







PAGE OF PRAISE

“Witty, fair-minded, and vastly entertaining. . . . The best biography so far.” —New York Observer

“Sympathetic and gripping.” —Kirkus Reviews

“In this biography, Baker, all illusions exposed, becomes fascinating, endearing, exasperating, and abundantly alive all over again.” —RICHARD DYER, Boston Globe

“Prodigious research and outstanding narrative fluency mark this biography. The authors take you deeply inside her—with an exploding bullet—and she rises up as interesting as ever.” —New York Times Book Review

“Told with the kind of passion and candor that Baker herself might have admired.” —New York Daily News

“[The authors] don’t attempt to justify Josephine Baker’s life, only to help us understand it. . . . They are not afraid to say, ‘This is who she was.’ ” —Philadelphia Daily News

“An uproarious life, stunningly documented.” —Hollywood Reporter

“Show business is full of mysteries, but few are as puzzling as how Josephine Baker made it from a shanty neighborhood along the Mississippi to the City of Light. . . . The story sketched here has all the scenes for one terrific Hollywood musical.” —Chicago Tribune

“The most honest, comprehensive and ultimately affectionate book about Josephine Baker ever written. Mixing juicy anecdotes and sobering detail, the authors recreate life as riveting as the naked body that once gave it potent expression.” —Toronto Star

“Brutally honest and, at times, pure poetry.” —Flint Journal

“More than just a meticulously researched biography, Josephine is an obsessive search for an ever-elusive subject, a harsh, unrelenting but loving portrait of one of the great celebrities of the twentieth century. . . . It cannot be surpassed for intimacy and immediacy.” —Los Angeles Village View

“An exhaustive and fascinating biography. . . . One of the best.” —San Francisco Examiner
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To both my mothers, with all my love,
and to William Howard Baker whose name I proudly bear.


I am become a name;
For always roaming with a hungry heart.

ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON
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INTRODUCTION: AN OVERVIEW

“She is like Salome, she has seven veils”

Who am I to think I have to write a book on Josephine Baker when I’m not even her legal son? She had thousands of lovers; I’ve never been her lover, I’ve never even been her fan. I was a fan of Edith Piaf, not of Josephine Baker. And I’m certainly not the first person to try to capture her on paper. There have been more than a dozen books written about her. She herself turned out five autobiographies, a novel, and a collection of fairy tales that expressed her vision of universal brotherhood. Since she died in 1975, seven volumes by other people have appeared.

Because I loved her, hated her, and wanted desperately to understand her, I read them all. And they made me crazy. It’s hard to read a life of anyone you have known and be entirely satisfied with the account; you recognize too many half-truths, you find too little illumination. Gradually it became clear to me that if I wanted to come to terms with my memories of Josephine, I was going to have to become a biographer myself, and I set out to track down stories, fill in the gaps in what had already been reported.

I was ridiculed (“He wasn’t really her son”), I went broke, but I persisted; even when a writer with a contract for a Baker book offered me fifty thousand dollars to share what I had found, I refused.

I once said on a television documentary that Josephine was like the sun. We need the sun for the flowers to grow, for the birds to sing, but if you come too close, you can get burned, you can die. Everyone who came too close to Josephine got burned.

We first met in 1958. I was fourteen years old and she was fifty-two. I was working at the Hôtel Scribe in Paris, running errands, and I was called to her room. When I got there, I saw a woman in a bathrobe, and someone at her feet giving her a pedicure. The woman sent me to the drugstore to buy something, and when I came back, she was alone. She said, “Do you love your mother, little one?” I was shocked, because nobody gave a damn about me, and I was missing my mother back in my village every day. Five minutes later, I was sitting on the bed next to her, telling her my story.

I was born Jean-Claude Julien Leon Tronville, a bastard. It was a tragedy for my thirty-five-year-old mother, who was very pure and Catholic, and would have become a nun if Hitler had not come along. Once the war started, the convent sent her back to her family in Paris, and at the train station she met a gentleman who looked like Rudolph Valentino. Nine months later, I came into the world in Dijon. Because of the war, my parents moved to a little village in Burgundy. Everyone else had been there two hundred years; I never felt I belonged.

When I was seven, my father married my mother and the schoolteacher told me my name was Rouzaud. I didn’t like that name. I planned three things for when I grew up: I would not do my military service. I would have a statue of myself like Napoleón III on a horse. And I would not bear the name of my father.

Soon after my parents’ marriage, my father left us to go back to Paris to work in a restaurant. At first, he came home toward the end of each month, loaded like Santa Claus with toys for me and my sisters, but I would resent that because it was not Christmastime. He was never there at Christmas. After a while, he was never there at all. When I was fourteen, I made a big decision. I did not want to work in the fields or the factory, so I wrote my father and told him we needed to have a man-to-man talk.

He mailed me a third-class ticket to Paris, and my mother brought me to Dijon to the train station, but when my train pulled in, she started to cry in front of everyone. She said, “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m not a bad mother, it’s just I have three little girls at home, so I can’t go to Paris with my Jean-Claude; please keep an eye out for him.”

I was so ashamed, and she ran along beside the train until it left the station, and then I cried too, and that’s the way I arrived in Paris. And what happened was, I found my father living in a hotel for prostitutes, where they rented rooms by the hour; he had gambled away all his money. Three days later, he disappeared, and didn’t come back.

Josephine listened to all this, and then she said, “Don’t be worried, my little one, you have no father, but from today on, you will have two mothers.”

But the fact is that I didn’t find her again—we didn’t become close—until the last seven years of her life. The Josephine I knew was an old lady who had adopted children from all over the world and called them her Rainbow Tribe. But sometimes, she would open a door to the past, talk about private things. So I gathered bits of the puzzle, told by her in the nights when she couldn’t sleep. She was always afraid to be alone, afraid of the darkness.

She was like a piece of Ming china. You know nothing about it, you think it’s beautiful, six hundred years old, a treasure, but if you look through a jeweler’s loupe, you see it’s been cracked. That was Josephine. When she died, something was taken from me, I suffered a loss and I wanted to know who she was, that woman I had witnessed in so many ways, sometimes a criminal, sometimes a saint. My real detective work began then, when she was gone and questions could not hurt her anymore, or threaten to expose the secrets she had hidden so fiercely.

After her funeral, I came back to New York. One day I walked into an antique shop, and on a hunch, I said, “Do you have anything about Josephine Baker?” The proprietor brought out a small volume in French—the earliest of three autobiographies Josephine had written in collaboration with Marcel Sauvage. It told how she came from St. Louis, joined a show called Shuffle Along, spent her first three nights in New York in a park where she ran from shadows and slept cold, hungry, “exhausted in the grass. . . .” Published in 1927 and filled with such fancies, that book also said Josephine had to go to Paris to become famous, though the truth was, she left New York with a star’s contract in her pocket.

Later, I discovered the other books, filled with more myths Josephine had planted herself, the misinformation repeated by writer after writer. I was more and more intrigued, picking my way through the discrepancies.

By then, I had settled permanently in New York, and I read that the old blues singer Alberta Hunter was appearing at the Cookery on University Place, and I went and asked her if she remembered Josephine Baker.

“Of course,” she said. “We used to be roommates.”

It seemed too good to be true, but that was how my American odyssey began. Through Alberta and the people she steered me toward, a dead world came alive. In Harlem, she would point out the windows of an apartment over a funeral parlor. “We used to live here. And Lena Horne’s mother lived there, and Langston Hughes lived in that building, and this is the beauty parlor where I have had my hair done since 1923.”

Witness after witness, many frail with age, shared their memories with me. Josephine’s story is not hers alone, it’s the story of all those people. I had to capture them before they disappeared. One day, I called the director of jazz studies at Rutgers University and asked him if he knew anyone still alive who had been with La Revue Nègre, the show that had taken Josephine to France. “Why don’t you talk to Claude Hopkins?” he said. “He was musical director.” I was irritated. “Monsieur,” I said, “everybody knows Claude Hopkins is dead.” His voice remained kind. “Mr. Baker, Claude Hopkins is in Parkview Nursing Home in the Bronx.”

The next day, trembling, I walked into the Parkview Nursing Home. In a nursing home, you smell overcooked food, cheap perfume, medicine, and you see old people talking to themselves; the life there is a kind of going away, a ship leaving the harbor and it’s too late to get off. I was directed to Claude’s room. He was half asleep, and a nurse came in, shook him, and said, “Wake up, Claude, you have a visitor.”

He opened his eyes, I said, “Bonjour, I’m Jean-Claude Baker,” and we talked, but he was incoherent, rambling. I found a nurse. “Is he always like that?”

She shook her head. “He needs dialysis every day, and we don’t have a machine here, so they come and take him once a week. The day before he goes, his blood is full of poisons, but if you come to see him after his treatment, he thinks as clearly as anyone. In fact,” she said, starting to laugh, “he runs down the halls naked, chasing nurses.”

I was there the next afternoon when they brought Claude back from dialysis, and his head worked better than mine. He answered all my questions, he even gave me addresses of two of the show’s chorus girls who were still alive. And he admitted that, on the boat to Paris, he had become Josephine’s lover, despite the misery this had caused his wife, Mabel. “I was bad to Mabel,” he said, “but we were so young then, we were all so young.”

Before I left, I asked if he remembered where they had rehearsed in New York. “232 West 138th Street,” he said. “At William Spiller’s. He had a jazz group.”

Next day, I went uptown and rang the bell at 232 West 138th Street. A dignified old lady came to the door. “Is this William Spiller’s house?” I asked. She said yes, William Spiller had been her brother-in-law. He was dead. “My name is Bessie Taliaferro,” she said, and invited me in.

She was ninety-seven years old, living in the basement that had been La Revue Nègre’s rehearsal studio. She told me most of the cast had not believed in Josephine, they did not think the French would love her. “They were wrong, eh?” she said.

In that basement was a Chickering piano made in 1885, the piano Claude Hopkins had played for rehearsals. “He was so good-looking,” Bessie said, “and Sidney Bechet stood right over there with his clarinet.” I was transported, I could see them, I could hear them. Three years later, on her hundredth birthday, Bessie sold me the piano for a dollar. She thought I was the right one to have it.

I was getting used to miracles. In Philadelphia, I found an old woman (she looked like Popeye, sitting in her rocking chair, smoking a pipe) who had been a waitress at one of Josephine’s weddings. Her name was Ethel Lockman, her nickname was the Duchess. “I used to work at the Green Dragon,” she said. “It was a speakeasy, but I quit because every morning when we closed, I would have to step over a dead body, and I was too tired to wipe up the blood on the floor. That’s why I went to work in the Bakers’ restaurant on South Street. It was Mr. Baker who told his good-for-nothing son Billy he had to marry Josephine. He said, ‘You have to marry her, or get out of my house.’

“Josephine was a nice girl,” said the Duchess. “She didn’t smoke.”

In Atlantic City, I found Maude Russell, known in her prime as the Slim Princess. She had been a soubrette at the Standard Theater in Philadelphia when Josephine arrived there, fresh off the road from her first professional tour. Maude remembered Josephine’s opening night, April 25, 1921. “She was dressed like a ragamuffin, but she killed them all the way up to the peanut gallery. Next day, her picture was out in front of the theater.”

My research led me to St. Louis, and then back to Paris, where, out of the blue, a respected art dealer phoned to offer me a cache of letters—hundreds of pages—from Josephine to her lawyer, written between 1954 and 1961, most of them while she was on tour. In those letters, she was alive again, manipulating, cajoling, literally counting sheep. She had one ram, one ewe, twelve lambs—why were there only eleven mentioned in his last letter? Every night, she wrote that lawyer ten-page documents. She said she had fallen. “Do you know how hard it is to dance on your two feet when your ankles are swollen like sausages?” she demanded. “But I can’t call a doctor, we need all the money. How are the children? I miss them so much.”

At the end of seven years, Josephine terminated the lawyer’s services with one last letter. Thank you, don’t need you anymore, goodbye. And she never paid him. That was Josephine.

I said earlier that she had hurt me too. Like the lawyer, I was dumped. This was a pattern I only came to understand—and forgive—much later.

One trail led me to Commandant Jacques Abtey, who had been Josephine’s boss in the French underground during World War II. He told me that when he first interviewed her for the job, she said, “France is the country that adopted me without reservation, I am willing to give my life for her.”

Through Jacques, I met soldiers, spies, nurses—the world of the Resistance—who had gone on fighting against Hitler even after France was defeated, and they spoke of Josephine’s courage, the way she had risked her life and lifted the morale of all around her. For five years, Jacques said, Josephine had been his lover; they shared not only affection but grief that they could not have a child.

Listening, I thought of a night in 1973 when Josephine and I came back from a party to the villa where the family was living on the Riviera. We kissed good-night, and after a minute, I heard a knock at my bedroom door. Josephine stood there, tears streaking her face. “Come, darling,” she said, and led me to her room. Her bed had two big pillows. On one, Stellina (at nine, the youngest member of the Rainbow Tribe) was sleeping, curly brown hair framing her angelic face. On the other was a piece of paper with a message in pink crayon. “Little Mother,” it said, “by the time you get home, the Sandman will have taken me away. But I wanted you to know I love you very much. Your daughter, Stellina.”

Josephine looked at me and whispered, “You see, my Jean-Claude, no lover can give me that, no jewels.” And after a pause, almost with regret, “Not even my public.” We stood there holding each other, tears running together. Today, eighteen years after my search for Josephine began, I think I have discovered something. I think we were crying not for Stellina, but for the child in each of us who was forever gone with the Sandman.

I met the choreographer George Balanchine, who had known Josephine in the thirties, and although he refused to be interviewed on tape—he was ashamed of his accent—he told me how she had invited him, on a Sunday, to Le Vésinet, the suburb of Paris where she had a house called Le Beau Chêne. Balanchine, who was poor then, put on his best suit, took the train, and arrived at the mansion with two big iron gates. Josephine’s name was spelled out in flowers on either side of the entrance, and everywhere there were life-size naked statues. Mostly of Josephine.

Balanchine went up the stairs, knocked on the door, and nobody answered, so he started yelling, “Josephine, Josephine—” Suddenly, in one of the tall ground-floor windows, Josephine appeared, naked except for three flowers glued on in strategic places. “Yes, yes, yes, chéri, I’m coming.” She said she had given the servants the day off, and she had been baking bread.

A half century later, recounting the story, Balanchine turned a little pink. “Yes, maître,” I said. “And then what happened?” He smiled. “Well,” he said, “I think we had lunch.”

I told him how I was discovering Josephine, and he said yes, “she is like Salome. She has seven veils. If you lift one, there is a second, and what you discover is even more mysterious, and you go to the third, and you still don’t know where you are. Only at the end, if you keep looking faithfully, will you find the true Josephine.”


JOSEPHINE


Chapter 1
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PARIS, OCTOBER 1925: ALL HELL BREAKS LOOSE

“She had no shame in front of those crackers”

Quel cul elle a!” What an ass! Excuse the expression, but that is the cry that greeted Josephine as she exploded onstage in “La Danse de Sauvage.” (Sixty years later, her friend and sometime lover, Maurice Bataille, would say to me, “Ah! ce cul . . . it gave all of Paris a hard-on.”)

It is October 2, 1925, at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées, opening night of La Revue Nègre. Everyone is here, painters, writers, music hall stars—Léger, Gertrude Stein, Chevalier—diplomats, princes, expatriate Americans (of whom there are forty-three thousand in Paris). At home, there is Prohibition; in France, drink and sex seem free. For one American dollar, you get twenty-five francs.

The theater is sold out, all two thousand mauve-colored velvet seats. Earlier, a voice has roared a message—“Full! Only folding chairs left”—into the avenue Montaigne. So many flowers arrive that they are put on the street, there is no more place for them inside. Ticket holders walk to the entrance across a red carpet flanked by white rose trees, the men in full dress, the women with bobbed hair, lips and nails lacquered scarlet, arms flashing those narrow diamond bracelets the cynical of the age call “service stripes.”

Backstage, producer Caroline Dudley Reagan paces. She has given herself the role of narrator. “Side by side with my artists.” Years later, she will say of La Revue Nègre’s success, “It wasn’t me, but the phoenix inside Josephine, that bird of paradise. It wasn’t me, but Bechet’s saxophone, and his soul. It wasn’t me, but Louis Douglas, my choreographer. . . . He had already danced in Russia, even for the czarina. . . . Decidedly, God was with me.”

In the first row are students from L’École des Beaux-Arts. They have rented twenty seats for the entire two weeks La Revue Nègre is expected to run. One tall blond boy—Maurice Blech—will come back every night until Josephine invites him to her dressing room, and then to her bed.

The show begins. “On one side of the stage,” reports the man from Le Figaro, “before a curtain on which thick-lipped faces with immense black eyes stand out among the geometric designs in dazzling colors applied by some local Picasso in Tallahassee or Honolulu, eight musicians in red tailcoats take their seats.”

The “local Picasso” is, in fact, the Mexican painter Covarrubias, the eight musicians are Claude Hopkins and his orchestra, and once they begin to play, Le Figaro’s critic loses all objectivity. “The music seems to have captured the echoes of the jungle and to mingle the moan of the breeze, the patter of rain, the crackling of leaves . . .”

The curtain rises to reveal a backdrop of two Mississippi riverboats. Down front is a wharf where people rest in the sun. A man comes on pushing a wheelbarrow full of flowers. It’s Sidney Bechet. He picks his horn off the cart, bends his head to the mouthpiece, a short fat Pan inciting his listeners to revelry, filling the theater with genius.

The chorus girls are young, supple, they laugh as they dance the Charleston (Paris is crazy about the Charleston), but some in the audience are disappointed that the performers are so fair. Because of the word nègre in the title, the French are expecting black Africans, not American mulattoes. These dancers are creamy-skinned, beige-skinned, and for the ten days since they got off the boat they have moved from astonishment to astonishment, going to the Galeries Lafayette where they can try on clothes and no one forbids it, going to the cafés, where they are served politely, walking in the streets, where they are openly admired.

Josephine, the star, is darker than the other girls, a clown with rubber legs and rubber face. She works hard in a sketch about an abandoned bride, singing “Yes Sir, That’s My Baby” (badly, because she is not yet a singer), offering a “darky impression” in blackface. She crosses her eyes, pushes her knees together, does splits, her pants rolled high. She’s part Jerry Lewis, part Chaplin, competing with Louis Douglas (they say he has “talking feet”) for the laughter of spectators already dazzled by music, speed, colors.

The critic Pierre de Regnier describes Josephine as a strange figure “who walks with bended knees . . . and looks like a boxing kangaroo. . . . Is this a man? Is this a woman? Her lips are painted black, her skin is the color of a banana, her hair, already short, is stuck to her head as if made of caviar, her voice is high-pitched, she shakes continually, and her body slithers like a snake. . . . The sounds of the orchestra seem to come from her. . . .

“Is she horrible? Is she ravishing? Is she black? Is she white? . . . Nobody knows for sure. There is no time to know. She returns as she left, quick as a one-step dance, she is not a woman, she is not a dancer, she is something extravagant and passing, just like the music. . . .”

“Electric greens,” writes another critic, “burning pinks . . . what rapture. No rest for the eyes or for the ears.”

But the real sensation of the night—the finale, a “Charleston Cabaret”—is still to come. Suddenly, Josephine, that funny girl, is being carried onstage by Joe Alex, a strong black dancer from Africa. She is naked except for a few feathers tied to her waist and ankles, and she is wrapped around Joe’s body like a vine around a tree in the forest. He is half naked, too, bent over almost double, a hunter with his prey on his back.

First, you feel sorry that the lovely animal is dead, the shape of the body is so perfect, the color, the stillness. Then she starts to come alive, the muscular body begins to move, the music begins to pound. (“The jazz gets stronger and stronger, the blood pressure goes up six points,” a doctor in the audience said later.)

She slides down Joe’s body. Shameless, she seems to be making love to him in front of everyone. Joe has been chasing Josephine since rehearsals began, but he is not real to her. The one she wants to make jealous, Claude, is upstage of them, playing the piano, as their frenzy builds.

For Pierre de Regnier, the “Danse de Sauvage” is “barbaric . . . naughty . . . a return to the customs of the dark ages,” and he tells his readers how Josephine achieves a “silent declaration of love by a simple forward movement of her belly, with her arms raised above her head, and the quiver of her entire rear.”

This is the way Josephine herself will recall the occasion: “The first time I had to appear in front of the Paris audience . . . I had to execute a dance rather . . . savage. I came onstage and . . . a frenzy took possession of me . . . seeing nothing, not even hearing the orchestra, I danced!”

Some people in the audience scream for more, others rise, wrapping themselves in indignation and little furs, and stalk from the theater, muttering that jazz and blacks are going to destroy white civilization. Josephine doesn’t care. First, she doesn’t understand a word of French, so she can’t tell what they’re saying, and second, she and Joe take the noise as a kind of participation in their ritual, it gives an extra energy to their wild mating dance.

In the wings, André Daven, the director of the theater, knows he has seen theatrical history being made. “It was like the revelation of a new world,” Daven says. “Eroticism finding a style. Josephine was laughing, she was crying, and the audience stood and gave her such an ovation that she trembled, and could not leave the stage. We had to bring the curtain down.”

Backstage, the chorus girls are amazed. Most feel sorry for Claude Hopkins’s wife, Mabel, because Claude has been cheating on her with this crazy Josephine. Besides being amazed, the girls are embarrassed. Lydia Jones remembers the feeling. “We were horrified at how disgusting Josie was behaving in front of this French audience, doing her nigger routine. She had no self-respect, no shame in front of these crackers, and would you believe it, they loved her.”

They did love her. Berenice Abbott, the American photographer, called the night electric. “Josephine came out with these feathers on her tail and this beautiful little body, and people went wild. The French were kind of tired and a little bit decadent, it’s hard to get them excited, but everybody just wanted to leap over the balcony; a great spontaneous combustion took place.”

In Le Crapouillot, Louis Cheronnet wrote that he had never seen anything more sensual than the dance where Josephine “mimics love, the gift of herself, while a black man wraps her in his passionate movements, his frantic desire. . . .”

In L’Art Vivant, André Levinson spoke of Josephine’s having “the splendor of an ancient animal, until the movements of her behind and her grin of a benevolent cannibal make admiring spectators laugh.”

Reviewing for The New Yorker, Janet Flanner found the music “tuneless” and the finale “dull,” but later reversed herself. In 1972, forty-seven years after the fact, she described the moment when Joe Alex set Josephine down on the stage. “She was an unforgettable female ebony statue. A scream of salutation spread through the theater.”

It’s all in the perspective. One man’s scream of salutation is another man’s “What an ass!”

The belated Flanner homage continued: “Within a half hour of the final curtain on opening night, the news and meaning of her arrival had spread by the grapevine up to the cafés on the Champs-Élysées, where the witnesses of her triumph sat over their drinks excitedly repeating their report of what they had just seen. . . .”

News tearing through the streets, my God, it’s like Napoléon, when he was fighting. And yet, Josephine’s triumph was real. And she had made it look easy, effortless, so spontaneous that some observers were fooled into thinking the performance they had just seen was an expression of her nature, not a product of her art. They were mistaken. Josephine was not a natural child, she was a complicated, driven nineteen-year-old. She herself had created that “magnificent dark body,” out of will and her need to be noticed. And the day leading up to her conquest of Paris had been one of the worst she had ever lived.


Chapter 2
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TERROR BEFORE THE OPENING

“Josephine, don’t you jump out that window!”

There is a truth behind every legend that is different from what you might imagine. The legend, for instance, of the night a dancer with a body “possessed by the devil” seduced a jaded public.

In the twenty-four hours before the opening of La Revue Nègre, it was Josephine who was feeling seduced and abandoned.

But let us step back a moment. Most of the cast had been drinking since they got off the SS Berengaria in Cherbourg. It had been ten days of nonstop party, though it began quietly. In a manuscript she never published, Caroline Dudley Reagan wrote of “our modest arrival in Paris at the Gare St. Lazare. . . . There was no fanfare, nor anybody to notice . . . the performers were a little bewildered, lost. . . . It was Mr. Daven who told me he had reserved rooms, two here, three there . . . and we were on our way to the hotels—in Montmartre, in the section of artists of all colors and all races, no prejudice, no racism—at the right time, without a fuss.”

Even during the rehearsal period, there were celebrations every night, one at a cabaret where Maurice Chevalier bought caviar for the cast. “I liked it on those little pieces of toast,” says Evelyn Anderson. “I was eighteen years old, and it was great to be onstage and in France.”

Josephine wasn’t so sure. Claude Hopkins had been her lover all the way across the ocean (even with his wife, Mabel, right there, only a step behind them), but almost as soon as the Berengaria docked, he discovered the brothel of Madame Blanche. Now, every evening after rehearsal, he would lie to Mabel (and to Josephine) about where he was going, and show up at Madame Blanche’s door.

The first time he went, there were five or six other patrons. After a few days, he decided he didn’t want to be part of a crowd, asked, “How much for the house?” and a deal was made. A sultan with a harem, Claude spent blissful hours sitting naked at a gold piano, one girl perched on top of the gaudy upright, her legs around his neck, another girl on his knee.

If Mabel guessed what was going on, she kept her own counsel. Josephine was different. For a week, she had been raging to Lydia Jones about Claude’s disappearances. She was also beginning to worry about the reception she might receive at the hands of the opening-night crowd. The company had already given a preview for an invited audience, and the responses had not been uniformly enthusiastic. (One journalist wrote of “dancers, singers and musicians who perform their sketches terribly”; another complained about the “infernal racket” made by the band.)

The day before the opening, dress rehearsal seemed to go well enough, but the theater was swarming with photographers and, as soon as the final curtain fell, Josephine made her escape. Claude was nowhere to be seen, but maybe he would show up at her place later.

Josephine, being the star, was booked into a different hotel than the chorus; she had a living room, a bedroom with a mirrored ceiling, and a bathroom with a bidet. In the bidet, she had installed a few goldfish; she always had some kind of livestock around.

Even though she had invited Lydia Jones to be her roommate (as always, she disliked spending nights alone), the two were not particularly compatible, and one of the things they disagreed about was the mirrored ceiling. Lydia was somewhat moralistic—“Claude used to come sleep in the bed with Josephine, and I would be in the next bed, that made me sick, you know”—and did not like to see endless reflections of herself. Josephine, on the other hand, admired her body day and night, loving it from every angle.

Waiting for Claude, who did not arrive, she put a hair straightener, Mary’s Congolene, on her hair, and fell asleep. When she woke—was it noon? 2 P.M.?—she was not thinking of the opening of La Revue Nègre, only hours away; she was thinking of running. Anyplace.

For one thing, the Congolene had left her almost bald, her scalp badly burned. It was meant to be combed through and rinsed out, not slept in. And Lydia, her small pretty face so set in disapproval, was not the person to comfort a wild woman, so Josephine fled, making for Evelyn Anderson’s hotel, on rue Pigalle.

Evelyn lived with Joe Hayman, Claude’s saxophone player, and they were in bed on the fifth floor when the banging on the door woke them up. Bam! bam! bam! like a machine gun. Half asleep, Evelyn opened the door, and there like a fury came Josephine, eyes puffy, screaming a torrent of words.

“She was talkin’ about Claude, she was so upset because she couldn’t have him, and she’d had some champagne, I guess, and she went to the window, and I said, ‘What are you gonna do, Josephine?’ I said, ‘Don’t you act like no fool and jump out that window, you come on back here.’ She was on the verge. Ain’t no doubt about it, she really was.”

Roused from sleep, Joe Hayman’s reaction was fury. When Josephine opened the shutters and leaned over the balcony railing, he leaped naked from the bed, grabbed her, and nearly went off the balcony with her. He managed to yank the bellowing Josephine back inside—Evelyn remembers his yelling, “Stupid cow, you almost got me killed!”—and he hurled her onto the bed, where she continued to sob.

“She’s having a nervous breakdown,” said Evelyn.

“Get the cognac,” said Joe.

Evelyn brought the bottle, then telephoned Caroline Reagan, who came rushing over and put in a call to her friend Antoine, the most famous hairdresser in Paris. She said she was bringing Miss Baker to see him. But after one look at Josephine, Antoine shook his head. Alas, Madame must forgive him, he could do nothing for that poor burned skin. He was desolate, he regretted—and then, all at once, an inspiration.

He fetched some paper, took up his scissors. He cut out a cap, complete with the spit curls that would become famous, lacquered it black, and gently glued it to Josephine’s temples. A little black helmet so cleverly fashioned that from far away it would look like hair.

Crisis averted. Josephine had one more cognac, courtesy of Antoine, and went home. Caroline wanted her to get some rest before she came to the theater. Came, as it turned out, to be greeted by flowers and crowds and bravos and controversy and adulation.

She did not yet know that her life would never again be simple. Half an hour after the last curtain came down, she was slipping through the crowds, laughing, flirting, no more the naked savage, but a queen in a gold lamé dress by Poiret.

André Daven and Rolf de Maré, the theater’s owner, had turned the place into a giant club (supper on the balcony, dancing on the stage) for three hundred invited guests. Mistinguett, queen of the music halls, who had just opened at the Moulin Rouge, came straight from her own show just in time to discover that she had, at last, a rival.

Josephine, however, was enjoying herself, even though, at 3 A.M., she went home alone. Tonight, of course, Claude had been with Mabel at the party, but Josephine had other things to think about.

The disastrous day had ended well. Until she went into her bathroom at the hotel. Hearing her scream, “Call a doctor!” Lydia Jones ran to help. “Look!” cried Josephine, pointing. The goldfish were lying dead in the bidet, which was empty of water. One more failure of communication. How could a simple child of St. Louis be expected to understand the mysteries of French plumbing?

As the worst and the best twenty-four hours of her life came to an end, Josephine reviled the universe for having murdered her goldfish. That she herself had put the fish in the bidet was not a subject Lydia brought up. It was better, she decided, to go to bed and think about finding a less volatile roommate.

Years before, in St. Louis, Josephine’s mother had had the same thought.


Chapter 3
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ELVIRA, CARRIE, THE BEGINNINGS

“Grandma often talked about slave days”

There is only one picture of Josephine Baker as a baby, and nobody is sure if that one is authentic.

She was born Freda J. McDonald on June 3, 1906, in the Female Hospital, which had opened as the St. Louis Social Evil Hospital, a treatment center for prostitutes suffering from venereal disease.

She died on April 12, 1975, in the Salpêtrière hospital, which had been built to care for the prostitutes, beggars, and criminal women of Paris.

But what a dance in between! Though even through the years of wine and roses, she could not forget the slums she had run so fast and so far to escape. Despite herself, she thought about them. Despite herself because, a friend said, “Miss Baker does not like to remember. She lives . . . in the present.”

So much did Josephine “not like to remember” that when she left America, she erased all evidence of her early life. Pictures, papers, cut up, torn up, burnt. Goodbye.

And still, this impulse to cover her tracks was at war with her impulse to get the world’s attention. She would alter her story again and again, reshaping history as she went. Marcel Sauvage told me how they worked on the first memoirs, a collection of “notes, impressions, images,” when she was twenty. “Around 5 P.M., I would go to her hotel. That was when she got up. The maid would bring breakfast, and Josephine, half naked, her pink nightgown all open, laughing, playing with a parrot, would start to remember.”

And what did she remember, in the shadows of those late afternoons?

She said her father and mother were married (they were not), and she said she sent a check home every month (at the time, she did). “Now, dear, you understand . . . I am the great man of the family.”

She said that kings walked with pointed shoes in her dreams. “And the queens were blond . . . sometimes I cried because I too would have liked to be a queen.”

She said she became a dancer “because I was born in a cold city . . . .”

She said her childhood was filled with “stories of cemeteries. A black childhood is always a little sad.”

Even when the sadness was once removed. Her grandmother, Elvira, “often talked about slave days. I adored Grandma. The songs she sang as she rocked me to sleep . . . told of the freedom that would someday come.”

As a child on a tobacco plantation, Elvira had seen a pregnant woman put in a hole, belly down, and beaten. Her great-grandson, Richard Martin, Jr., told me she repeated that story over and over. “She used to say, ‘Poor Miz So-and-So, why is Master beating her on the back that way?’ And she would cry, and I would just be amazed, it was as though she was living through the whole thing.

“I had no idea of slaves, but the way she was telling it made me feel very sad, not for the woman being beaten on the back, but for my great-grandmother. Each time, after she told that story, my grandmother Carrie would give her a peppermint to make her feel better.” (No matter how terrible the past, Elvira at least had family; many former slaves had lost all trace of relatives. The government cared for some of these old people in homes like the one called Blue Plains, near Washington, D.C.)

Elvira had been born on a tobacco plantation in Holly Springs, Arkansas (when she died in 1936, the death certificate listed her as being “about ninety”), and Josephine would always be in conflict about her, partly proud, partly ashamed that her grandmother had been a slave. She sometimes claimed that Elvira was an Indian—hadn’t the red man been in America when the first white man came ashore? In fact, the tiny five-foot-tall woman may have been part Indian; she had long, straight, black hair.

During the period that Josephine was mistress of the château Les Milandes, one of the men who worked for her told me she grew tobacco by the front door. She never revealed that the tobacco was a tribute to Elvira.

Elvira grew up to marry a Virginian, an older man named Richard McDonald. They could not have children, and in 1886, in Little Rock, Arkansas, they adopted a baby, naming her for Richard’s sister, Caroline. (Caroline and her husband, Charles Crook—also a much older man—had had two children, but both died in infancy.) In time, the two couples and baby Carrie moved together from Little Rock to St. Louis.

At the end of the nineteenth century (we know the family was there as early as 1896, because of Carrie’s school records), St. Louis was a rapidly growing city. In 1849, it had survived a cholera epidemic that killed four thousand people, and a waterfront fire that spread from burning steamboats to destroy hundreds of buildings in the narrow streets along the Mississippi. By 1874, the Eads Bridge had been built across the river, which meant the city could be reached by train from Cincinnati, rather than by ferry. The population of St. Louis was polyglot; the French settlers had been followed by Spaniards, Germans, Irish, and British. There was also, in the mid-1800s, an influx of blacks like the McDonalds and the Crooks from the rural South. By 1900, there were 575,238 people in the city, 35,516 of them black.

Charles Crook had a government pension of fourteen dollars a month. He had been one of 186,017 black soldiers to join the Union army during the Civil War; he had fought with Company D of the Sixty-first United States Colored Infantry, and suffered a gunshot wound in his left hand. In St. Louis, he found a job as a porter in a store; his two incomes established him as head of the household. He, his wife, and the McDonalds shared a third-floor railroad flat in a row house at 1534 Gratiot Street. Richard McDonald worked as a laborer, Elvira worked as a laundress, and little Carrie was left at home in the care of Caroline Crook.

When Carrie McDonald was seventeen years old, a conductor working for the St. Louis Transit Company—electric cars were replacing the old horse cars—was paid twenty-one cents an hour, and the city was playing host to a World’s Fair. The fair—technically the Louisiana Purchase Exposition of 1904—brought visitors from all over the globe, but did not treat them all equally. One restaurant on the exposition grounds posted a sign, NO COLORED PEOPLE SERVED, and the company with the fresh-water concession refused to set out water for blacks “even when they offered to drop a cent in the slot, as do white folks.”

Slavery was long gone, but many people of color felt that true freedom came only to those with light skins. A member of the black press who called himself Dr. Midnight wrote in The Indianapolis Recorder that he had visited a lady friend in St. Louis and been appalled to find her ironing her hair. “These men here don’t go with kinks,” she told him, “so if you want to shine in St. Louis, you must do away with kinks and get straight. I also have a preparation for making my face white by degrees.”

“Some of our women look like circus riders,” Dr. Midnight railed in another newspaper. “Rosy cheeks, ashy faces and wigs seem to be the go . . . Negroes clamouring for recognition in this world, but they will not get it as long as they are getting away from themselves. It is disgusting to hear colored women say, ‘He’s too black.’ ”

Other black editors reflected on white people’s fear of “Negro domination.” The Gazetteer and Guide printed the words of a white man named Tom Watson—he had run for vice president under the banner of the Populist party in 1896—who agreed that such fears were baseless. “What words,” asked Watson, “can paint the cowardice of the Anglo-Saxon who would deny ‘equal and exact justice’ to the ignorant, helpless, poverty-cursed Negro, in whose ears the clank of chains have scarcely ceased domination . . . .”

By then, Carrie McDonald, who was without racial prejudice—she liked pretty boys, no matter what color they were—would have been able to follow Dr. Midnight’s musings if she had stumbled across them; she was the first person in the Crook-McDonald household to learn to read and write. Coal black, pretty, tall, slender, full of life, the only child cared for by four adults, she was a bit spoiled.

She and Elvira adored each other. Aunt Caroline was the disciplinarian, demanding that Carrie study hard. To catch up with the white world, one had to fight.

But Carrie was young, and the streets of St. Louis were filled with music, especially if you went down to the red-light district (Market Street, Chestnut Street) where there were gambling joints, gin mills, and the sounds of ragtime pianos pounding through the nights. During the summers, ladies of the evening would stand outside the houses where they worked and sing blues songs. To Carrie, all this was a lot more fascinating than staying home listening to Aunt Caroline’s sermons.

Or going to school. Carrie loved to dance, and one of her boyfriends, Eddie Carson (thought by many to be Josephine’s father), was a good dancer. Years later, Josephine’s half-sister Margaret would remember, “Mama was the most popular girl at the dance hall on Sundays. No one could dance like she could, with a glass of water balanced on her head, not spilling a drop.”

But Carrie worked, too. By the time she was nineteen, she was employed as a laundress. An improvident laundress, because she got pregnant, and Aunt Caroline turned her out. Elvira had nothing to say about it; Caroline ruled the roost, and was fierce in judgment. Hadn’t she warned Carrie a hundred times? Wasn’t Carrie too wild? Hadn’t the family given her everything, and hadn’t she returned bad for good?

In St. Louis, I was lucky. I found Helen Morris (née Williams), whose mother had been Carrie’s friend. “Mama’s name was Emma Williams,” says Helen, “and she and Carrie worked together at the laundry owned by my aunt Josephine Cooper. When Carrie’s folks put her out, she ended up at Aunt Jo’s house, she didn’t have anywhere else to go. She stayed there until the baby was born, and that’s when Aunt Jo said, ‘Carrie, if it’s a girl, name it after me,’ and Carrie said, ‘I will.’ ”

The records of the city of St. Louis tell an almost unbelievable story. They show that Carrie McDonald (“colored”), twenty years old, was admitted to the Female Hospital (at that time, almost exclusively white) on May 3, 1906, diagnosed as pregnant. She was discharged on June 17, her baby, Freda J. McDonald, having been born two weeks earlier. The baby’s father was identified simply as “Edw.” Why six weeks in the hospital? Especially for a black woman who would customarily have had her baby at home with the help of a midwife? Obviously, there had been problems with the pregnancy, but Carrie’s chart reveals no details.

I think Josephine’s father was white—so did Josephine, so did her family—and I think he cared about Carrie. He’s the one who must have got her into that hospital and paid to keep her there all those weeks. Also, her baby’s birth was registered by O. H. Elbrecht, head of the hospital, at a time when most black births were not. Besides, Freda sounds German to me, and people in St. Louis say Carrie had worked for a German family. (Although it certainly didn’t matter; Josephine was never called Freda.)

I have unraveled many mysteries associated with Josephine Baker, but the most painful mystery of her life, the mystery of her father’s identity, I could not solve.

The secret
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