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Foreword

Ijeoma Oluo

We didn’t even mean to go to Paris. I had been invited to speak at a conference in Hamburg in 2021. I was excited about my talk and the opportunity to visit Germany for the first time. My partner and my teenage son were excited to go along with me. We were packed and ready, time had been taken off from work and school—when, suddenly, the day before we were supposed to leave, the speaking engagement was off.

We sat at home with our disappointment, our packed bags, and our newly free time and tried to figure out what to do next. I started googling cheap flights overseas and landed on a last-minute flight to Paris. I booked the flight for three people, found an affordable hotel, and that same day, we were headed to Paris for the first time in our lives.

I had expected a fun four days of exploring a new city. We would see the Eiffel Tower. We would eat a lot of croissants and cheese. We would force the teenager to spend some quality time with us. It would be lovely. Then we would return home, and life would go back to normal.

But the unexpected way we had even found ourselves in Paris should have let me know that things don’t always go to plan. First of all, the teenager refused to spend any quality time with us without acting like he was being punished—though I guess we should have been prepared for that. (Taking a teenager on vacation is a lot like trying to take a cat on vacation.) But my partner and I were not prepared for just how much at home we would feel in Paris. Not “at home” as in how we felt in Seattle, where our actual home is, but feeling a sense of home we had never felt in our actual hometown. We felt safe in a way we never had felt, as Black people, in the United States.

As we walked down unfamiliar streets, there was a distinct unremarkableness to our presence that was itself remarkable: Nobody stared. Nobody crossed the street to avoid us. Our presence in a room did not seem to alter the atmosphere in any discernible way. Police walked by us like we were people and not threats. Store clerks treated us like we were customers who had likely entered their establishment to spend money, instead of inconveniences to ignore or possible thieves to actively surveil.

Further, there was evidence not only that we were not targeted or unwanted, but that, as Black artists (I as a writer and my partner as a musician), we were valued. And we were certainly not the first Black creatives to find a sense of safety and belonging in Paris. Paris’s love of Black artists—particularly Black American artists—was evident everywhere. Walking through the city, you can see the love for James Baldwin, for Nina Simone, for Jean-Michel Basquiat—and you’ll find the love especially for Josephine Baker. Perhaps no Black American artist is more beloved in Paris than Baker, and her influence on French culture is still seen today, decades after her death.

My partner and I were inspired and immediately began imagining the life we could live in Paris. On our subsequent visits there, the nuances of the racism in French culture and society became more apparent to us. It became clear that even if we were not the primary targets of French racism and colonialism, these aspects were still present in France and still impacted the lives of millions of people of color (especially people of Arab and North African descent) in devastating ways.

But while thinking of living someplace where our creativity would be valued, where our humanity would be seen, where we could walk down the street and not feel the weight of the constant sense of unsafety that American anti-Blackness has always placed upon our shoulders—we couldn’t help but wonder what we might be able to create in the place that Josephine Baker chose to call home.

Josephine Baker’s story is just as French as it is American, while also being uniquely hers at the same time. For who else could ever have had a story like hers? The dancer, the singer, the ingénue, the scandal maker, the activist, the spy—Josephine Baker lived at least ten lives in one, and in this memoir we get to see in her own words the indefatigable spirit that brought her through it all.

Ms. Baker’s funny, brilliant, stubborn, and fierce spirit shines through in these pages. The humanity of the beloved performer is at the center of this book, and her honesty and sense of self guide her words.

It is clear through her work and words that Baker was passionate about justice—justice for all lives. Her charitable work is well documented, and thousands of children benefited from her generosity. She dedicated years of her life and risked her own safety to support the Allied troops in World War II. Her home was a menagerie of animals she had rescued and adopted in her travels. Josephine Baker loved life and all that lived. And she railed against anything and anyone who sought to cause harm to others.

Baker was not a politician, but she was deeply political. Her very existence, as a Black woman entertainer in the early 1900s, was inherently political. She had to fight to get into just about every room she performed in. She fought against the injustice she encountered in her own life, even when doing so hurt her career, and against the injustice she saw being done to others. Perhaps no fight was closer to her heart than the fight against racial injustice and for Black liberation.

Having survived the terror of the post-Reconstruction American South in childhood, Baker was immensely grateful for the safety and acceptance she found in her adopted home of France. And subsequent trips to the United States to perform later in life would only serve to increase her appreciation for her life abroad—and deepen her commitment to speaking out on racial injustice in the States.

In her reflections on the racism she witnessed and experienced in the United States, Baker says she was shocked to see how abused and exploited Black people in the States still were. She shares her outrage and confusion over the unequal power dynamics she witnessed between Black and Jewish community members in New York. She reflects on the living conditions of many Black tenants who were renting property from Jewish landlords and the working conditions for many Black people employed by Jewish bosses—and she asks how one historically marginalized population could seem to be exploiting another marginalized population. Her language draws broad strokes, and she makes generalizations that require further discussion here. “Why, in an ironic twist of fate for both of them, must the poor colored people of Harlem be a punching bag for the Jews, who’ve forgotten their forefathers’ story?” she laments.

Baker was right to be outraged, shocked, and confused by what she witnessed in Harlem. And her sentiments will not feel unfamiliar to many Black people in America. Throughout our country’s history, our Black and Jewish communities have at times been pitted against each other, and at other times been united in common struggle. And so, Baker’s outrage itself is not in error, but without the social and political context surrounding the power dynamics she witnessed, her conclusions and blanket statements could cause harm and contribute to bigotry and antisemitism, which I do believe Baker would have opposed. But regardless of whether my guess at Baker’s intentions is correct, it is incumbent upon us to add some context for the reader to keep in mind while reading Baker’s words.

In its efforts to keep non-white populations subjugated, white supremacy has a lot of tools at its disposal. One of its most powerful tools is the ability to pit marginalized populations against one another. One of the most common and effective ways it does this is to offer up relative power and privilege to some marginalized populations at the expense of others. We have seen this dynamic play out between marginalized communities as well as within them. Baker herself calls out those she labels “white Negroes,” whose proximity to whiteness through skin tone and eye color has given them relative power over darker-skinned Black people—power they abuse for their own benefit and at the expense of their kin. “These white Negroes, with their blue eyes, are the others’ worst enemies, merciless traitors, crueler to their own kind than white extremists,” she writes.

Many Black people in the United States have found themselves exploited by other oppressed populations who have been offered such relative power. But this power locks people into hierarchies of white supremacy and deputizes many oppressed people in the subjugation of those with whom they might otherwise stand in solidarity.

This is not exclusive to Black and Jewish power dynamics: The temptations of offers of white supremacy prove irresistible to many in several different marginalized populations. And so, while we recognize how the dynamic Baker witnessed came to be, it is important to remember that what she saw was not the whole picture. I speak not only of the analysis that is missing from her words, but also of the inaccuracy and harm in her statements about “the Jews,” which could easily lead the reader to believe that this was the entire dynamic between Jewish and Black populations in New York. Throughout our communities’ struggles in the United States, there have always been Jewish people who have actively rejected the overtures of white supremacy and who have refused to be made complicit in the oppression of Black people. And throughout much of the history of Black struggle for liberation in the States, there have been Jewish people who have stood with us and risked much to do so—and vice versa. Further, it is important to note that there are Jewish people (especially Jewish people of color) who will never be offered the relative privilege of proximity to whiteness and who have faced both racism and antisemitism throughout their lives.

I hope that in the years after this memoir was written and published, Baker was able to find more nuanced answers as to why she witnessed what she witnessed in New York.

We are all susceptible to bigotries, and we are all (still, to this day) horrifically miseducated on issues of bias and systemic oppression of all forms. It is, unfortunately, a part of the human experience of our deeply flawed systems. And so, while we are each responsible for the harm our words or actions may cause (even in the long years after our deaths), we are not solely responsible for that harm and are not unique in it. I can see Baker’s humanity—as I hope to see yours and my own—as complex, flawed and, until her very last day, a beautiful work in progress.

Josephine Baker is so many things in this book. Most surprising to me is how very funny she is. While reading, I found myself laughing out loud multiple times at her easy, smart humor. Baker loved to laugh and didn’t seem to want to pass up the opportunity to have fun. She was loved and adored by millions and, by many measures, lived a life of great privilege at the height of her fame. But a lot of what she had was hard fought for every step of the way, sometimes in the face of devastating hardship, some of which she makes clear in her own words. Baker makes no attempt to hide her heartbreak and outrage over the injustice she and others faced, yet her steadfast dedication to joy is also clear. This was a woman determined, against all odds, to thrive. If you have ever wondered what the secret to Baker’s groundbreaking success was, her fierce and absolute will to live life as freely and joyfully as possible can easily be seen as one of its most vital components.

In reading these pages, I felt privileged to be able to experience the intimacy of Baker’s words and her story. It has been enlightening, entertaining, fascinating, and at times, frustrating. In short, in these pages, you will find a life, an extraordinary life, lived to the fullest, for better or worse.

Reader, I hope in these amazing stories from the life of a Black girl from St. Louis who ran away to Paris as a teenager and conquered the world, that you will be able to borrow some of her abundant boldness and ask what you may do in the world with this little life we’ve each been granted.




Introduction

Marcel Sauvage

Mademoiselle Josephine Baker burst into laughter when, the first time we met in private in late 1926, I suggested the idea of writing her memoirs.

She had just turned twenty years old and was living in two large rooms in a peaceful guesthouse near Parc Monceau in Paris.

Midday.

Josephine Baker was still asleep.

‘Oh, don’t worry, you were right to wake me!’ she said, jumping over a small bench. ‘Please, take a seat.’

This all happened in English because Mademoiselle Baker did not yet know French – except for a few words, such as ‘poor fellow’, ‘gramophone’ and ‘darling’, and a few others including ‘bonjour’, ‘bonbon’ and ‘Champs-Élysées’.

She was in a pink dressing gown and babouche slippers of the same colour; tall, thin, agile and inclined to laugh.

The face of a wild, mischievous and charming young girl, lit up with a laugh that showed off thirty-two strong and sparkling teeth; hair hastily slicked back with oil, plastered to her head. Her nails were silver.

‘Memoirs … But I don’t remember my memories yet. Let’s see …’

I waited five minutes for the interpreter, who was running late. I looked around: some budgies in a cage, next to a bust of Louis XIV; a rag doll thumbing its nose at me, atop an Empire-style cabinet; a gramophone ready to play, further away on a small table, with a wad of one-hundred-franc notes on top.

‘Paul Colin asked me to write a preface for his portfolio, Le Tumulte Noir,’ she said. ‘So I took a pen and just like that I’d written a story on two blank sheets of paper. It was funny! But I wouldn’t do it again, oh no!’

‘Why not?’

‘My goodness, you don’t know what it’s like! Me, write? I’m a dancer! I love to dance, it’s the only thing I like to do, and I will dance until I die.’

She settled into a leather armchair, head huddled into her shoulders, eyes closed. Then she threw one of her babouche slippers into the air with a laugh.

‘No, really, it’s impossible. But if you’d like, I can tell you my memories and you could write my memoirs. How about that?’

‘We could do that.’

‘Okay, well I was born on the banks of the Mississippi … Oh, look at my poor birds!’

Someone knocked on the door. The telephone rang. The budgies inserted seeds into Louis XIV’s nose.

Josephine Baker is one of a kind.

This emerged bit by bit, emerging strikingly from music hall and theatre stages, from her dancing, her singing, her movements and her poses, and from all the mishaps revealed by the spotlights.

To be clear, these recollections were gathered for the purpose of this book, but over several meetings separated by long intervals.

The first meetings took place at a time when, having become a star in La Revue Nègre, Josephine Baker did not yet sing and would dance dressed in a mere belt of bananas. The meetings continued approximately twenty years later when the American girl-turned-starlet, then actress and French citizen of worldwide renown, sang Schubert’s ‘Ave Maria’ as a magnificently headless Mary, Queen of Scots, at the top of a grand staircase, and wearing a hooped dress with a train so immense it could easily hide fifty black children.

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

It was nearing the end of October in the year 1925; I was on my way to Genoa from Trieste, just down the coast from Nice, on board a Tripcovich cargo ship. The only officer who could speak French was the one operating the Marconi wireless telegraph. This officer would incessantly recite D’Annunzio’s poetry and had been collecting different brands of rice powder, perfume bottles and silk stockings from cities around the world.

It was night-time. The moonlit Mediterranean was calm. We were drinking a very strong Spanish chartreuse in the chart room. Between two drags on his cigarette, the young telegraph officer turned to me and said, ‘In Paris these days they’re showing a Revue Nègre: very popular. Josephine Baker: a revelation.’

Some time later, back in Marseille, I happened to be reading an issue of the Candide newspaper outside a seafood bar at the Old Port.

One article in particular, written by Pierre de Régnier, caught my eye:


AT THE CHAMPS-ÉLYSÉES:

LA REVUE NÈGRE

Much has been said about it already. Some people have returned twice, some even six times. Others still have stood up abruptly during a scene change and left, slamming the door behind them, outraged by the madness, the moral degradation and the worship of inferior deities.

.. .. .. .. .. ..

The revue begins at a quarter past ten.

.. .. .. .. .. ..

The whole of Paris is there, in that darkened room.

.. .. .. .. .. ..

The musicians of the Negro orchestra, instruments in hand, march single file into the darkness in front of the pearl-grey curtain.

.. .. .. .. .. ..

The curtain rises.

We are in a port at night, somewhere far away. On the moonlit quay are cargo ships and goods – and women. Wearing shirts, or dresses if you wish, and tignons, they enter one behind the other to sing a little tune. These are the ‘showgirls’, who, on stage, almost appear to be white – all of them but one.

.. .. .. .. .. ..

The Charleston.

.. .. .. .. .. ..

At this point, a peculiar character takes very quickly to the stage, walking with knees bent, dressed in ragged shorts, resembling a boxer kangaroo, Sen-Sen Gum and a racing cyclist all at once.

This is Josephine Baker.

Is it a man? Is it a woman? Her lips are painted black, skin the colour of a banana, her already-short hair pasted to her head as if it were dressed with caviar. Her voice is high-pitched and she shakes with a ceaseless tremor, her body squirming like a snake or, more precisely, as if it were a living saxophone and the sounds of the orchestra were coming out of her … She twists around and pulls faces, crosses her eyes and puffs out her cheeks, contorts herself, does the splits and, to finish, leaves on all fours, legs stiff and rear higher than her head, like a baby giraffe.

Is she horrible, is she delightful, is she black, is she white, does she have hair or is her head painted black, nobody knows. There is no time to find out. For here she is again, quick as a one-step tune, and she is neither woman nor dancer but something as extravagant and fleeting as music itself; the ectoplasm, so to speak, of the sounds we are hearing.

.. .. .. .. .. ..

And now, the finale.

.. .. .. .. .. ..

We are in a nightclub.

A barbaric dance performed by the girls and Josephine Baker. This dance, of a rare unseemliness, is a triumph of lewdness, a return to the mores of an earlier age: a declaration of love, made in silence and with the arms in the air, with a simple forward movement of the stomach and a quivering of the behind. Josephine is completely naked, with one small garland of red and blue feathers around her waist and another around her neck. The feathers flutter in time to the music, growing gradually more frenetic.

.. .. .. .. .. ..

Josephine twirls in her plumage, the girls cry out, and the curtain falls to a colossal rumble of the drums and a final crash of the cymbals.



I was greatly excited by this review.

Baroque-style scenery in yellow, blue, pink and orange; extravagant costumes; exotic gyrations; freedom, fantasy, funny faces; barbaric, syncopated music; rhythmic acrobatics: an entirely unknown – or undervalued – art.

And that is precisely what it was.

In some respects, the revelation of La Revue Nègre paralleled that of the Ballets Russes. Both were fiercely debated. Both stirred up enthusiasm and anger. Ultimately, both established themselves.

Josephine Baker, black poetry.

I did not see La Revue Nègre, but I still remember the wild applause that greeted her when she returned to perform for the first time at the Folies Bergère in Paris.

‘A comical nudity in bronze.’

A golden body with two breasts offered to – in the frantic grip of – the spasms of desire and the delights of love.

Long, determined, frenzied legs; a shifting bottom; long and slender fingers by turns tensed and soft. An extraordinarily expressive and mobile face; gleaming eyes; plump, defined lips.

During this period, Josephine Baker – in turn light-footed and led by fate, soft and strident – performed as if she were at the mercy of the saxophones and the banjos, striking fantastical poses with a poignant precision. Her dancing, which ranged from South Carolina’s Charleston to the simplest gestures, pitted instinct against civilisation in a style that was caricatured yet powerful. It was said that a touch of hate was also present – a desire for revenge, perhaps, or a legitimate pride in pure animality – all quickly concealed behind parody and funny faces.

Instinct, sensual frenzy. A healthy girl presented herself, contorted herself, denied herself and finally escaped us behind the artifices of the Old Continent. An untrammelled yet good-humoured woman, she broke away from the fragility and mild-mannered charms of her sex: no frills, no niceties. In herself, however, she was self-confident, sure of the richness of her possibilities.

In the eyes of Pierre Mac Orlan, Mistinguett represented self-expression tailored for the music hall with an infinitely tragic subconscious. Josephine’s initial style – jumping from one race to another, from one continent to another – revealed to us a spontaneity that ‘shifted lines’, disrupted our ways of seeing and reminded us of a primitive order.

She embodied, perhaps, the soul of a chemical reaction.

She laughed in the face of arteriosclerosis.

And she certainly did not assume that ‘leaping beauty’ described by André Levinson in Paul Valéry, Philosophe de la Danse, classic and seasoned in all its geometry and convention, ‘the contrary of a dream and the absence of everything accidental’.

For us, Josephine Baker embodied that strange poetry that came to us in the adventure novels we had read twenty years ago.

At the same time she remained, beneath all that turbulence and nonchalance, simultaneously the most loveable, the least pretentious, the freest and the most enigmatic of women.

A coquette with a heart of gold.

And so, in 1926 I went to Miss Baker’s house. It was around four o’clock in the afternoon, the time when her maid would wake her.

Miss Baker told stories, laughed and performed. And I took notes. I was only accompanied by an interpreter in the beginning, until Miss Baker knew enough French to try and speak it, which was quite entertaining – sometimes very difficult. Several visits were required, as Miss Baker didn’t much enjoy remembering. She lived – her finger points down at the floor, at the present – in the present moment.

Our last interviews for the first part of these memoirs took place after midnight at the cabaret that Josephine owned on Rue Fontaine in Montmartre, while society women played tennis with paper balls and rackets over bottles of champagne to an orchestra of interchangeable brass instruments.

For a few days while I was there, I accidentally became Josephine’s secretary, as well as that of the cabaret and the cabaret’s revue, along with Georges Sim, who was already becoming known as Simenon, the novelist.

Between dances, Josephine would bottle-feed her goat Toutoute.

Four years passed. Josephine travelled. Upon her return, it occurred to me to continue the memoirs, to write about what had happened since, of her adventures in Europe and America.

‘Hello, bonjour, my dear, how nice of you to come and see me in my little house! Why don’t you rest for a minute and then I’ll show you my little dears, my chickens, my rabbits and the tiger.’

1930, a Sunday in September: Le Vésinet, the outer suburbs of Paris.

She was wearing a small, simple white dress; an overgrown child, suntanned from her travels. She sat me down, ‘No, you must, you must rest a while.’ She, on the other hand, was restless.

The ‘little house’ where she withdrew between the last few rehearsals at the Casino de Paris (where she was the star of the new revue Paris Qui Remue, ‘Paris Kicks Up Her Heels’), and where she loved hosting friends, was an impressive Renaissance-style villa in the middle of an enormous estate complete with woods and lawns, henhouses, tennis courts and patches of virgin forest bordered with brambles.

A small, clear river wove through ponds and meandered into waterfalls, murmuring under rustic bridges, like a stage set of a Japanese garden.

But what Josephine Baker enjoyed the most at Beau-Chêne – as her estate was called – were the large orchard, the greenhouses with their exotic plants, and the kitchen garden where she would go ten times a day to watch the fruits and vegetables growing and to collect snails for her family of brown ducks.

‘Look at this sweet mother rabbit, Marcel. She had eleven little ones yesterday, the poor thing.’

Most of all, I looked at Miss Baker herself: the passion in her tender, spiritual face, the wonder in her eyes, her honey-coloured skin and her long, persuasive fingers.

She started telling a story, then stopped.

‘No, not here. In the house.’

In the hallway was a fifteenth-century plumed suit of armour, a man of steel standing to attention …

And I went back every week, to take notes.

By now, Paris’s Colonial Exhibition was in full swing. Every night, Josephine sang ‘J’ai Deux Amours’ to thunderous applause: the song written for her by Vincent Scotto at two o’clock one fine morning, while standing in a carriage entrance way.

During those restful hours in Le Vésinet, Josephine conjured up the Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Germany, Italy, the Americas …

Josephine Baker is a being of exception, and an equally exceptional example of success; she has the vital qualities of intuition and an intelligence that can adapt marvellously without ever submitting.

She is not a woman of formula and etiquette.

She took up operetta to resounding success.

Michel Duran wrote:


I do not remember ever having had the opportunity to see a person on stage who is blessed with gifts as numerous and brilliant as this beautiful coloured American woman.



Henry Bénazet said:


Her voice, which is enriched by the medium of operetta, climbs effortlessly to the peaks of the highest notes, achieving a remarkable range and a most pure tone … Her on-stage performance is stunning. She transitions masterfully from sentimental numbers to opera buffa.



Over the same period, Josephine was starring in a film, and did so to great success despite its rather simplistic structure. Writing in Les Nouvelles Littéraires, Alexandre Arnoux acknowledged her deep sense of character:


Glory and success have slightly watered down the sharpness of this popular, impulsive art. However, the Josephine Baker of today owes much to the Harlem teenager imported to Europe: the flavour of the same brutish spices burns underneath the skin of this star, now educated and softened to play more civilised tricks. Despite the lessons learned and the concessions made, she is still more than simply a performer by trade and discipline, and rather an actress of direct impact and ease, an element of nature tossed suddenly onto the stage; she is above all – though few people know it and she, herself, hardly cares – a born tragedienne, one of those women who continually exceeds the script that she reads and the stage that serves as her springboard, whose power disrupts the ordinary boundaries of acting and sounds a cosmic chord within us, responding to our need to conceive eternal types and embody them in just a few faces.



Years passed again. It was 1939: war! We saw each other nearly every day. Josephine had become a wartime godmother to more than four thousand children. She felt compelled to help. To each one, she regularly sent a parcel, a photograph and a few kind words. Two dedicated secretaries were not enough for the job.

Every night after work, she would rush from the theatre to the Gare du Nord in a taxi. She was covering the costs of a refugee reception centre at this station, where the number of arrivals was growing on a daily basis. She watched over the babies and cared for the children; she handed out bottles, bread and butter and reassuring smiles. She tried her best to comfort the grief-stricken women and the elderly. She fed them, guided them … And forbade anyone to speak to the press regarding her involvement in this matter.

At dawn, she would make her long way home to Le Vésinet. She made sure to say a long prayer before going to bed. She would sleep for a few hours, she would take a bath and then she would seat herself at a table in her bedroom to write to her soldiers.

After that, on to the parcels: cigarettes, chocolate, socks, tinned food and biscuits.

In addition, she became associated with Captain Abtey, from the Second Bureau of the General Staff, France’s external military agency. Here we find her stepping forward to serve the French intelligence services.

Disaster separated us. I was in Bordeaux, then Marseille, from where I boarded a ship to North Africa after the armistice. Josephine crossed the Spanish border to Madrid, then continued to Lisbon, Gibraltar, Tangier and Marrakesh.

It was from there that she would single-handedly yet reluctantly, over several months, lead a secret, dogged, dangerous fight against the German espionage that was spreading throughout this international zone.

In 1942, the good press of Tunis, via the pen of an editor-in-chief, summoned Vichy’s wrath upon me because, among other things that were now unacceptable, I was Josephine Baker’s historiographer.

And still I had no news from her …

One evening, I received a telegram from Morocco. Josephine was worn out. She was in a private clinic in Casablanca where she had to undergo several operations. Her case was most serious. She did not complain. ‘Keep up your spirits!’ she said. ‘Sending love.’

A postcard would arrive from time to time.

‘Saved!’ read the final one – and with that, Josephine, almost unrecognisable, so badly had she suffered on her small white hospital bed, threw herself back into life. Two weeks before the Allies landed in North Africa, she was on her feet at her post, smiling and ready to receive soldiers in a clinic where she had escaped at the risk of getting killed.

General de Gaulle appreciated her services. He would soon gift her a small cross of Lorraine, a symbol of the Free French Forces. Later, he would write the preface to Major Abtey’s account of her secret war, in the form of an admiring handwritten letter.fn1

Josephine Baker, acting lieutenant.

Lieutenant Baker sang ‘J’ai Deux Amours’ in Sicily to French soldiers the day before an attack.

Lieutenant Baker sang in Egypt.

She and Germaine Sablon were the only two artists sent on official missions by the First Army to perform all over North Africa and as far as the Middle East.

It was Josephine’s farewell to arms.

The Bird of the Isles had returned to us.

I was in Algiers at the time, in a clinic myself, on the operating table for the eighth time since 1915. My son, companion to ‘Nonépine’, had joined the French Resistance in a maquis in the Alps.

Since Josephine Baker came to live in France, her life seems to have changed every five years. Every new phase has presented a most exceptional surprise, a new aspect to the artist, an elevation of her being and a fresh awareness of her possibilities.

1925 – The heyday of jazz. The Black Venus is a revelation. Josephine Baker is a curiosity, a whirlwind, a scandal of a dancer.

1930 – Josephine Baker is no longer a fleeting phenomenon. She is a star at the Casino de Paris; a European star. Her voice – her birdsong – touches a vast audience.

1935 – From dancing to singing, from singing to the theatre and the screen. She lends her ardour, her smile, her yearnings, to Offenbach’s music and Marc Allégret’s cinema. Her double eloquence of body and heart make her not merely an actress but a complete artist.

1940 – Nothing matters to Josephine except serving her adopted country. She is under the army’s orders. This war, in her eyes, is a crusade against racist policies. She plays an unexpected and considerable role in the shadows.

1945 – Enriched by singular human experience, the range of her voice is as greatly increased and purified as it is accentuated, amplified by the fire of collective and personal griefs; her movements become simpler and magnificently confident, avoiding any illusory motion; she is mindful of the exemplar, certain of an egoless mission that she undertook in a strange dialogue with herself. Here, at last, is the music hall tragedienne whose unexpected moderation and splendour – in a setting to match – will once more enchant the followers of her evolving career.

‘But,’ repeats Josephine, ‘my inner battles are never-ending’ – despite, we may add, her having refined all her gifts at this point. And she deplores the mechanical nature of extravagant, long-running revues.

In 1937, Josephine Baker became Madame Jean Lion.

In 1947, she became Madame Jo Bouillon.

Having not seen her country of birth for twelve years, she and Jo Bouillon soon left for the United States. But – alas! – on their own soil, Americans were unlike what they claimed to be when elsewhere. The French lieutenant Josephine Baker, decorated with médaille de la Résistance; the Black Venus, the only match for whose beauty were devotion and goodness itself, was obliged to travel in a special train carriage – and not with the whites, which was forbidden … At the Waldorf Astoria in New York, she was refused a room. No rooms there for coloured citizens.

We understand that Josephine chose France as one chooses freedom; we may rejoice or despair over that. But the big-hearted star held no grudge. Despite everything, she wanted to forget all pains, all prejudices, all that was not joie de vivre, a song or a dance.

‘Do you remember what I wrote in Le Tumulte Noir, Paul Colin’s portfolio? Let’s go back to that …’


When the rage was in New York for colored people, Monsieur Ziegfeld of Ziegfeld Follies said it’s getting darker and darker on old Broadway.

Since the ‘La Revue Nagri’ came to Gai Parée,

I’ll say it’s getting darker and darker in Paris.

In a little while it shall be so dark until one shall light a match, then light another to see if the first ones lit are no longer.

As the old saying goes, I may be a dark horse but you will never be a black mare.

By the way, we can’t forget the ‘Charleston’, that mad dance.

A friend asked me to pay them a visit.

But when I went to their house, people were in front of the house, and dogs were barking. I didn’t know what to think, but in the end I decided to enter. Upon entering, the cat was hanging on the chandlier, the bird’s cage turned over, dishes were broken and the two people looked as if a terrible storm had happened. Of course with this sight, I didn’t know what to do, go in or out. But being so curious I entered.

When they saw me, both stopped. The wife said, which is right, Josephine? This way or that?

Then the husband said, no it isn’t, I tell you this is the right way, isn’t it Josephine?

As a matter of fact I didn’t know what to say, so I asked if they would try to cool down a bit. I would try to see. All this time I didn’t know what they were
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Footnotes

Introduction


fn1 Jacques Abtey, La Guerre secrète de Joséphine Baker (Paris-La Havane: Éditions Siboney, 1948).


2: Paris news and views


fn1 Translators’ note: While the original text says ‘64th Street’, it may in fact refer to 63rd Street, as mentioned on p.9, 10 and 11.


3: First tour of the old and new worlds


fn1 Translators’ note: this has been corrected to ‘west coast’; the original text described it as on the east coast.


4: A cinematic turn


fn1 Translators’ note: ‘Alex’ might refer to Joe Alex, who was a cast member in The Siren of the Tropics.


6: How I became a singer – From Rue Pigalle to the Club des Champs-Élysées – Cabarets


fn1 Lyrics by Georges and André Tabet and Lull Michaelli. Music by Jo Bouillon and Pierre Guillermin.


7: From the stage to the gramophone – From Negro songs to ‘Ave Maria’


fn1 Minuit, bolero (Georges Tabet and Lull Michaelli – Jo Bouillon and Pierre Gillermin).

Revoir Paris, corrido (André Hornez and Jacques Mareuil, Augustin Lara, Maria Bonita).

Olele Olela, marchinha (André Hornez, M. Salina and Jo Bouillon).

Bahiana, samba (Georges Negrette, Dorival Caymmi).


8: Four years of adventure – In the service of France – On the sidelines of the Second World War


fn1 Zoubida/Chanson Mauresque, by Jean Tranchant.


9: Secrets from the boudoir – Jo and Jo


fn1 In the 1949 edition of this book, the title of this chapter was ‘Secrets d’alcôve’ (‘Secrets from the Boudoir’).



fn2 Translator’s note: the ‘four generals’ are Winston Churchill, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Joseph Stalin and Charles de Gaulle.



fn3 Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon established this line in 1763 after being commissioned by the heirs of William Penn and Lord Baltimore to settle a dispute over the boundary between Pennsylvania and Maryland.
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