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Additional Praise for Joy Goddess


“Every family has a history, but few families count such a gifted chronicler in their midst as A’Lelia Bundles. With deep respect for the historical record and keen sensitivity to the rewards of telling women’s lives, she has given us the definitive biography that A’Lelia Walker so richly deserves.”

—Susan Ware, author of Why They Marched: Untold Stories of the Women Who Fought for the Right to Vote

“Bundles illuminates the life of one of the most fascinating women of the early twentieth century with the style and elegance worthy of the subject and adds an essential piece to the history of the Harlem Renaissance.”

—Tiffany M. Gill, author of Beauty Shop Politics: African American Women’s Activism in the Beauty Industry

“A page-turner… all the rich material of A’Lelia Walker’s life will transport and inspire the lucky readers of this book.”

—Marita Golden, author of How to Become a Black Writer

“A’Lelia Bundles’s biography is about one woman, but in the telling, becomes a startlingly engaging, vitally important story of an era.”

—Noliwe Rooks, author of Integrated: How American Schools Failed Black Children

“A’Lelia Bundles takes us on an exhilarating journey into the life and times of her great-grandmother, the legendary A’Lelia Walker, daughter of the incomparable Madam C. J. Walker. A’Lelia’s gift for weaving history and tales of resilience makes Joy Goddess a must read…. She mines the psychological and emotional impediments that saddled her namesake. Truly, ‘uneasy lies the head that wears the crown.’ ”

—Blair Underwood, actor, producer, and storyteller

“Bundles captures A’Lelia Walker’s energy, her drive, and her commitment to the creative community that she nourished. An engaging biography of a formidable woman.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Dazzling… Joy Goddess is a graceful and fast-paced story that guides the reader to imagine the life of a black woman who lived a sensational life that incorporated internationalism, beauty, wealth, and freedom…. This book honors the memory of a dreamer who dedicated her life to challenging convention through fashion and created a new vision of ‘the in crowd’ during the Harlem Renaissance. Characteristically engaging, this is a must-read. I loved every page.”

—Deborah Willis, author of Posing Beauty: African American Images from the 1890s to the Present

“From art and music to politics and business, this richly detailed biography of heiress and entrepreneur A’Lelia Walker reveals her as vibrant, shrewd, vulnerable, ambitious, and discerning.”

—Claire Potter, professor emerita of history, The New School for Social Research

“Bundles reminds us of the extraordinary sense of community and purpose our ancestors possessed.”

—Mary Schmidt Campbell, tenth president of Spelman College

“A’Lelia’s latest masterpiece takes us into the world of a hardworking and dynamic woman. Joy Goddess illustrates the humble beginnings and amazing heights that the Walker family experienced, and how A’Lelia worked with her mother to make the Madam C. J. Walker Manufacturing Company a household name. A must-read.”

—Nichelle M. Hayes, co-editor of The Black Librarian in America
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In memory of

my mother, A’Lelia Mae Perry Bundles

my father, S. Henry Bundles Jr.

my grandmother, Fairy Mae Bryant Walker Perry

my grandfather, Marion R. Perry Jr.

who saved the photographs, letters, ledgers and artifacts that made this book possible





“She was the center of a certain circle that was kept together only by herself, people one would never see except for her producing them. She is another one of the vivid and colorful personalities that have made the New York scene so extraordinary in recent years. And there is no one to take her place.”

—Max Ewing, 1931







AUTHOR’S NOTE DISCOVERING A’LELIA WALKER

During the 1920s, A’Lelia Walker was an internationally famous heiress as comfortable at the opera in Paris as she was at the annual Howard-Lincoln football classic. She moved as easily through a casino in Monte Carlo as in a VIP box at a drag ball in Harlem. A century later, she is best known as the only child of hair care entrepreneur and millionaire Madam C. J. Walker. But during the Harlem Renaissance, she was a celebrity and a legend in her own right. More than a charismatic party hostess, she was a social impresario whose glamorous soirees helped define the uptown version of Manhattan’s Jazz Age. “Wherever else one is invited or expected, one must cancel all other plans if invited to A’Lelia’s. She is the Great Black Empress, She Who Must Be Obeyed!” a frequent guest declared of her coveted invitations and magnetic personality.

In 1927 she converted a floor of her 136th Street townhouse into the Dark Tower, a cultural salon where her downtown friends joined her uptown friends—including some of the most celebrated musicians, actors, artists, and writers of the day—at a time when Black and white New Yorkers rarely socialized on equal terms. A few blocks away at her 80 Edgecombe Avenue pied-à-terre, “Negro poets and Negro numbers bankers mingled with downtown poets and seat-on-the-stock-exchange racketeers,” Langston Hughes later remembered. At Villa Lewaro, her mother’s Westchester County mansion, Harlem socialites, African diplomats, and European royals gathered for dancing, live music, and champagne.

Her stylish appearance—a mix of high fashion and striking African beauty—made her a muse for photographers, painters, and sculptors, from Berenice Abbott to Richmond Barthé. She was the inspiration for characters in several novels including Wallace Thurman’s Infants of the Spring and Zora Neale Hurston’s long-lost manuscript, The Golden Bench of God. Later, during the 1980s and ’90s, her Dark Tower parties inspired scenes on Broadway in Gregory Hines’s Sophisticated Ladies and George C. Wolfe’s Bring in ’da Noise, Bring in ’da Funk.

After more than five decades of researching and writing about A’Lelia Walker and Madam Walker, I’ve learned that exploring their relationship is essential to understanding them as individuals. As doting mother and devoted daughter, they are intertwined in ways that both complement and clash. They are foils as well as mirrors revealing motivations, aspirations, regrets, and amends.

Although I’ve written four books about Madam Walker, it was my great-grandmother A’Lelia Walker who first intrigued me. As a toddler exploring a dresser drawer of treasures in my grandmother Mae Walker Perry’s bedroom, I discovered colorful, miniature mummy charms A’Lelia had bought in Cairo in 1922. On a nearby bookshelf were first-edition copies of Jean Toomer’s Cane, Countee Cullen’s Color, and Hughes’s The Weary Blues. My childhood home was filled with her possessions, from the monogrammed silverware we used every day to the Haviland Limoges china reserved for holiday dinners. I learned to read music on the mahogany Chickering baby grand piano that had been played by famous musicians in her Harlem apartment. A wardrobe trunk in my grandparents’ Indianapolis apartment was filled with her photo albums, address books, mother-of-pearl opera glasses, love letters from her third husband, and a spray of dried baby’s breath pressed into the marriage license from her second. Separate compartments held an ostrich feather fan, her gold lace-trimmed peach chiffon negligee, an iridescent turquoise and magenta silk jacket, and the intricately appliquéd cream satin underdress from Mae’s first wedding.

But it was reading Langston Hughes’s description of A’Lelia Walker in The Big Sea that really ignited my interest when I was a high school student during the late 1960s searching for the Black history that was absent from my textbooks. Hughes had anointed her “the joy goddess of Harlem’s 1920’s,” the era when, he declared, “the Negro was in vogue,” and A’Lelia’s parties “were filled with guests whose names would turn any Nordic social climber green with envy.” Hughes made A’Lelia sparkle on the page and helped me draw a connection between the heirlooms of my childhood and the artistic, cultural, and historical significance of the Harlem Renaissance. That early wonder blossomed into a passion for history and family legacy that continues to this day.

With her mother’s fortune as ballast and their fame as a calling card, A’Lelia took her place among a cohort of talented, educated, sophisticated African Americans who’d begun migrating to northern cities just before World War I. Having persuaded her mother to buy a building on 136th Street near Lenox Avenue for the New York branch of their Indianapolis-based Madam C. J. Walker Manufacturing Company, A’Lelia arrived in 1913 just as Harlem was becoming the international mecca of Black cultural and political life.

While her mother had founded an enterprise that redefined the concept of modern beauty for Black women and provided unprecedented economic opportunity for thousands of entrepreneurs, A’Lelia’s accomplishments were harder to quantify. The “joy” that Hughes attributed to her came in the form of hospitality and generosity in spaces that celebrated Black success, normalized interracial friendships, and welcomed her queer and straight friends equally. Even as her mother wanted her to be more engaged in day-to-day business operations, it was their mutual passion for music, art, theater, and entertaining that provided A’Lelia with her greatest happiness and paved the way for the legacy she left as a patron of the arts who promoted the careers of musicians and photographers and opened her homes for movie shoots, theatrical rehearsals, book parties, and art exhibitions.

Having already written a comprehensive, deeply researched biography that centered on Madam Walker’s perspective, I want now to pivot the lens and to view the world through A’Lelia’s eyes. While On Her Own Ground: The Life and Times of Madam C. J. Walker focused on how Madam Walker built her business and navigated America’s racial politics between the Civil War and World War I, Joy Goddess is about influence and inheritance, and A’Lelia Walker’s impact on the New York social and cultural scene during the 1910s and 1920s.

Many of the Harlem Renaissance’s most well-known authors and musicians appear in these pages, especially when A’Lelia encounters them at key historical moments like Opportunity magazine’s 1925 literary awards dinner or the long Broadway run of Shuffle Along. But I also tell the stories of Harlem’s Black elite, who owned businesses and hosted NAACP fundraisers, who elevated the culture makers and supported their productions, who lived on Strivers’ Row and traveled to Europe in the summer, who vacationed in Atlantic City and on Martha’s Vineyard.

I wanted to examine what it meant to be Black, wealthy, and famous during the first decades of the twentieth century and to explore how A’Lelia Walker’s childhood as the daughter of a poor washerwoman during St. Louis’s ragtime era affected who she became. I wanted to understand her mother’s hopes and aspirations as well as the predictable tension that festered when she tried too hard to mold, protect, and direct, especially when business succession was at stake. I was determined to bring A’Lelia out from her mother’s shadow and to add nuance and depth to the flattening and unflattering portrayals some writers have relied upon. I was curious about her friends and her three husbands, about the people she loved and the people who betrayed her. I wanted to know more about the Jim Crow era indignities she experienced despite her relative economic privilege. I wondered how she felt when she was scrutinized, critiqued, and judged even as she grieved her mother’s death, navigated divorces, and managed debilitating illnesses.



A’Lelia Walker legally adopted my biological grandmother Mae in 1912 in a scenario that was part Cinderella story and part cautionary tale. While Mae’s new life granted her a Spelman College education and the material trappings of wealth, there were other consequences. Her thick, hip-length braids made her an ideal model for Madam Walker to demonstrate her bestselling Wonderful Hair Grower, but for a time Mae would find herself confined like Rapunzel in a world defined by A’Lelia’s prerogative. And though her birth name ironically was “Fairy Mae,” her life as A’Lelia’s daughter was not always happily ever after.

I was named after my mother—A’Lelia Mae Perry—who was named after both her mother and her grandmother, the original A’Lelia, who, as far as I can tell, renamed herself because it suited her to do so. Born Lelia McWilliams in 1885, she added the A and the apostrophe in 1923 a year after returning from a five-month trip to Europe, Egypt, Ethiopia, and the Holy Land.

The curiosity that was sparked when I accompanied my mother to her office at the Madam Walker Building in downtown Indianapolis during the 1950s only deepened as I wrote papers about the Walker women in high school, college, and graduate school during the 1970s. In 1982, when Roots author Alex Haley approached my family about his plans for a Madam Walker miniseries and historical novel, I had already spent more than a decade delving into the details of their lives. That summer I took a leave of absence from my job as a network television news producer in NBC’s Atlanta bureau to conduct research in New York. Once the Harlem Renaissance survivors learned that A’Lelia Walker’s great-granddaughter was in town doing interviews, these gracious octogenarians and nonagenarians welcomed me into their homes and introduced me to their friends.

I visited Jimmie Daniels, a cabaret singer who often performed at A’Lelia’s parties. At his west-side apartment, I met blues diva Alberta Hunter, who invited me to her show at the Cookery in Greenwich Village. I spent a mimosa-filled Sunday afternoon in Hoboken with writer and artist Richard Bruce Nugent, who’d been present at the 1927 planning meeting for the Dark Tower. I sat with artist Romare Bearden in his SoHo loft amidst easels and unfinished collages as he described watching A’Lelia and his parents play poker during the 1920s. In Pasadena, California, sculptor Richmond Barthé recounted the conversations he’d had with A’Lelia as she sat for a sculpture sixty years earlier. I enjoyed a relaxing Saturday afternoon with Harlem librarian and playwright Regina Anderson Andrews and her husband, William, in their upstate New York cottage.

But it was Gerri Major, the longtime Jet society columnist, who became my best source. Known as Geraldyn Dismond during the 1920s when she reported society news for the Baltimore Afro-American and published the Inter-State Tattler, she’d written about A’Lelia Walker’s soirees almost every week for six years. Ensconced in her Riverton House apartment in Harlem and confined to her bed with vertigo, Gerri was a vision in a white satin jacket with a corona of soft silver hair. She beamed with each memory of their escapades.

“She was a very stunning person,” Gerri said. “And she wore those elegant turbans and elegant clothes. And she was of magnificent stature. She was just really like an Ethiopian princess.”

Other friends talked about A’Lelia’s charisma, flamboyance, and warmth, describing her as “regal” and “royal with royal instincts.” A’Lelia, another said, “didn’t just walk into a room. She swept in. She made an entrance!”

Hughes’s 1940 The Big Sea, Nathan Huggins’s 1971 Harlem Renaissance, David Levering Lewis’s 1981 When Harlem Was in Vogue, Jervis Anderson’s 1982 This Was Harlem, and Bruce Kellner’s 1984 The Harlem Renaissance: A Historical Dictionary for the Era all supplied useful clues. But from my interviews, I often found the firsthand insights from people who’d known A’Lelia contradicted what I’d been reading in the Harlem Renaissance histories that cast her as a hapless, frivolous dilettante whose “intellectual powers were slight.” According to one historian, she “rarely read books” and “spent the Renaissance playing bridge.”

But after reading hundreds of pages of her letters, I was puzzled by this gratuitous caricature. What I saw were her astute observations about the world and the people around her and a wry and wicked sense of humor that she trained on herself and on others. But without a counternarrative, those dismissive views have become entrenched after being repeated and unchallenged in dozens of books and articles. Without the inclination to interrogate recycled secondary source material or to conduct primary source research, some writers have filled the vacuum with speculation and misleading fabulation.

A’Lelia Walker wasn’t a scholar and didn’t pretend to be, but she had a clear understanding of her world and her times. She was visionary and enterprising as well as impulsive and inconsistent. She could be both headstrong and softhearted, bold and insecure. She was usually unpretentious, but could be imperious when she was annoyed or insulted. She was gregarious, but her inner circle was intentionally small. Although she could be intently focused when she wanted something, she sometimes lacked the discipline to see things through, especially after her first stroke and the demise of her second marriage.

There were no templates for her to consult. As the first Black celebrity heiress, she had to improvise. In the process she made missteps and unwise decisions, giving too much benefit of the doubt to people who took advantage of her kindness. But through sheer force of will, she created an unforgettable persona.

Almost a century after her death, A’Lelia Walker still stirs the imagination. She has been mythologized, romanticized, and distorted. Even as old tropes are debunked, new ones emerge. As with modern-day celebrities, juicy rumors flourish and apocryphal episodes solidify into lore. The most recent example is Self Made, the fictionalized television series that drew from my research for On Her Own Ground. Unfortunately, the Hollywood character in the script is so unlike the real-life A’Lelia Walker that the scenes make me cringe and leave me determined to work with producers who are open to collaborating on a more authentic and compelling depiction.

I wrote Joy Goddess because I wanted A’Lelia Walker to take the stage on her own behalf and because I thought she deserved to be rescued from the purgatory of an obscure, misinterpreted historical footnote. It is time she assumes her place—with all her complexity and dimensions—among the pantheon of Harlem Renaissance icons.

A’Lelia Bundles

Washington, DC

December 2024



A word about racial references and designations: Black, African American, Negro, and colored all appear in this book to reflect the changing appellations during the last two centuries in America. I have chosen to follow the Associated Press’s 2020 Stylebook by capitalizing Black.

I have a devoted respect for primary sources and strongly believe that I owe my ancestors and our forebears the effort required to carefully and intentionally document their lives. For ease of reading, citations appear at the end of the book.





CHAPTER 1 GUEST OF HONOR

Tonight, in her mother’s honor, only the best of everything would do, from her Tiffany sterling silver to her monogrammed linen napkins. For this special occasion Lelia Walker Robinson had ordered her florist’s most vibrant centerpieces and her butcher’s choicest cuts. Tonight, in her elegant Harlem townhouse, the city’s finest musicians were tuning their instruments to entertain a select set of influential Black New Yorkers. By handwritten note, Lelia had summoned them to dine with Madam C. J. Walker, the entrepreneur who’d recently been endorsed by the National Negro Business League as “the foremost businesswoman of the race.”

[image: A'Lelia Walker Robinson seated on an ornate chair, wearing a detailed dress and pearl jewelry. She looks thoughtful, resting her chin on her right hand.]
Lelia Walker Robinson, who would become known as A’Lelia Walker, circa 1913, soon after moving to Harlem.

Statuesque and stylish, Lelia made a final scan of the music salon, stepping across the pastel Aubusson carpet and past the gold-leaf Victrola cabinet. Diamond earrings—a gift from her mother—glistened against her smooth brown cheeks as she welcomed her guests with hugs and her incandescent smile.

Madam had arrived in Manhattan a few weeks earlier, exhausted from a marathon two dozen lectures in New England, where she’d packed auditoriums and churches from Boston to New Haven. After a week of Lelia’s pampering, she declared herself reinvigorated and ready for another trip, but tonight she was eager to socialize with the men and women Lelia had gathered to welcome her to New York.

From the carefully curated guest list to the women’s orchid corsages, Lelia had left nothing to chance. She knew exactly what it took to make her mother happy and the times when she had fallen short. She knew who had broken her heart, and who had comforted her when she still was known as Sarah Breedlove and there was no reward in being kind to a poor St. Louis washerwoman. Now women lined up across America for the chance to hear Madam C. J. Walker speak. Newspaper reporters vied for interviews. Customers swore by the healing salve in her tins of Walker’s Wonderful Hair Grower.

On this October evening in 1914, Lelia had insisted on the best of everything because, not so long ago, she and her mother had had the worst of everything and sometimes they’d had nothing at all except each other. Now, as Madam contemplated a move to New York, they were poised to emerge as a powerful team.



[image: Madam C. J. Walker standing with her hands clasped underneath a fur accessory. She wears an overcoat and a large hat.]
Madam C. J. Walker circa 1911

[image: A vintage product label for Madam C.J. Walker's 50-Cent Wonderful Hair Grower, featuring a portrait of C.J. Walker.]
Madam Walker began selling tins of her Wonderful Hair Grower in 1906 when she founded the Madam C. J. Walker Manufacturing Company in Denver.

Having watched her mother blaze through a frenzied decade as she developed the enterprise the Baltimore Afro-American called “the largest and most successful of its kind owned and operated by a woman of our race,” Lelia saw the toll it had taken. From the moment Madam launched her hair care products line in Denver in 1906, she’d traveled nonstop from Massachusetts to California, from Chicago to Kingston, Jamaica, then opened a factory in Indianapolis in 1910. By 1914 sales of Walker’s Grower, Glossine, and vegetable shampoo had put her on par with the nation’s wealthiest Black businessmen and made her more than competitive with white cosmetics mavens Elizabeth Arden and Helena Rubinstein. By 1915 gross receipts would exceed $100,000, or more than $3 million in today’s dollars. Even more impressive than her personal financial gain was her record of providing jobs and income for thousands of Black women.

For the evening’s entertainment, Madam had requested their friend James Reese Europe and a small combo from his renowned Society Orchestra. As the favored musicians of wealthy Fifth Avenue hostesses, their repertoire ranged from Bob Cole and J. Rosamond Johnson’s romantic “Under the Bamboo Tree” and Cecil Mack’s saucy “Miss Hannah from Savannah” to W. C. Handy’s recently released “St. Louis Blues,” a nod to Lelia’s childhood home. Even during their most desperate days in St. Louis, hymns and schoolyard ditties had lifted their spirits. At St. Paul African Methodist Episcopal Church, Lelia would watch her mother sing in the choir, enveloped by cascading vibrations from the majestic Kilgen organ. Now the Walker women equipped their homes with grand pianos and harps for visiting musicians, taking mutual pride in showcasing young talent.

For the evening’s six-course dinner, Fanny Jarvis—the caterer whose clients lived in the city’s east-side mansions—had created a custom entrée: boned capon à la Walker. Lelia had fussed over the menu, from the maraschino cherries in the Manhattan cocktails to the salmon mousse and lobster sauce appetizer. After a dessert of orange cake and strawberry ice cream, they moved into the music salon for demitasse and crème de menthe. Jim Europe’s combo opened with tunes they’d recently recorded as the first Black orchestra signed by the Victor Talking Machine Company. “The Castle Walk Rag,” the song he’d cowritten as musical director for Irene and Vernon Castle, the popular white high-society dancers, had inspired 1914’s hottest dance craze.

Lelia was grateful that these friends had accepted her invitation to honor her mother. Before her she surveyed an equal number of men and women from two distinct generations: those who’d been born during slavery and those who’d been born after abolition. A half century after the Civil War, they measured both how far they’d personally climbed and the barriers that blocked 90 percent of their brothers and sisters who remained on Southern farms, where their lives felt and functioned more like slavery than full citizenship.

This well-traveled group was quite familiar with each other’s accomplishments, though most of America had no idea such a coterie existed. Like her mother, several had spent their early years as servants, but on this night in Lelia’s home they were respected and admired as leaders and agents of change. Madam’s origins as a Louisiana orphan and St. Louis laundress were well known to them all. Many of the others also had deftly navigated the power dynamics of American racial apartheid to create upward mobility for themselves and their families. New York Age publisher Frederick Randolph Moore—who’d been a personal messenger for seven U.S. Treasury secretaries during five presidential administrations—now owned the nation’s most widely read Black newspaper. William Des Verney—who’d tended to the needs of presidents and millionaire financiers as a New Haven Railroad Pullman dining steward—had learned to leverage his proximity to influential men in his efforts to advocate on behalf of his fellow trainmen.

The three eldest guests had been born in Virginia before the Civil War. Six others—including Madam Walker—were Reconstruction-era babies who’d come of age as the optimism of emancipation collided with the fierce backlash of Jim Crow. Born in the 1880s, Lelia and Jim Europe were heirs to their parents’ toil and resiliency. As children of accomplished men and women who’d emerged from slavery’s aftermath as educators, entrepreneurs, and civil servants, they’d grown up in cities and been educated in the segregated public schools of St. Louis and Washington, DC, by Black teachers who were as devoted as missionaries. Their exposure to Industrial Revolution innovation and Gilded Age excess and grandeur had influenced their worldview and shaped their expectations.

During dinner, the guests discussed current events and foreign affairs, especially the morning’s alarming New-York Tribune headline—“British Sink 4 German Warships”—a sign of the escalating war in Europe. They all wondered what that might mean for America, but with President Woodrow Wilson still committed to a policy of nonintervention, the European conflict remained remote.

The somber tone that seeped into their conversation was less about war and more about the sudden death of their dear friend and neighbor, thirty-four-year-old Aida Overton Walker, whose success as a choreographer and actress had been a source of collective pride. With her late husband, George Walker, and his partner, Bert Williams, she and the cast of their Broadway hit, In Dahomey, had performed at Buckingham Palace in 1903 for Prince Edward’s ninth birthday.

As musical director of some of Aida’s most celebrated productions, Jim Europe had known her the longest and most intimately. As he reminisced, talk turned to his vision for a National Negro Symphony and the profitable booking agency he’d created for Black musicians after the white musicians’ union had excluded them. Europe and his tuxedo-clad Clef Club members had become cultural ambassadors, slaying stereotypes note by note at cotillions and elaborate costume balls from Newport to Palm Beach, where Black Americans otherwise served as maids, butlers, gardeners, and chauffeurs. Piercing this racial hierarchy was very much on the minds of Lelia, Madam, and their guests a year after the fiftieth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation.

Because their accomplishments were minimized by white Americans, raw numbers and evidence mattered to them. They took pride in knowing that there now were 30,000 Black teachers and almost 2,000 doctors, more than 100 Black colleges, and more than 250 Black newspapers. But despite their achievements, they were still denied the right to vote, to serve on juries, and to sit where they wished on trains and trolleys. The Supreme Court’s 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson decision had legalized a “separate but equal” system of racial segregation that would remain blatantly and intentionally unequal even after the civil rights legislation of the 1960s.

They’d all watched Washington, DC, regress further after President Wilson mandated the segregation of federal buildings and refused to renew even the handful of political patronage jobs and diplomatic posts that had been reserved for Black men during previous presidential administrations. They’d witnessed the United Daughters of the Confederacy campaign to erect monuments honoring Confederate army general Robert E. Lee and Ku Klux Klan grand wizard Nathan Bedford Forrest.

Three of Lelia’s guests—publisher Fred Moore, National Negro Press Association founder Nathaniel B. Dodson, and New York Amsterdam News owner James Anderson—featured articles about these matters in their publications, but Lelia had invited them as much for their insights on current events as she had to cultivate favorable news coverage for Lelia College and the Walker hair salon, a public relations tactic she’d learned from her mother. As Lelia said goodbye to her guests, she felt confident that she’d accomplished her goal. Her mother had thoroughly enjoyed the conversation, the cuisine, and the chance to cultivate alliances with these new Harlem friends. Indianapolis would remain the headquarters for Madam’s manufacturing operation, but a few days after the dinner she started looking at New York real estate.

Within just a few years, Jim Europe’s 369th Infantry band would introduce jazz to Paris during World War I. William Des Verney would be enlisted by A. Philip Randolph as a national recruiter for the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. Fred Moore would be elected a New York City alderman. Madam Walker would become a millionaire, and Lelia’s Dark Tower would become one of the most iconic gathering places for Harlem Renaissance musicians, actors, authors, and artists.

For now, Lelia basked in the Baltimore Afro’s account of her dinner party. Nearly a full-column article featured a photo of her in a flirty pose, her brown eyes sparkling from beneath a wide-brimmed hat. The reporter’s words—“Honoring one’s parents has always been regarded as a mark of good breeding”—captured exactly the message she wished to convey.

[image: A'Lelia Walker Robinson in an white elegant dress and large black hat holds a rose while smiling at the camera.]
Lelia Walker Robinson in the 1914 photograph that appeared in the Baltimore Afro-American.

Lelia, indeed, had pleased the guest of honor and made her proud. She’d delivered an evening with the best of everything and accelerated her mother’s timetable for moving to Harlem. She’d also begun to discover her power as a convener, to see how thoughtfully orchestrated social events could influence culture and commerce.

The Pittsburgh Courier predicted that she was “destined to follow her mother’s footsteps to fame and fortune.” Now if only she could manage to remain in Madam’s good graces while also staying true to her own dreams and desires.





CHAPTER 2 ST. LOUIS GIRL

Lelia grew up in St. Louis thinking of herself as a city girl. The mules and muddy roads of her first three years in Delta, Louisiana, and Vicksburg, Mississippi, were more her mother’s childhood saga than her own. Instead of catching crawfish in the bayou, Lelia had jumped rope on concrete sidewalks.

Lelia McWilliams was born on June 6, 1885, in a cabin with no electricity and no plumbing in the midst of a late-spring heat wave. With cottonseeds already in the ground and harvesting several weeks away, her parents, Moses McWilliams and Sarah Breedlove McWilliams, had a brief break from the most grueling field work. But planting cycles and the whims of plantation owners still ruled their days and stunted any dreams they might have dared to conjure for themselves or their child. They’d married a few years earlier, Sarah later would say, because she was desperate “to get a home of my own.” At fourteen, she was an orphan escaping the abuse of her sister Louvenia’s violent husband, Jesse Powell. Then, in 1888, when Sarah was twenty and Lelia still a toddler, Moses died. If the Madison Parish, Louisiana, clerk issued an official certificate with the date and cause of death, it was lost long ago. In the decades immediately after emancipation, Black lives mattered even less now that they could no longer be inventoried as property, used as loan collateral, or sold to settle debts.

Before the next planting season, the newly widowed Sarah made her way onto a steamboat to St. Louis to reunite with her brothers Alexander, James, and Solomon, who’d left Louisiana a decade earlier. Like thousands of other Black migrants called Exodusters, they’d fled the dead-end sharecropping system that always left them owing more for seed and supplies than the landowner was willing to pay for their crop. More urgently, they and their family minister—former Louisiana state senator Curtis Pollard—had escaped the Ku Klux Klan attacks that followed the political violence of the 1876 presidential election season, when dozens of their neighbors were murdered. Since arriving in St. Louis, the Breedlove brothers had become part of a community of three hundred Black barbers, the largest group of local Black entrepreneurs at a time when Black men dominated the personal-service barbering and shaving trades in American cities.

When Sarah reached the St. Louis river dock with three-year-old Lelia, she found herself overwhelmed by the speed and bustle of a community of nearly twenty-seven thousand Black residents. Accustomed to the slower pace of rural Louisiana, she’d been thrust into an urban center with noisy streetcars, polluted skies, and almost a half-million residents. To help her adjust, her brothers introduced her to the women of St. Paul African Methodist Episcopal Church, located near their barbershop.

For those first few years, Sarah and Lelia shuffled between living in her brothers’ homes and their own meager rented rooms, all clustered in the neighborhood around St. Paul and near Lelia’s elementary school. With German immigrants leading the city’s music curriculum and Oberlin-educated Black principals overseeing her neighborhood schools, Lelia and her classmates learned Mozart’s “Te Deum Laudamus” and German lieder for annual spring concerts. Outside her uncle Alexander’s barbershop, couples pranced toward dance halls for cakewalk contests. Inside, musicians gathered between gigs, while customers talked about local politics, crime, and jobs. Lelia was often kept awake at night as ragtime rippled into their tenement window from across the alley at Tom Turpin’s Rosebud Cafe, where Scott Joplin was a regular. Young Lelia and her schoolmates lingered on the same corners as Turpin and Joplin, stepping to the infectious syncopation when no one could have dreamed of the genre’s enduring influence.

While enslaved Black people had been auctioned on the steps of St. Louis’s courthouse until 1862, more than half of the city’s antebellum-era residents had been free people of color. A few of its wealthiest citizens were their descendants, who owned property, traveled internationally, and educated their children abroad. During the 1890s, when most Black children in America were lucky to have a few weeks of rudimentary reading and writing, Lelia’s kindergarten teacher, Haydee Moss Campbell, was a pioneer of early childhood education and an Oberlin alumna. Some of the teachers were daughters of prosperous Black barbers and mulatto riverboat stewards. Some were members of St. Paul AME and drawn to women like Sarah in their mission to help newcomers find their footing in the city. Others were clubwomen who’d founded the Colored Orphans Home. Desperate for income, Sarah had reluctantly, but gratefully, accepted the orphanage matron’s offer to care for Lelia during weeks when live-in domestic jobs required overnight stays. She’d had no choice but to trust that her fatherless child would have a meal and a safe place to sleep, but she despaired with each wrenching goodbye.

St. Louis always had been a magnet for adventurers. Osage and Missouri Indians traded furs with French fortune seekers in the 1700s. German immigrants brought concerts and biergartens that reshaped the city’s cultural identity in the mid-1800s. By the early 1890s, this metropolis of grand ambitions could boast the nation’s largest train station and the headquarters of leading breweries, tobacco processors, and pharmaceutical manufacturers. Lelia and Sarah’s rough streets and run-down tenements were far removed from the gated west-side havens of the Pulitzers and Busches, but housework provided entrée to these mansions. Lelia often tagged along as Sarah delivered the laundry she’d help wash and fold. When back doors cracked open, they glimpsed the opulence inside and longed for some luxury of their own.

“As I bent over the washboard, and looked at my arms buried in soapsuds,” Sarah later told a reporter, “I said to myself: ‘What are you going to do when you grow old and your back gets stiff? Who is going to take care of your little girl?’ ”

What Sarah didn’t confide to that reporter was the other source of her anxiety: John Davis, the man she’d married in 1894 when Lelia was nine years old. The first time he punched her, it already was too late to escape. She’d been economically strapped and personally vulnerable at the time, thrown off balance by the recent death of forty-one-year old Alexander, her most reliable brother. At fifteen years her senior, he’d become more like the father she’d lost at seven. In the midst of her grief, she also was clobbered by the fallout from the economic Panic of 1893 when her laundry customers struggled to pay even the quarters and dimes she usually received.

Davis, her friends said, was a drunk and a bully. While neighbors could hear them shouting and fighting from the street, it was Lelia who saw her mother cowering from Davis’s punches and Lelia who nursed the welts and bruises. On Saturday nights, Sarah’s neighborhood girlfriends offered sympathy from a safe distance. On Sundays, the women of St. Paul provided comfort and solace. But it was Lelia who went to school on Mondays ashamed that her stepfather had been arrested again for being drunk and disorderly. The marriage Sarah had hoped would provide some breathing room instead was suffocating her and her daughter. In desperation she turned to her church friend Jessie Batts Robinson for shelter on those days and nights when Davis’s abuse was unbearable.

By the fall of 1901, Sarah had stashed enough nickels and dimes from her laundry jobs to cover train fare, tuition, and the $7.85 room-and-board fee she needed to enroll Lelia in Knoxville College’s high school division. At sixteen, Lelia was tall, gregarious, and perfect prey for the St. Louis high rollers, who enticed young women with trinkets and promises. With her uncle Alexander gone, she’d lost her strongest protector. Sending Lelia five hundred miles away from Market Street’s temptations allowed Sarah to imagine her child as a seamstress or a secretary or even a schoolteacher like the church members she admired. Anything but a woman who kept her arms in a washtub all day and had to use her fists to defend herself against a man.

Lelia had been a decent-enough student, but too many of John Davis’s tirades and too many evictions had interfered with her studies and affected her grades. In elementary school, she’d had perfect attendance. But during seventh grade, when her schoolmates were studying for the competitive Sumner High School entrance exam, she’d missed more than half a year of classes. Now at Knoxville, those chronic absences caught up, leaving her unready for the college preparatory curriculum. Older than most of her classmates, she was street-smart and more than capable of holding her own in St. Louis’s notorious Chestnut Valley neighborhood, but she lasted less than a year at the pious Tennessee campus on the hill. By autumn 1902, there was no sign of Lelia McWilliams in the enrollment ledgers.

During Lelia’s absence Sarah relied even more on Jessie Robinson, who coached and counseled as she extricated herself from John Davis. Jessie and the women in the choir and the Mite Missionary Society had been Sarah’s role models and mentors since her arrival. Now they were helping her create a new vision for her future.

By the time Lelia’s uncles James and Solomon died in 1902 and 1903, she was back in St. Louis. Lelia knew her mother had sent her to Knoxville to protect her from John Davis’s chaos. She’d felt exiled when she was away and helpless when she returned, especially as she watched how her uncles’ back-to-back deaths had thrown her mother even more off balance. Just as Sarah had fled her brother-in-law’s abuse when she married Lelia’s father and tucked away her grief when she left Louisiana after his death, she was doing so again. She’d never stopped seeking the answer to the question she’d asked herself a decade earlier: “What are you going to do when you grow old and your back gets stiff? Who is going to take care of your little girl?’ ”

Part of her solution for extra cash as she disentangled herself from Davis was to sign on as an agent selling Annie Turnbo’s Wonderful Hair Grower, a salve that healed scalp infections. In July 1905, with a few dollars’ worth of savings from her sales job and with Lelia safe in Jessie and Christopher “C. K.” Robinson’s home, Sarah boarded a train for Denver, where her sister-in-law Lucy Crockett Breedlove had moved with her four daughters after Sarah’s oldest brother, Owen Breedlove Jr., abandoned them in Albuquerque in 1901.

During the next ten months, Sarah reinvented herself. In January, she married Charles Joseph “C. J.” Walker, the newspaper sales agent she’d begun seeing in St. Louis. Soon after he arrived in Denver, she stopped selling Turnbo’s Poro products and concocted her own formula, combining what she’d learned from her barbering brothers and from the Denver pharmacist for whom she worked as a cook. With her hair care skills and C. J. Walker’s advertising schemes, they founded their own business. “Mrs. Sarah McWilliams, hair grower” became “Madam C. J. Walker, scalp specialist” to signal her emphasis on hygiene and healthy hair care regimens.

With similar products already available—from the reliable Cuticura to the more dubious Kinkilla and Ozono—“Madam” began to realize that she offered something more than an ointment or a medicinal remedy. As she treated scalp infections in her first makeshift kitchen hair salon, she discovered that her real gift was her personal touch and her knack for boosting the morale of women who’d suffered from hair loss just as she had. As she traveled to Black settlements in nearby mining towns, she realized that she was lifting spirits as much as healing scalps.

Eager to expand the business beyond Colorado’s small Black population, she sent for Lelia in July 1906 to run the Denver mail-order operation and hair salon so she and C. J. Walker could train sales agents and scalp specialists in Texas, Oklahoma, and Arkansas. In 1907, when they opened an office in Pittsburgh in the Black business district on Wylie Avenue, Lelia closed the Denver shop and moved to Pennsylvania. To signal Lelia’s promotion to full partner in their growing business, Madam added her name to their new enterprise, founding the Lelia College of Beauty Culture to train sales agents and the cosmetologists she called “beauty culturists.”

Now twenty-two years old, Lelia had been away from her mother for most of the last six years, more than enough time to feel entitled to her own views. Out of necessity, she’d learned to fend for herself as she managed the Denver office, both providing scalp treatments for her customers and shipping tins of Walker’s Wonderful Hair Grower as her mother moved from town to town. In Pittsburgh she’d begun enjoying the material benefits of her mother’s prosperity, especially the beautiful house Madam had rented for her. With Madam and Charles Walker frequently away from the city on sales trips, Lelia also had begun to develop a circle of friends, drawn as she’d been in St. Louis to the city’s music scene. By early 1909, she was engaged to John Robinson, a hotel waiter and aspiring musician. Her mother, however, did not approve. That October, over Madam’s objections, Lelia eloped at the courthouse in nearby Washington County. As Madam had predicted, the match was a mistake. Robinson walked out after only nine months, jealous of the time Lelia devoted to her work and resentful of the financial independence her mother’s business made possible.

In early 1910, when Madam and Charles Walker moved to Indianapolis, Lelia assumed control of the Pittsburgh branch, managing the school and the product supply operation for Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and New York. During the next two years, Walker Company sales would double from $11,000 to $20,000, or nearly $650,000 in today’s dollars. Their advertising campaign in nationally distributed Black newspapers and their alliances with influential African Americans in the National Negro Business League and the National Association of Colored Women translated into rapid growth.

But commercial success was having an adverse effect on Madam’s marriage. Not only was her husband failing to keep up with business matters, he’d also begun an affair with one of her sales agents. By October 1912 their divorce was final.

Madam and Lelia had survived setbacks before. They knew all the awkward situations and painful moments of those years when only Jessie Robinson and a few church members cared what happened to them. Lelia still remembered her mother scrimping to make sure she’d had enough to eat. She’d buried the memories of nights when she was too afraid to close her eyes for fear of what John Davis might do. She’d witnessed her mother’s courage and her tenacity, but she’d also watched her waver and bargain. Others now admired her mother’s strength, but she had seen her weakness.

As the business grew and as the extensive national publicity from Madam’s $1,000 pledge to Indianapolis’s Black YMCA in 1911 put them on a much larger and much more public stage, they’d vowed to keep the most troublesome private truths to themselves.



Decades later, Walker Company secretary Violet Davis Reynolds would describe Madam and Lelia’s relationship.

“Fire and ice!” she blurted with a knowing laugh in answer to my question about how they got along with each other. “Fire and ice!” she repeated. “They loved each other dearly and they sometimes fought fiercely.”

Beginning in 1914, when sixteen-year-old Reynolds was hired in the Indianapolis office, she opened, read, and filed the letters they’d both written to Walker Company general manager Freeman Briley Ransom. She’d watched the spats between Madam and Lelia unfold on paper and seen them spar in person. She’d observed how, after a heated argument, they’d act as if they’d never quarreled.

[image: Madam Walker and A'Lelia Walker Robinson is seated in the back passenger seat with their chauffeur in an open-top vintage car.]
Madam Walker and Lelia Walker Robinson with their chauffeur in Indianapolis circa 1912.

Reynolds realized that Lelia was merely looking for support and sympathy when she wrote a note to Ransom after an argument with Madam. “You know how hard-headed Mother is when she gets an idea in her head until she is shown the folly of it,” she complained. When Madam simultaneously offered to help Lelia with her mortgage payments, while also announcing that she planned to reduce the commission fees Lelia received from her agents, Lelia felt threatened with the loss of needed income. “Mother reminds me of the story of the cow who gives the good pail of milk and then kicks it over,” she fussed.

Reynolds soon learned not to get in the middle, because just as quickly as Madam scolded Lelia, she would apologize with generous gifts. “I guess you think I am crazy,” she joked to Ransom when she found a slightly used Cadillac at a bargain price for Lelia’s Christmas gift. Not wanting to offend his boss, he replied that while he didn’t think her crazy, he did think she was “very hard” on her bank account.

But there really was nothing she wouldn’t do for Lelia. No matter how often they argued, Madam could not help spoiling her child. Even when they disagreed, they worried about the other’s welfare and tried to work their way back to détente with gifts and gestures of kindness. The balance of power, however, always tipped in Madam’s favor.

The intensity of their “fire and ice” dynamic was inevitable. They “loved each other dearly” because their survival had once depended upon it, and in many ways still did. When they “fought fiercely,” it was because there was no delicate way to loosen the knots that entangled them. Their fights could be searing, but their apologies were generous and affectionate. They were opposites and they were allies. They knew each other’s tender places because they’d witnessed—and sometimes caused—the wounding. Some memories simply ached too much to be examined. Some secrets were too painful ever to be uttered out loud.





CHAPTER 3 BLACK CINDERELLA

Lelia had misjudged John Robinson from the start. Where she’d seen a promising musician, her mother had seen a grifter. When he walked out for the final time, Madam came to the rescue, arriving in Pittsburgh in mid-July 1910, ready to console, but also to motivate. There was entirely too much Walker Company work to be done for Robinson to derail the plans she had for herself and for her daughter. Having just left more than five hundred delegates at the National Association of Colored Women’s conference in Louisville, she was energized with strategies to expand her sales force and eager to enlist Lelia in that effort.

With Lelia College classes on hiatus for August, her remedy for Lelia’s blues was a trip to New York for Booker T. Washington’s tenth annual National Negro Business League convention. From former president Theodore Roosevelt’s keynote address at the Palm Garden to a sunset cruise along the Hudson River, they joined two thousand delegates at the premiere gathering of America’s most successful Black entrepreneurs.

Hoping to rekindle the gregarious spirit that made Lelia such an asset in recruiting the agents who now sold their Wonderful Hair Grower, Madam booked the auditorium at the colored branch of the Young Women’s Christian Association on West 53rd Street for a series of Walker System seminars. With hundreds of women flocking to New York for jobs and fresh starts, their training sessions quickly sold out. Demand was so high for their scalp treatments that they stayed an extra week, giving Madam even more time to mentor Lelia and offer the moral support she needed after her marriage misstep.

Nearby at the Hotel Marshall, they dined with influential Black New Yorkers and enjoyed cuisine prepared by one of the city’s best chefs. At night, they mingled with the nation’s top musicians and white theater patrons at Jimmie Marshall’s sophisticated cabaret.

During those full days of working and socializing, Lelia and Madam spent their longest stretch of time together—and without Charles Walker—since Denver in 1906. Between them, they’d moved eight times in less than a decade, switching cities with a mobility quite rare for women of the time and even rarer for Black women. Lelia had grown from being unsure of herself at Knoxville College to managing a beauty school in Pittsburgh. Madam, who’d recruited agents in more than two dozen states, now was taking in almost $1,000 a month at her Indianapolis factory at a time when the average annual salary for white male workers was just under $2,000 and Black farm and factory laborers earned a tenth of that.

Even as she transformed other women’s lives, she agonized about her only child. While she suspected Lelia would recover soon enough from her brief marriage to Robinson, she knew there were other emotional wounds that cut more deeply and more permanently. Often when Lelia lashed out or rejected her advice, she blamed herself for subjecting her to the traumatic, unstable years with John Davis. She’d had no control over Moses McWilliams’s death, but she knew the loss still ached.

At Madam’s directive, Lelia had dutifully moved from St. Louis to Knoxville and back to St. Louis, then to Denver and Pittsburgh, all between 1901 and 1907. She’d complied each time, but she’d also resented being uprooted at her mother’s whims. Eloping with Robinson, she now conceded, had been a rebellious, impulsive bid for autonomy, though it left her feeling bruised and even more unsettled. The same sense of abandonment that had clutched her on nights when her mother left her at the Colored Orphans Home still gnawed beneath the surface.

As Christmas 1910 approached, Lelia had given up on plans to host a fancy holiday dinner for Pittsburgh friends and clients. What she craved after a day of teaching classes and packing boxes of Wonderful Hair Grower was her mother’s cooking. More than anything she ached for her hugs and her reassurance. By mid-month, Lelia was en route to Indiana, arriving just in time for Madam’s forty-third birthday on December 23.



When Lelia stepped off the train at Indianapolis’s Union Station, Madam was celebrating her best year yet. With annual sales of $11,000—equivalent to more than $366,000 in today’s dollars—she was in a generous mood, splurging on jewelry for herself and Lelia and donating turkey dinners to her employees and neighborhood families. During Christmas week, pleasure and business intertwined as they



[image: Fairy Mae Bryant with two braided pigtails, wearing a light blouse and a pearl necklace.]
Fairy Mae Bryant’s long braids made her an ideal model for Madam Walker to demonstrate her hair care products. She was legally adopted by Lelia Walker Robinson in October 1912.
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