered), and the school Robert attended was consequently understaffed and poorly equipped.1

By the early 1880s, as Gainesville’s economy was fading, Sumter County’s future remained tied to agriculture. Robert’s options for earning a livelihood locally were to become a fieldhand, sharecropper, or laborer. Like his father, Robert had no experience—or evident interest—in farming. After all, with its attendant peonage, it was hardly different from slavery. Unlike his father, who had served in the household of a planter from Virginia, Robert had grown up in simpler circumstances and probably did not share his father’s facility for bridging cultures. Yet young Robert had two tools at his disposal that his father had not: literacy and mobility. Somewhere, somehow, Robert sidestepped the conventional path allocated Black men in the nineteenth-century South and became a brick mason.

Robert’s choice of bricklaying, which required agility, stamina, precision, mathematical skill, and aesthetic judgment (skills his son Buddy would inherit and employ in a different métier), suggests a character that was exacting and determined. His decision, too, may well have been prompted by the fact that, in 1865, the bricklayers’ union was among the first to admit African Americans, of which Robert seems to have become a member. Besides advocating for safer conditions and better pay, the union provided an additional perk and sign of changing times: a union travel card, which vouched for the competence of the bearer, fostering the brick mason’s ability to travel and find work in far-flung venues.2

Traveling, Robert’s lifeline to work, was not easy or comfortable. When, in 1892, African American Homer Plessy refused to sit in a train car for Black people, the Supreme Court responded with the Plessy v. Ferguson ruling, constitutionally legalizing segregation in 1896. Despite the soot, heat, lack of hygienic amenities and luggage storage (suitcases had to be crammed at one’s feet), humiliation, and perpetual reminder of second-class status, Robert was determined to work and took full advantage of his union travel card to do so. He turns up at various times in Alabama, Georgia, Tennessee, and Illinois, his persistent travels indicating his resolve.

In the 1890s, a major construction project was brewing in Clarkesville: the Habersham County courthouse on the town square, the most prestigious location in town. The courthouse, with its Victorian brick structure of three stories, gabled roof, and four corner turrets, was a plum project for a mason. Robert, now a capable craftsman in his late twenties, most likely learned of the opportunity from his union network and hopped on a train. Working in Clarkesville was a local brick mason, Joseph Parker, similarly ambitious and entrepreneurial, who also happened to be married to Sadie Thompson, Lizzie Walker’s oldest daughter.

It is likely that the two men, engaged in the same trade and both of enterprising temperament, became friendly, and that, through Parker, Robert Epps met Sadie’s half-sister, Georgia Walker. Georgia, like her ancestors, was grounded, hardworking, and, probably, pretty. Like Robert, she was also of the new generation, benefiting from the state’s institution in 1870 of public education, and had learned to read and write in one of Habersham County’s four schools for African American children. Both also shared a love for music. In 1898, the year the courthouse was completed, Robert Epps, an accomplished craftsman of thirty-one, married Georgia Walker, age eighteen.

The following year, in 1899, Georgia and Robert’s first son, Robert Louis Jr. was born. While the 1910 US Census records his birth in Georgia, Robert Louis Jr.’ s own marriage certificate in 1923 states Alton, Illinois, as his birthplace. Regardless of where baby Robert was born, the appearance of Alton on a family document is highly relevant, indicating his go-getter father was working there at the time of his son’s birth. Alton, a bustling industrial town on the Mississippi River, at one time even larger than Chicago, was the home of several brick factories and extensive brick construction projects, a natural destination for a striving brick mason.

Traveling for work was a pattern that Georgia and Robert Epps would have to embrace. After the county courthouse, there were no projects of scale in Clarkesville and few opportunities for Epps. Robert could not afford to limit his practice to building a random wall or occasional foundation; by traveling, he proactively pursued projects. As an itinerant lifestyle was hardly compatible with the needs of a young family, Georgia remained with baby Robert in Clarkesville, wrapped in the security of her mother’s house, extended family, and familiar rhythms. Traveling far and wide for work, Robert would return to Clarkesville between gigs. A daughter, Ernestine A., was born in 1902, followed by Clarence Bradley (known as Buddy), on July 25, 1905.

Surrounded by cousins and countryside, the three Epps children had a seemingly bucolic childhood. The two elder children, Robert and Ernestine, probably attended the one-room school for Black children from grades one to seven that had recently been set up next to the Clarkesville firehouse. Buddy was too young for school and tagged along with his mother as she managed the household, tended the vegetable garden and yard animals, and kept house. Though the family had historically been members of the local white Baptist church, the Walker–Epps family would on occasion attend services at Deas Chapel, the Colored Methodist Episcopal church near the town square in Clarkesville and participate in church social gatherings.

But the foundations of life in Clarkesville, as experienced by Harriet Allen and Lizzie Walker, were shifting. Family life changed dramatically when, in the fall of 1905, just months after Buddy was born, Georgia’s mother, Lizzie Walker, died. Without Lizzie, and with only one sibling left, Georgia’s ties to Clarkesville loosened. Raising three children, managing a household, and executing her mother’s will, without the support of immediate family, was a large responsibility to undertake alone.

The economics of their life were changing, too. For Robert, the financial panic of 1907 impacted potential building projects. It was time to reconsider the hub-and-spoke existence that Georgia and Robert had set up in Clarkesville. Birmingham, Alabama, on the other hand, was booming, a symbol of the rise of the New South. Perhaps Georgia had a little money from her mother that could absorb the costs of a move. At any rate, it was time to reassess, reassemble, and relocate the family.
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AN OBSERVANT CHILD IN BIRMINGHAM

No man exists who is not made by the child he once was.

—MARIA MONTESSORI

For three-year-old Buddy Bradley, Birmingham was an unfolding wonder. Train whistles lulled him to sleep instead of mountain breezes. Chatter from the house next door replaced the cackling of chickens in the yard. Boarders’ children replaced cousins as playmates; pecan pie instead of peach pie appeared on special occasions; pine trees morphed into smokestacks. A new kind of dust alighted on porches, too: not the light filter rising from country earth that could be swept away with a flick of a broom, but an ashy soot that settled into the grain of wood, clung to clothes drying on the line, and seeped into lungs. Like Birmingham’s invasive dust, there would be other discoveries, latent, subtle, and enduring, that Buddy would carry with him forever.

For adults Robert and Georgia Epps, Birmingham was a shiny promise. In 1909, it was the beckoning symbol of the New South. Once overlooked in favor of the Black Belt with its lush cotton producing soil, Birmingham exploded after the Civil War, when deposits of coal, lime, and iron ore, the key ingredients for making steel, were discovered in the vicinity. Given the mineral deposits, the proximity of railroads, and the aspiration to wean the economy from agriculture, a cabal of business interests willed a city into existence. As if on cue, Pratt Coke and Steel, Ensley Works, American Cast Iron Pipe, Continental Gin Company, Sloss Furnace, and Tennessee Coal, Iron, and Railroad came into being. The new city, incorporated in 1871, rose to become a powerhouse.1

Birmingham was the Ellis Island of the South. While most Southern cities had been exhausted, if not destroyed, by the Civil War, and spent years recouping, Birmingham, fresh and new, could direct all its energies into developing new industries. Perversely, Birmingham’s surge forward was based, like cotton, on backward thinking: exploiting African American labor. Business managers, Plessy v. Ferguson, and Alabama’s punitive 1901 state constitution, which disenfranchised Blacks and poor whites, collectively closed ranks to ensure that Black labor remained available, cheap, and compliant. As dehumanizing as working in Birmingham’s heavy industries could be, however, it was preferable to sharecropping and its inevitable peonage. Consequently, freedmen throughout the South descended on Birmingham’s foundries, pits, and railroads.2

If Atlanta, closer to Georgia’s family, had been tempting, Robert Epps, with a growing family to support and no farm skills, needed to be realistic. The momentum of Birmingham was persuasive; it was even starting to rival the North. So, like many others, the Epps family left the security of an extended family and rural town rhythms and moved to an unknown industrial city. It was a decision that required not just pluck but reserves of self-sufficiency and a new vulnerability. Birmingham was the psychological prequel to the Great Migration. The next generation of Epps would all move North.

Of course, as a skilled craftsman, Robert was not planning to work in mines or iron furnaces. Soaring Birmingham was spawning new construction opportunities, inevitably requiring the skills of brick masons. And, if local jobs were ever hard to find, the nine railroads that speeded deliveries of pig iron and steel from Birmingham to all points north, south, east, and west could just as efficiently deliver a bricklayer with a union card to a welcoming jobsite.3

Though Robert hailed from Alabama, little in familial Sumter County could have prepared him for the hustle of Birmingham. Naturally, there were small adjustments to be made, but there were also fundamental disappointments, material and moral. For starters, work was not as plentiful as anticipated: Robert was employed only half the time during his first full year in Birmingham. For a seasoned craftsmen who had worked, traveled, and sacrificed to solidify a career and support his family, watching his autonomy compromised must have been bitter.

In one train ride, the Epps had become a nuclear family. Like Robert, Georgia also faced challenges. In Clarkesville, she had lived with her mother as she raised young Robert, Ernestine, and Buddy. In Birmingham, after giving birth to her fourth child, Aurelius Lanier Epps, in 1909, she was on her own, cut off from the support of extended family, caring for her brood single-handedly. Everything was different, too, in this new urban setting. No longer did she walk across family acres to obtain her food and gaze at a landscape of mountains; her new environment was a teeming neighborhood of city blocks populated with houses on small lots. In Georgia, her family went to church occasionally. In Birmingham, Black life congregated around churches, the fulcrum of social as well as religious life. Soral groups and women’s auxiliaries, some with high-flying titles and elaborate protocol, replaced families in this community of newcomers. Homespun Georgia may not have slipped easily into place.4

Nevertheless, living in Birmingham began optimistically. From 1908 to 1912, Buddy’s family lived at 622 Fifth Avenue in Smithfield, an area that a resident proudly described as the home of the “Number One Blacks” in Birmingham. Indeed, this is true, but by default: there were few other places where Black families could, or would wish to, live. Though the section of Smithfield where the Epps lived, south of Eighth Avenue, had been built specifically as Black housing, the overall area, former farmland on the outskirts of town that had been subdivided and developed in the nineteenth century, began as a mixed-race community. As African American labor flowed in, Birmingham’s population became 43 percent Black by 1900, and white families began to leave Smithfield for more homogenous precincts. By the time the Epps family arrived in 1908, Smithfield was 83 percent Black—and well on its way to becoming an all-Black neighborhood.5

Given the lack of alternatives for African Americans, people from all walks of life lived together. On Buddy’s street alone, neighbors’ occupations ran the gamut from train and blast furnace laborers to a driver of a coal wagon, a barber, a contractor, a carpenter, a hotel porter, a laborer in a private home (presumably some sort of domestic service), an insurance agent, and a physician. A lucky few—the physician, insurance agent, and coal wagon driver—owned their homes. Perhaps because Robert Epps was a proficient craftsman, and his expectations hadn’t yet been fully tempered by reality, the family’s rented frame house was nearly twice as large as the more basic shotgun houses on the block. But, even with its relative space, it is likely the plumbing was primitive, with an outhouse in the back: though the city had established a building code, with regulations for plumbing, paved roads, and sidewalks, it wasn’t much enforced in the Black neighborhoods.6

Smithfield was a distinct and cohesive community. In Smithfield’s terms, as described by Dr. D. E. Bradford, Pullman porters, barbers, mail carriers, and skilled craftsmen were considered professionals, placing Robert Epps and his family squarely, for the moment, in the middle class. This was indeed fortunate for a family finding its way in a new community, for not-so-subtle social hierarchies existed. One Smithfield resident haughtily sniffed that she carefully avoided the poorer people who lived in the alleys (“We knew nothing about them”). Ellen Tarry, whose father was a successful barber, recalls the “unrefined” Blacks she saw in theaters whom she “refused to know socially.”7

Whatever esteem one enjoyed within the Black community, however, had little currency in greater Birmingham. When Peter F. Clarke, a longtime city taxpayer, bank officer, and founding member of the Alabama Colored Land Company, took his young son to the Avondale Park Zoo, a police officer instructed him to leave the park immediately, even though his child had wandered away and could not be found. Against such restrictions, Birmingham’s Black population created its own community, establishing benevolent associations, newspapers, fraternal organizations, and even a baseball team, the Black Barons, which later nurtured the talent of a young Willie Mays.8

Being surrounded by a vibrant Black community was a new experience for Buddy. Up to the age of three, Buddy had lived in Clarkesville, Georgia, where he, as part of the Allen–Thompson–Walker clan, was a rare dark face in a predominantly white rural community. Now, in his formative years, he was not only immersed in a Black community but a complex one, where African Americans came from various classes and employment, arrived from every corner of the South, and descended from ethnicities up and down the west coast of Africa. Here, he had full access to the games, humor, cadences, foods, traditions, words, songs, and dances representing the varieties and nuances of Black culture. Birmingham was Buddy’s first window into African American diversity.

Playmates, carnivals, and marginalization augmented his child’s worldview. Right inside his own house on Fifth Avenue, he had two built-in playmates, Lilliet and Marie Dial, the daughters of fellow brick mason John Dial, who boarded with the Epps family. Though Georgia and Robert may have been ambivalent about taking in boarders to make ends meet, Buddy, approaching five, had two boon companions, just about his age. While the three were not allowed to visit Miss Fancy, the much beloved elephant at Avondale Zoo, they discovered exotic animals when the circus rolled into town. On the day the circus arrived, Black children streamed to the field next to the railroad siding in Smithfield, where they could have the circus grounds to themselves, watch as the roustabouts hoisted the big tent, wander among the elephants, and observe the circus folk set up their makeshift living quarters, dispelling bespangled illusions of the performing life.9

If the world of performance first entered Buddy’s awareness via the Smithfield circus camp, dance as performative art arrived right next door. Buddy’s neighbor, whose uncle was a tap dancer, undertook to teach Buddy and the neighborhood gang a time step. Ironically, the attempt was not a success, at least with Buddy, who quickly became frustrated because his left foot couldn’t pick up the steps, and, then and there, renounced dancing.10

Further up the street lived three-year-old Walter Scott Brown, the son of physician Dr. Arthur M. Brown. Walter Scott’s father was a founder of the Children’s Home Hospital, the only hospital in Birmingham where African American doctors could practice, and president in 1914 of the National Medical Association, the national organization for Black doctors. Dr. Brown was also a veteran of the Spanish-American War, where he had served as surgeon for the Black Tenth Cavalry Regiment under Brigadier General Charles Young. Young had been close to W. E. B. Du Bois since their days together on the faculty of Wilberforce University. The Brown house was a congregating spot for Black Birmingham, a place where ideas percolated, plans took shape, and where Du Bois’s Crisis pushed the cautious conservatives of Birmingham to contemplate inequities, rights, and activism. Several years later, the Browns commissioned Wallace Rayfield, the second formally trained African American architect in America, to build a new family home, a rambling Tudor-style bungalow on nearby Fourth Terrace North, but, for now, they lived at 519 Fifth Avenue, where Buddy, witnessing the social awareness and individual resolve of his neighbor, may have begun to formulate, however subliminally, notions for his own future.11

Downtown offered worldly wonders and more new experiences. After the turn of the century, Jim Crow laws authorizing the distinct separation of races were applied to most public facilities—parks, theaters, zoos, even elevators. (Black people could share elevators in department stores but in office buildings had to use freight elevators.) These restrictions forced the growing Black business community into an area along Third, Fourth and Fifth Avenue North from Fifteenth to Eighteenth Streets. Colloquially known as “the District,” the area was the business, commercial, and cultural hub for Black citizens. The presence of barber and beauty shops, mortuaries, saloons, restaurants, theaters, photographic studios, cleaners, shoeshine parlors, Dr. Brown’s office, and the towering six-story headquarters on Eighteenth Street North of the Penny Savings Bank, one of only three Black-owned financial institutions in the nation, animated the area by day. At the New Queen Theatre, the Black vaudeville house on Eighteenth Street, Bessie Smith, Clara Smith, the Whitman Sisters and other visiting acts made the District crackle at night.12

Buddy was too young to partake in many Friday and Saturday revels, and it is unlikely that his hardworking and often cash-strapped parents did, either. At the Pantopia Theater, an adolescent dancer, Leonard Harper, a native of Birmingham, was beginning his professional career, but Buddy would not meet him until the two were in Harlem. Elsewhere, at the New Queen Theatre, Buddy saw the elegant Jack Wiggins, a dancer famous for his floating half-turn with heel and toe taps. On another occasion—although this possibly was at the Lyric, Birmingham’s most lavish vaudeville theater, which had a separate “colored balcony”—he saw the eccentric dancer One-Eyed Dotson, one of the few entertainers who navigated between the Black and white vaudeville circuits and who would cross paths, like Buddy, with George Balanchine in London. Buddy, still put off dance by his recalcitrant left foot, did not try to imitate either dancer. But his acute visual memory implanted both, particularly the graceful Wiggins, on his brain.13

Other incidents didn’t merely imprint themselves on Buddy; they seared to the core. Lack of access to knowledge for a bright, curious child was a most painful experience and certainly the least forgivable. Birmingham, run by business interests, was neither bookish nor generous; while it wished to compete with rivals Chicago, Pittsburgh, and Atlanta in prestige of civic amenities, it was philistine in its reverence for commerce over culture and notoriously tightfisted. At one point it ranked ninety-fourth of ninety-five American cities with populations over one hundred thousand in per capita public spending. While a private subscription library was inaugurated in 1886, it was not until 1909 that it had a public library funded by taxes—which, it goes without saying, was off-limits for people of color. The Black community of Birmingham, knowing that literacy and access to knowledge were the keys to a better future, fought back. They petitioned the Carnegie Corporation, pointing to the “separate but equal” doctrine of Plessy v. Ferguson, for matching funding for a Black library. They did not receive a response. After nearly a decade of fundraising entertainments, the determined community had accumulated enough money for their own library, the Booker T. Washington Library at the Masonic Temple. But, even with independent funding, the Booker T. Washington Library met with resistance: the funds had been placed in escrow with the library board, who then balked at releasing them to the rightful owners. It wasn’t until 1918, when he was thirteen, that Buddy could borrow a book from a library.14

Not having access to a decent education was even more egregious than lack of a library. Naturally, a philistine town like Birmingham was not enthusiastic about paying for education. But, ironically, as
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