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Author’s Note

All monetary figures have been adjusted for inflation. Please see the notes section for citations, which include the original figures.




Dedication

For Zi Bailey




Epigraph

At an early age I became aware of my obligation to participate in organized efforts to level the onerous barriers which locked me and my people in a ghastly cultural, political, and economic ghetto. . . . Neither I nor my family had sufficient income to make significant financial contributions to this cause. We did, however, have commitment, energy, and time to contribute.

—MOLLIE MOON
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Introduction

Westchester County, New York, 1964

National Urban League Guild fundraiser Mollie Moon surveyed the grand room of the Rockefeller family’s Pocantico Hills estate, sizing up the classic floral centerpieces that sat atop tables covered in crisp white linen. The classic gold Chiavari ballroom chairs added an opulent touch. Rodman Rockefeller, son of Governor Nelson Rockefeller and a trustee of the Urban League of Westchester, had spared no expense for this luncheon. However, the food was never quite as sumptuous as the décor, Mollie thought as she watched the guest next to her slice into a roasted chicken breast and medley of winter vegetables. She could hear a roomful of sterling silver forks pinging lightly as they struck the fine porcelain plates. The sound crescendoed into an orchestra with the melodic humming of voices as people merrily ate and drank champagne.

It was February 26, 1964, and Rodman had invited an interracial group of ninety celebrities, politicians, and civic leaders to his family’s sprawling Westchester County estate to raise $500,000 to support the local Urban League’s economic empowerment initiatives.

Mollie hadn’t planned this event, but over the past twenty-five years of her illustrious career as a premier fundraiser for the National Urban League, she had planned and attended many affairs just like it. Mollie had built a career by bringing the right people—politicians, artists, European aristocrats, and philanthropists—together in the right rooms. In fact, her reputation as the doyenne of Harlem society was solidified once she’d proven, time and again, that she hosted Black New York’s most extravagant galas. The savvy Mrs. Moon had a knack for getting potential donors just lubricated enough on expensive imported champagne that they would open their family coffers to give generously to the National Urban League. The parties Mollie staged were the stuff of legends. Every Black newspaper from New York to Los Angeles—and even some mainstream papers in the 1960s—spilled tons of ink covering Mollie’s annual costumed affair: the Beaux Arts Ball. Ever since the inaugural ball in 1941, it had been a major winter social event. Tickets were sold by vendors across the city and were priced on a sliding scale so everyone from weary Black subway workers to the rising stars of stage and screen could attend. The Guild’s far more exclusive summer party was an invitation-only fundraiser, designed to fete the Urban League’s most loyal A-list donors—including the men of the Rockefeller family, who were Mollie’s personal friends.

Mollie was pulled out of her reminiscences by the sound of a butter knife tapping a champagne glass. The event’s toastmaster, Wall Street investment banker Carl Pforzheimer Jr., was politely gesturing for the room to quiet down so he could bring the featured speaker to the dais.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., dressed in a conservative dark suit and tie, made his way to the podium, commanding the audience’s attention from the moment he stood up. The reverend had recently ascended from relative obscurity to become the most prominent civil rights leader. The soaring rhetoric of his “I Have a Dream” speech at the 1963 March on Washington had brought him instant fame—and notoriety. Outside liberal circles, most white Americans deemed King a dangerous man. He participated in direct nonviolent protests, which often resulted in arrests, and penned fiery political essays from his jail cell. He was an agitator who demanded an end to racial segregation. Immediately.

Mollie glued her eyes on King as the first sounds of his rich tenor voice resounded through the utter quiet of the rapt crowd. King slowly and methodically discussed the impending civil rights bill, which movement leaders had been demanding the US Congress enact. The landmark bill had just been voted on by the House of Representatives and was now being considered by the Senate. Barry Goldwater, one of the bill’s major opponents, was advocating for states’ rights to set the terms of civil legislation. King told the Pocantico crowd, in no uncertain terms: “The states should have rights, but no state should have the right to do wrong.” If the Senate stripped the bill of its public accommodations and fair employment provisions, “it would be better to have no bill at all.”

Any guests who had paid their hefty luncheon donations thinking they’d get to hear King’s signature Baptist church preacher bellow were mistaken. Instead, he lowered his voice, drawing the audience to him, and implored those do-gooder white and Negro leaders to use whatever political influence they might have to make 1964 the year the nation brought Negroes into mainstream America, lest they face the wrath of the Black militants who were organizing to take freedom by any means necessary. With that, King thanked the Rockefeller family for its support of “human rights and human dignity.” The crowd jumped to its feet in applause as King left the lectern. As he returned to his seat, he stopped to “hobnob chattily” with members of the Westchester elite who rushed to shake his hand and steal a moment of his attention.

Mollie knew King hated speaking at events like this, even though his easy charisma never betrayed the fact. But supplicating wealthy white folks had become a major feature of his role as president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, one of the country’s major civil rights organizations. King often gave a talk like this in Westchester and then traveled into New York City for some face time with the philanthropic foundation managers who had funded a voter registration drive and now wanted to pick his brain about the direction of the movement and the organizations they should be supporting. Mollie understood because she, too, was regularly called into backroom meetings to explain racism to white liberals and listen to their guilty stories about how they didn’t realize until now how bad things had been for African Americans. She considered it a cost of supporting those activists who had committed their lives to the fight for racial equality.

Dr. King had been conscripted into doing this Westchester fundraiser by the other “Big Six” civil rights leaders. King, Whitney Young (who was also at Pocantico) of the National Urban League, Roy Wilkins of the NAACP, Dorothy Height of the National Council of Negro Women, and others had organized under the name Council for United Civil Rights Leadership to consolidate their fundraising efforts. They’d taken $1.5 million from the Taconic Foundation to help finance the March on Washington. Now King, the biggest draw among the Big Six, had to give this talk as a show of gratitude for the white elite’s financial generosity to the movement.

Mollie couldn’t help but look at the much younger Dr. King and wonder how either of them had ended up in this room. She had been born into a working-class family with Hattiesburg, Mississippi, roots. White Southerners’ degradation of Black Americans—upheld by the horrors of Jim Crow segregation—had set Mollie’s mother, Beulah Rodgers Lewis, into flight from the Deep South to the industrial Midwest. Childhood memories of Mollie’s encounters with the savagery of white supremacy had etched themselves into her psyche. Mollie’s undergraduate training at Meharry Medical College in Nashville had prepared her for a professional life “behind the veil.” W. E. B. Du Bois’s notion of double consciousness was less a theory and more a strategy for survival. And in her short career as a practicing pharmacist in a male-dominated industry, she had learned how deeply the veil excluded and injured people of her race and gender.

Mollie had joined the progressive Left in the early 1930s, when the African American community was in financial turmoil due to the Great Depression. Mollie’s peer, brilliant legal theorist Pauli Murray, referred to their cohort as the “Depression Generation.” These were people born in the first decade of the twentieth century, who had followed the mandate that a college education was the clearest way to Negro advancement—only to graduate just as the deepest depression in history decimated Black wealth and stranded Black communities already in economic flux. These architects of change had to find ways to rebuild America in their own radical democratic vision. And doing so would require a strong, national fundraising plan that could push money across the United States. The racial justice philanthropists of the Depression Generation melded the world-building vision of foundation philanthropy with African-derived notions of mutual aid, volunteerism, and mass giving.

Back then, Mollie had strong critiques of capitalism and disavowed the hoarding of resources by global financial elites, who represented less than one percent of the population. She left her career in pharmacy to become a social worker, where she felt she could best aid the Harlem community. She formed networks with other Left-leaning Black women institution builders—from Augusta Savage and Louise Thompson Patterson to Eslanda Goode Robeson and Bessye Bearden—to establish and fund community-based programs that could train up the next generation of Black artists and activists.

Martin Luther King Jr. had recently begun to disavow capitalism and the bourgeois lifestyle he and his wife, activist Coretta Scott King, had been associated with—whether accurately or not. He was pressing toward a Black-led but interracial poor people’s campaign that would give the masses of Black and white workers a platform on which they could fight together for a fair minimum wage and universal unemployment insurance. King wanted to shed the “Dr. King” persona that had gotten so outsize that even he could see how it hampered his ability to organize effectively at the grassroots level.

Yet here they both were. Sitting in a room full of Rockefellers and other business professionals, while people who looked like them, dressed in uniforms and white gloves, served them food and poured them tea.

* * *

Private events like this one at the Rockefellers’ Pocantico Hills estate received scant coverage in the national newspapers. Most of the people involved—the millionaires, the activists, and the power brokers like Mollie—did not want the general public to know just how money flowed to the movement, from whom, or who had brokered the deal. Theirs was a secret society of money movers and influencers.

Tensions often flared over the monies the National Urban League raised. Should Black organizations accept financial contributions from high-net-worth white families, who had likely made their millions through capitalist exploitation? When the answer was yes, power brokers such as Mollie Moon were tasked with translating Black grassroots causes into passion projects legible to monied white folks. They and their donations were greeted with lavish praise by the leaders of African American organizations across the country. When other organizations rejected whites’ money, these women were skewered in the Black press for their “accommodationist” politics.

The racial and economic landscape was extremely fraught in the 1960s. Grassroots activists were understandably concerned that the Black elite would not only steer the movement toward middle-class issues but also sell out to white donors. High-net-worth donors and philanthropic foundations only gave money to movement initiatives they deemed worthy. And because of their own financial stakes in the capitalist system and the need to appease the politicians who kept things working in their favor, these philanthropists were most likely to support safe initiatives, such as Negro youth programs and education.

Black militants believed this type of support killed the fervor of the movement, steering it toward more moderate approaches. Back then they called this form of political coaxing “co-optation”; today we call it “movement capture.” And everybody, across the race and class spectrum, was trying to insulate themselves from economic reprisals at the hands of white segregationists, who were often elected officials, bank presidents, and power players in their respective cities. They targeted anyone who supported the Civil Rights Movement. Working-class African Americans were typically hardest hit, but wealthy Black Americans also chose to give donations under the veil of anonymity to protect themselves from retaliation.

Despite deep mistrust and threats of violent reprisals, those committed to the movement had to figure out a way to move money quickly across the country, to get it to cities and communities that needed it most. This is where Mollie Moon and Black American women fundraisers like her became indispensable to the movement. They were the glue that connected Black social clubs, church groups, sororities, fraternities, and professional organizations into a national network of contributors who gave of their time and money to keep the movement afloat.

These networks formed the basis of what we can think of as a Black Freedom financial grid across which they moved money, often secretly. The grid connected a variety of local and national African American civic and social organizations, community trusts and mutual aid societies, churches and charities. Despite factional struggles, vigilante violence, and institutional racism, the Black Freedom financial grid established the economic base that supported the frontline activism of Martin Luther King Jr., Fannie Lou Hamer, and John Lewis. This hidden history of how the Civil Rights Movement was funded is an essential part of understanding the business of movement building and the real cost of pursuing social justice.

Our Secret Society lifts the veil from this sometimes opulent, sometimes grimy world of fundraising. By piecing together Mollie Moon’s coveted Rolodex, we can chart her rise from leftist social worker to famed African American fundraiser—as the Harlem Renaissance folded into the Civil Rights Movement. We can see the strategies, odd alliances with the white philanthropic upper crust, and networks of African American grassroots organizations, celebrities, and millionaire businesspeople who have been relegated to the margins of US history. Political intrigue, compromise and confrontation, beautiful gowns and luxury hotels, protests and violent uprisings—it’s all part of the story behind the Civil Rights Movement.




Chapter 1

New Negroes in Moscow

Moscow, 1932

“Comrades, we’ve been screwed!” Mollie Virgil Lewis’s head whipped around to hear the angry voice of journalist Henry Lee Moon. He had stormed into the room, declaring to his fellow Black and White castmates that their movie in the making had been officially terminated by the Soviet government. Mollie had never seen the usually calm Henry in such an emotional state. Her jaw tensed as she listened to him launch into a tirade about how their hosts had betrayed them and how they needed to leave Moscow immediately, lest they be stranded in the USSR. The thought of being deserted thousands of miles away from home, as a bitter cold Russian winter loomed, was terrifying. Could Henry be right? Had they been screwed over by their Russian sponsors?

Just two months earlier, Mollie, Henry, and twenty other cast members of Black and White had arrived in Moscow to begin shooting what was to be a propaganda film about the horrors of Jim Crow segregation and labor exploitation in the United States. The movie was being produced by Mezhrabpomfilm, a progressive company that specialized in films about the global plight of workers, with headquarters in Berlin and studios in Moscow. Mezhrabpom had used its ties to the Communist Party USA (CPUSA) to garner support for Black and White in the States. The CPUSA had appointed African American activist Louise Thompson, a party affiliate, to select the ensemble and coordinate their travel. Louise had struggled to entice professional actors to join the cast; they dare not be blacklisted for frolicking with gun-toting Bolsheviks. Her attempts at fundraising the cost of the cast’s overseas trip were also a bust. Fundraising was an art form that required a great pitch and access to monied progressives. Louise had neither. Left with few options, she had been forced to recruit an eclectic cast of twenty- and thirty-somethings from among her social network who could afford the two-hundred-dollar third-class ticket on the SS Europa.

Among the cast was Mollie’s best friend, Dorothy “Dot” West, a wunderkind writer of the Harlem Renaissance. The two had met when Mollie moved into Dot’s San Juan Hill apartment building at 43 West 66th Street a couple years earlier. Just out of college, they were a striking pair. Mollie’s round face, thick and curvy body, and toffee-colored skin complemented West’s rich mahogany complexion, wide smile, and thin frame. Mollie was taking a graduate class here and there and hosting parties at her tiny apartment. She had an effervescent personality and a brilliant sense of humor. Dot was highly cerebral; she penned short stories that explored themes of race and class. She was the youngest of her writer peers and was happy to finally have a friend her own age. Mollie and Dot joined the James Weldon Johnson Literary Guild, took in plays and movies together, and were partying their way through Harlem’s restaurant and bar scene. In befriending Dot, Mollie acquired a star-studded group of friends who were leaders of the New Negro Movement, including Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, Countee Cullen, and Claude McKay. Mollie fell into the heady swirl of art, politics, and drinking that characterized life within this tribe of friends.

Dot and Mollie were friendly with both Louise and Henry, who’d invited them to join the Black and White project. Louise was also good friends with Langston, whom she’d persuaded to help write the script and act in the film. Langston had recruited his best friend, attorney Loren Miller, who lived in Los Angeles and wrote for the California Eagle. Louise likely knew Mildred “Mil” Jones, a bobbed-haired, peachy-skinned bohemian, from her days as a professor at Hampton Institute. Mil had recently earned a degree in art history from Hampton. An erudite Howard University student named Frank Montero—a mentee of Ralph Bunche—was the youngest among the group. A smattering of social workers and minor stage and theater performers rounded out the cast. Louise had consciously selected an ensemble that ranged in complexion and hair texture, and it was a bonus that everyone had impeccable style. They looked more like models ripped from the pages of a Negro lifestyle magazine than the Broadway stage. Still, they were eager to portray Southern sharecroppers in Black and White.

Only a few were affiliated with the Communist Party, but their minds had all been molded by the New Negro Movement. They recognized themselves as a collective of race, women and men who demanded an end to anti-Black violence and poverty, which had been worsened by the Great Depression. Nearly half of African Americans nationally were unemployed in 1932, which was double and, in some states, triple the rate of white unemployment. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal programs were doing little to rectify the issue. Cast members saw a direct link between these economic disparities and dominant cultural representations that reinforced the idea that people of African descent were racially inferior to whites. Many New Negroes rejected the race’s color hierarchy and the idea that proximity to whiteness, even through arts patronage, equaled power. The Depression transformed women like Mollie and Dot from individuals seeking personal fulfillment into problem solvers looking for solutions to a world of ills. For them, the USSR was an important case study of how to liberate workers and dissolve the class system, which had allowed the wealthiest one percent to hoard money and resources. There was no way they’d pass up an opportunity to visit Moscow.

The cast had arrived in June and had planned to stay in Moscow for four months, as their contract required. Once on Russian soil, Mezhrabpom covered the cost of their lodging and provided a daily stipend for food. And while the Kremlin wasn’t involved in their day-to-day activities, the cast understood that they were esteemed guests of the state. How good it felt to move through a world where their melanin-rich skin did not instantly mark them as second-class citizens, to move about a city without feeling the sting of the color line. And they were quite a sight on the streets of Moscow. Most Russians had only seen Negroes in films. So when they encountered the cast on the streets, crowds would gather around to shake hands with their darker comrades.

The women’s major challenge was contending with the near constant rain and wind that wreaked havoc on their hair. Dot and others wrote home asking family members to send care packages with Hinds’ Honey and Almond Cream, Vaseline, and hot combs. But even these hair mishaps were part of the adventure.

Filming on Black and White didn’t start immediately once the cast arrived because the script was still in development. This gave them time to explore the city. Tales of caviar-eating royals and seductive vodka-sipping spies had swirled through Western popular culture. But 1930s Moscow was the vanguard of radical art and politics. Paris had long been upheld as a creative hub for Negro expats who had been loosed from ol’ Jim Crow’s grip and were seeking creative inspiration and maybe even illicit, interracial sex. But now post-tsarist Moscow was the alluring destination. Black artists and intellectuals who could conjure a legitimate reason to sojourn to the USSR excitedly followed in Paul and Eslanda Robeson’s footsteps to experience the real, revolutionary Russia.

By August, Mollie and the cast’s days were leisure-filled. They strolled the city’s broad and bustling streets, in awe of the ornate architecture—an artifact of a previous era. Heterosexual and same-sex romances bloomed between cast members and even with their white hosts. Intimacy took on new shapes in an environment where Negro Americans could express the fullness of their humanity. The cast delighted in their luxurious days at the Moscow Art Theatre and the opera, soaking up as much artistic energy as they could, followed by evenings listening to jazz and feasting on haute cuisine at the majestic Hotel Metropol.

Other cast members joined a theatrical club and a writers’ guild where they immersed themselves in the writings of Fyodor Dostoevsky. They studied the avant-garde art of Wassily Kandinsky and Natalia Goncharova. Mil Jones became the pupil of socialist realist painter Aleksandr Deyneka, whose 1928 work The Defense of Petrograd made him a central figure in the European art world. Such intermingling with white artistic giants would have been unheard of in most parts of the United States. In capitalist America, the fine arts were considered the province of the wealthy. People with talent and inspiration had to pay for private tutelage and art or drama school. But in the USSR, they could see what a socialist vision for artistic education looked like. The Soviet model turned the Western European model on its head; fine art was for the people, by the people.

Louise wrote to her mother: “We are just living like royalty.” For Mollie, the trip felt like the closest she was ever going to come to the European finishing school experience that the daughters of the white elite received. When some felt guilty about the fact that the trip had become a boondoggle, others declared that rest and relaxation was its own radical act. It was a monumental, life-changing trip. The cast believed that, despite any of the petty personal feuds that naturally emerge when a group lives and works together for an extended period, they would be forever bonded.

Henry’s pronouncement that Black and White was over before it even really got started and that the Kremlin was involved in the film’s demise instantly fractured their bond in ways none of them could have predicted. Henry had always been skeptical of Stalin and the Communist International (Comintern)—a Soviet-controlled organization that agitated for global communism. He was an anti-capitalist but did not believe Russian communism was a panacea for US race relations. Henry, an investigative journalist, had been probing deeper to see what life was truly like under Stalin’s regime, beneath the veneer of class solidarity and sovietsky rhetoric fed to them by the Kremlin. And what he had learned disturbed him: reports of widespread famine, executions, and deportations. He believed Stalin had forced Mezhrabpom to kill Black and White for his own political gains, and now the filmmakers were selling them a bill of goods about why filming had been delayed. Louise quickly stepped in to passionately defend the filmmakers. She believed the Mezhrabpom spokesman who’d clarified that the film had been postponed, not cancelled. Louise reasoned that the postponement resulted from the filmmakers’ conflict with Langston over the script, which he had harshly criticized, rather than some geopolitical fight between the US and the Kremlin. Half of the cast, including Mollie, agreed with Louise that something far less Machiavellian had happened to delay the film.

The major problem, which no one fully recognized at the time, was that Soviet officials had two competing agendas. On the one hand, Stalin believed that the most effective way to spread socialism was to convert the darker peoples of the world, who were most likely to have experienced unmitigated exploitation. He wanted to shine a light on the United States’ race problem and show that socialism offered a solution to all forms of inequality. Black and White would embarrass the US government and undermine newly elected Franklin Roosevelt, whose New Deal was becoming the cornerstone of modern liberalism and state-regulated capitalism. The Comintern’s support of Southern Black laborers was a strategic move, even though Black Americans made communism their own. On the other hand, the nascent Soviet state sought full diplomatic recognition from the United States so it could conduct business and trade in the international arena. The price of securing that prize was promising not to interfere in US internal affairs by attempting to stir up dissent. If the USSR couldn’t contract with American companies to build bridges and dams and mechanize agriculture, how would it become a more industrialized nation? Caught between these two competing goals were the progressive Mezhrabpomfilm company and the cast of Black American radicals.

Henry and Louise’s argument about Black and White quickly devolved into a debate about who was the biggest sellout to the race. Henry and his crew—which included his two best friends, fellow journalist Ted Poston and Thurston Lewis, and two others—accused Louise and Loren Miller of trying to curry favor with the senior leadership of the CPUSA. To improve her standing in the party and with the Comintern, they asserted, Louise was willing to compromise the bond of the very group she had assembled. Louise fired back that their claims were “ridiculous” and “pathetic.” It was especially hurtful that Henry, whom she’d considered a brother, was making such allegations. She argued that Ted and Thurston’s lewd behavior—swimming nude and sleeping with prostitutes—was the real betrayal of the race. Langston and Loren intervened, defending Louise and themselves while trying to ease tensions. A member of Henry’s crew called Langston a “Communist Uncle Tom.”

Mollie watched in disbelief as her new circle of comrades engaged in a verbal knockdown that broke the pledge they’d made to uphold the honor of the race at all costs. If someone did something that was only mildly embarrassing, as a form of friendly teasing they would hear, you “disgraced the race!” Behind these closed doors, however, any pretense of respectability had been lost. Vicious words had been hurled; they could not be unsaid. Everyone was emotionally spent. It was unclear if friendships could ever be restored.

Henry, Ted, Thurston, and a handful of others immediately began packing their bags and making arrangements to sail home. Mezhrabpom promised to reimburse all cast members’ transportation costs and provide a small relocation stipend that would help them get settled in the US or elsewhere in Europe.

Mollie decided to remain in the Soviet Union for the time being. She’d had a political awakening about labor issues and class politics that she wanted to continue exploring. Mollie hadn’t had a formal education in socialism or the liberal arts. She had undertaken a rigorous course of science and mathematics, majoring in pharmacy at Meharry Medical College in Nashville. Louise, conversely, had been a professor of business administration at Hampton, and when she had moved to New York, she began attending workshops organized by the left wing where she studied Marx and Lenin. Louise placed a high value on social theory and anti-capitalist philosophies. Mollie had observed Louise’s condescending attitude toward her and other younger women in the cast whom she deemed politically uninformed. It was no secret that Louise considered Mollie “glamorous and flighty.” Dot would also sometimes criticize Mollie behind her back for not being a serious enough companion for the artistic and intellectually curious Dot. She considered Mil “a more suitable companion” than Mollie because Mil was “more serious-minded” and “intelligent.”

In Moscow, Mollie had started filling in these gaps in her education. Mollie, perhaps even more than Louise and certainly more than Dot—who was born into the Black Boston elite—had been aware of the exploitation of the Black poor since she was a young girl. She was born in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, in 1907 and had been named Mollie after her maternal grandmother. Mollie’s mother, Beulah Rodgers Lewis, had fled her tattered marriage and the Deep South for Cleveland when Mollie was just an infant. They lived with Beulah’s sister and her family in a house they had been renting in Cleveland’s segregated Eleventh Ward. Their new home functioned as a boarding house for Southern migrants hoping to make a new start in the industrial Midwest. The men found menial work in the steel, railroad, and automotive industries; the women often took in laundry or hired themselves out as domestics.

Mollie learned principles of hard work and mutual aid. The only way for poor Negroes to survive was to do so in community. They helped raise one another’s children, attended church together, pooled their money to support racial causes, and perhaps organized informal savings clubs. When Mollie’s mother remarried and moved to Gary, Indiana, with her new husband, a mill worker, Mollie witnessed how mill shutdowns created economic instability in the household. Workers organized strikes and labor unions to fight for better rights. Though Beulah had always tried to shield Mollie from the harsh realities of their economic situation, poverty’s hard knocks were incessant.

As a young adult, Mollie often hid her working-class roots, allowing people to assume she had grown up privileged. Beulah decided to return to Mississippi and enroll Mollie at the Rust College secondary school—the same school Beulah had attended until she got married and gave birth to Mollie at age fourteen. It was a sacrifice that set Mollie’s life on a different trajectory. She was accepted to Meharry after graduating from Rust in 1925. Mollie adapted to life among the Negro middle class and those with bourgeois aspirations who attended Meharry and the nearby Fisk University. She pledged Pi Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Incorporated, and later became the social chair of her 1928 graduating class. At Meharry, she learned to speak and dress the part of an elite Negro woman. As she assimilated into a life of affluence, her own past became a blurred image in her rearview mirror.

The Great Depression jolted Mollie out of her middle-class haze. She was working at a pharmacy in Gary while assisting her mother and stepfather, who were in dire financial straits, when she realized that respectability alone wouldn’t save anyone. The problem wasn’t one of morals and hard work, but structural. The system was rigged against Negroes. And, if she were honest with herself, it had been fear of poverty more than a desire for high attainment that had led her into pharmacy. She knew struggle intimately and didn’t want to return to it. Becoming a pharmacist, one of the most prestigious careers a Negro of any gender could have in the 1920s, guaranteed economic stability. But Mollie knew she was called to do more than work at a pharmacy—in Gary of all places. She stayed long enough to help Beulah regroup and save some money. Then she took a bold step to change her life. Mollie moved to New York City in 1930, when she was around twenty-three years old. New York, the Mecca of the New Negro Renaissance, was a place where she could find her life’s mission. She wanted to help the most marginalized African Americans. Shifting careers to become a teacher, or maybe a social worker, would allow her to make a deep social impact.

Though she could not have known it at the time, every step she’d made since moving to New York had drawn her toward the revelation that awaited her in Moscow. Mollie’s route to radicalism was not one that a scholar like Louise valued, but it was a political education nonetheless. The USSR was one place where Southern-born Negroes of humble origins like Mollie were praised and heralded. She felt safe shedding some of the bourgeois pretentions she’d adopted and leaned into her working-class identity. In socialism, Mollie saw a model for how workers such as her stepfather could secure economic justice for themselves and their households. She saw a way to help Negro children discover pride in themselves and their African roots. Her commitment to the movement for racial equality had become more resolute.

Despite her new outlook on class, Mollie still had a penchant for opulence. The tension between her hunger for luxury and her burgeoning radical politics wouldn’t be easily resolved. The woman who grew up working class would always be enamored with shiny things: designer wares and expensive nights out on the town. She couldn’t shake her investment in consumer capitalism. Dot could not relate to this attitude. Dot’s father had been born enslaved and rose to become one of the most successful Black entrepreneurs in Boston, moving his family into the exclusive Brookline enclave. She’d grown up in a mansion and summered at her family’s home on Oak Bluffs, Martha’s Vineyard. Dot always downplayed her family’s affluence, analyzing their wealth and class position like it was more an intellectual project than a privileged lived experience, which always perplexed Mollie.

Mollie’s most fervent enemies would always criticize her willingness to go broke to give off the airs of wealth. It seemed to be an exact opposite of the kind of economic justice she was calling for, worsened by the fact that she often courted men who could buy her fancy things. Some labeled her a shameless flirt, a gold digger, or worse. In her former life as a pharmacist, Mollie had earned enough money to treat herself to a life of luxury. Perhaps because she had practically been abandoned by her birth father, she loved having men shower her with gifts and attention. She typically chose older men of stature, whose money could shield her from experiencing the “struggle love” that had characterized her mother’s romantic life. It was a wound that wouldn’t be easily healed.

Still, Mollie thrived in the perceived contradiction in her personality. It gave her an air of mystery; she watched people struggle to figure her out, especially wealthy gentleman suitors. There was power in being an educated woman who transgressed gender norms and demanded to be loved on her own terms. And she was learning she could be both a glamorous social butterfly and a New Negro radical. She wouldn’t wait for others to realize that there was enough space in the left wing for the Mollies and the Louises of the world to coexist.

After the fallout of Black and White, Mollie and Louise got to know each other better. They’d been assigned as roommates during their stay in Moscow but mostly socialized with different cliques. Now that the cast had thinned, they could move beyond their superficial assessments. Mollie toured Uzbekistan with Louise, Langston, and a handful of other castmates as guests of the Theatrical Trade Union. They visited Tashkent, Bukhara, and Samarkand, where they met with workers and peasants. Mollie even rode a camel. Each stop involved long speeches by local officials about how Bolshevik ideas had improved the lives of Soviet ethnic minorities. The group soon realized that this exhausting, state-sponsored tour through underdeveloped Uzbekistan was little more than a publicity machine for the USSR. They’d been encouraged to publish favorable stories in the Negro press about their tour and the success of socialism throughout the USSR.

They bailed on the tour early, refusing to spend another night in the desert, and returned to Moscow. Mollie and a couple women in the cast made plans to settle in Berlin, a city with a thriving entertainment scene and renowned institutions of higher learning. Dot and Mil, who had begun an intimate domestic partnership, decided to brave the winter and remain in Moscow long term. Dot got hired as a screenwriter for Mezhrabpom, and Mil found work with the Moscow News. Mollie hugged her good friends, promising they’d meet up in Paris at some point to take in the City of Lights before sailing back to New York. Then they parted ways.




Chapter 2

Berlin

Berlin, September 1932

Mollie had received a two-thousand-dollar severance stipend from Mezhrabpom. It felt like a lot of money at the time. But now she realized it wouldn’t go far. She and the few women from the Black and White cast who had also relocated to Berlin found accommodations at a shabby hotel and sought out jobs that could supplement their quickly dwindling pot of money. Later, they’d move to more suitable digs. Mollie had told everyone before she left Moscow that she was going to Berlin to study German at the University of Berlin and take a few education classes that might count toward a degree. However, rumor had it that Mollie had begun a sordid affair in Moscow with a German diplomat who had invited her to Berlin, the nation’s capital. If this was true, the romance was short-lived, because she was single by the time she arrived, and the failed romance hadn’t spoiled her outlook on the city.

Berlin’s atmosphere was different from Moscow’s. It had been a major global city in the Roaring Twenties, a hub for culture, science, and technology. But, like most of the world, it had been wrecked by the Great Depression. Poverty and unemployment had worsened in the last decade, which only fed seismic political unrest. When Mollie arrived, the gay spirit of the ’20s had dimmed, though Berlin still had a lively nightlife and fine arts scene, with educational institutions that could rival any around the globe. Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist German Workers’ Party, or Nazi Party, was consolidating power. They shunned communism—especially of the Russian variety—in favor of an extreme form of German nationalism that emphasized the superiority of the Aryan race. Nazis demanded that workers align with them as they led the nation out of economic tumult. Shortly into Mollie’s stay in Berlin, Hitler was elected head of the German government and began to implement a series of anti-Semitic, anti-gay, and anti-Black policies, which codified Nazism in German law.

While Mollie adamantly rejected the racist politics of the Third Reich, she told American reporters at the time that “German people, including members of the Nazi organizations, accorded me a full measure of courtesy and consideration.” She had not heard of any Negro being mistreated on account of their race while she was in Berlin. However, African Americans were hardly treated with the same comradeship in Berlin as the Black and White cast had reported receiving in Moscow. Black people were not part of Hitler’s plan for global domination. At best, Negro Americans were tolerated by agents of the state, but not celebrated. Years later, Mollie would change her account, saying her time in Berlin showed her “the horrendous things human beings can do to other human beings.”

Despite Germany’s shifting political landscape, Mollie was already delighting in her independence in Berlin. In Moscow, she had been one of several Black people in her ensemble. They moved as a unit, with a shared identity as “the Negroes.” In Berlin, Mollie was mostly on her own; she was able to define her own identity, explore her own secret passions. Plus, she was now a seasoned traveler, and her cosmopolitanism showed. Berlin would be a safe place, where she could reinvent herself, again. She had fed the radical side of her personality in Moscow. In Berlin, she explored the glamorous side.

Finding employment in Berlin’s thriving entertainment scene was a way for a foreigner to make some quick cash. Mollie secured a job as a hostess at a cabaret, working under the stage name “Mona, the Indian Girl.” She wore a skimpy outfit that hugged her curves and toyed with sexual fantasies about the swarthy other in exchange for a 10 percent commission on the drinks she sold. Being a hostess was glamorous in its own way. Her nights were long, but she could use her keen social skills to entertain her progressive German customers. One night, after a seemingly endless shift, Mollie returned to her flat, took off her heels, and massaged her throbbing feet. She chuckled, remembering the time when the steward on their cruise liner to Europe had offered her champagne. “No wine for me, thank you,” she had told him. One of her castmates looked at her in disbelief: “Mollie, are you turning down champagne?” She naïvely replied: “Was that champagne?” She tried the bubbly and instantly loved it. And now here she was, serving bottles of champagne for a living.

Working in a nightclub—nearly nude, no less—was far from the type of job Beulah would have wanted for her daughter, and in some ways Mollie was ashamed of it as well. It was less about the nature of the work and more that she wasn’t living up to her full potential; she had not even investigated enrolling at the university. On the other hand, she reasoned, she was a young, vivacious twenty-five-year-old who had the world at her fingertips. Maybe she could use the hostess job to launch into a career on the stage and screen, become someone far grander and more visible than a do-gooder civil servant. The Josephine Baker of Berlin, perhaps. Or she could snag a rich beau who would pay her bills and finance the utterly opulent lifestyle she sometimes dreamed of, traveling first class and dining with celebrities and aristocrats. “A poor gal has to earn a living so I’m still looking for a real ‘sugar daddy,’” she playfully quipped in letters to Dot. This dream of a gentleman benefactor was short-lived once she realized the cabaret was actually a lesbian establishment that straight men rarely wandered into. Berlin’s gay culture blossomed between the world wars, despite the stranglehold of Hitler’s repressive and deadly Nazi regime. Same-sex desire, as intoxicating as the cocktails Mollie served, was alive and unleashed in the city’s smoky after-hours spots.

On her nights off, Mollie and her friend Connie partied their way through Berlin, drinking and dancing until sunrise. Mollie had purchased a new wardrobe, including a stylish overcoat, cocktail dresses, and a high black silk hat that she described as “the kind you see in the movies.” Buying the new garments had set her back so much financially that her funds wouldn’t rebound again for the foreseeable future. Perhaps the clothes made Mollie feel a sense of security at a time when everything else felt uncertain. They frequented gay and straight bars and made many friends along the way. She met and had brief trysts with several men, who often told her she looked like a “black Marlene Dietrich.” These dates usually involved being showered with candy and flowers, but with the Depression raging, none of these potential suitors was rich enough to be a sugar daddy.

While Mollie figured out the pace of her new life and planned her next big career move, she swore her roommates to secrecy about her cabaret job. If anyone from the Black and White cast asked, they were to say Mollie was studying at the university. For a while, Mollie’s student ruse worked, but then rumblings of her real work in Berlin started to trickle out. Journalist Chatwood Hall (whose real name was Homer Smith Jr.), a member of the Black and White cast, reported in the Afro-American that Mollie was in Berlin “doing operatic work.” This was shade throwing at its finest. Anyone who knew Mollie would instantly recognize this as a dubious cover for some real gossip. One of her Berlin roommates let it slip to Louise Thompson that Mollie was “passing for Indian,” which infuriated Mollie because she had repeatedly told the Berlin friend to “let me manage my own affairs and not tell anyone in the States what I am doing.”

Louise was the worst person for this tawdry news to reach. Everyone knew how Louise abhorred the act of racial passing. A decade earlier, Louise had engaged in what some might call “survival passing,” or “9 to 5 passing,” when she lived in California, identifying as a Mexican American woman for potential employers to secure a menial job. But once her politics evolved, she vowed to never pass again, because it was psychologically wrenching and hinged on a perceived color privilege that separated her from other Negroes.

Mollie had heard all her life that she looked like she had Indian in her family. At the time, this general language could allude to Native American or South Asian ancestry. But she was not light enough to pass for white. Perhaps she’d initially created this Mona character to defy Jim Crow when she’d briefly lived in segregated New Orleans. A reporter quoted her, saying: “I just put on a sari, painted a red dot on my forehead, and said I was an Indian.” Mollie later denied ever stating she intentionally dressed this way when traveling through the South. But, if she had, she might’ve done so to find safe passage on trains or to enter public establishments that did not serve Negroes. Stylish turbans became a fixture of Mollie’s wardrobe, even when she wasn’t passing, feeding the notion that she was “exotic,” or racially ambiguous, from a tropical land where race mixing was common. Fetishizing people from the Far East was common among Westerners in the 1930s; it is not surprising that cabaret patrons would have wholly bought into her Mona guise—not really caring if “Mona” was South Asian, Polynesian, or Native American. On another occasion, while in Berlin, Mollie and a friend dressed as Hawaiians to attend a gala and “nearly stopped the ball with our brown bodies.” Among New Negroes, this sort of racial cosplay was heavily frowned upon; it was another form of surrendering to a white-centered color hierarchy.

It’s unclear how Mollie felt about racial passing or colorism more broadly. Her mother, Beulah, was a brown-skinned woman, and she had not raised Mollie to believe that light was right. Still, young Negro women were inundated with material on beauty and desirability that celebrated light skin, straight hair, and thinness as ideals to which every woman should aspire. Mollie might have leaned into the privileges of her color and hair texture. But her full-figured body placed Mollie lower on the beauty hierarchy than thin women with similar features. She would have been keenly aware of how some Black and white folks viewed her body and perhaps passed judgment about what they perceived as her lack of physical discipline and low self-esteem. Today we call this fatphobia.

Still, racial passing was rarely done simply for the thrill, because the cost of being exposed was so high. Thus, Mollie’s Mona character and her Hawaiian costume might not have been racial passing but more like racial playing—a sleight of hand used to confuse white folks. She played with and into their racial stereotypes before revealing she was something other than what they’d anticipated. It was trickery that exposed the fallacies of race as a social construct. Mollie might have argued that she wasn’t living as Indian, she was entertaining as Indian. Moreover, it seems her employers knew her real racial identity. Her racial transgressions through performance reveal the complexities of the global color line in the 1930s.

* * *

By Christmas, Mollie had hit rock bottom. She was running through money faster than she could make it. Her financial situation had become so dire that Mollie, who identified as heterosexual, joked about coupling with one of the wealthy society lesbians who frequented the cabaret just to make ends meet. Her rather far-fetched desire to parlay her limited work on Black and White into a film career was not looking as promising as she’d hoped. Mollie confided to Dot that she would be returning to the States “broke and naked.” At one point, Mollie and a roommate named Sylvia had contemplated suicide. “Neither of us will ever amount to a dam[n],” she later told Dot about her suicidal ideation. They were going to “take some poison and end it all.” Sylvia had already attempted to poison herself with formaldehyde while in Moscow, before being discovered by cast members, so she knew how to mix a concoction with red wine to help it go down smoother. But Mollie was worried about how news of her suicide would affect her mom. She was Beulah’s only baby, and no parent should have to bury their child. And while she ultimately decided not to commit suicide, living abroad for an extended period, in the dreariness of a Berlin winter, had clearly started to weigh heavily on her psyche.

University classes seemed a bitter consolation prize for deciding to keep living. Mollie’s long-term plan of becoming a teacher had been earnest. Taking classes just wasn’t the sexiest thing to do during a once-in-a-lifetime trip to Europe. But she had exhausted all other possibilities and found herself stagnating, drowning in alcohol and excessive partying. Perhaps worse—according to her own moral and political compass—she wasn’t doing anything that benefitted anyone other than herself. The selfishness seemed to be feeding her depression. “I didn’t want to remain in Berlin idle so that is why I took this [course]work at the university—not for any particular job,” she shared with Dot. Learning would be her lifeline, a road map back to a life of purpose. And once she made that decision, everything else about her life in Berlin seemed to fall into place. She continued to work at the cabaret because it paid for her classes, but it became a means to an end, not the center of her world.

She first enrolled in a course in the German language, in January 1933, that comprised international students from Russia, Japan, China, Greece, and a few from the US. It’s likely that she formed friendships with some of these students, extending her network beyond her Black and White roommates and her coworkers at the cabaret. Aided by formal training, Mollie’s language facility improved rapidly. She was better able to communicate, and it opened new possibilities for political engagement with progressive Germans.

One day, as she was nearing a public square by campus, she witnessed something that burst the erudite bubble she had been living within at the university. Nazi foot soldiers had ignited a massive bonfire and were tossing classic texts by Jewish, Negro, and communist intellectuals into the blaze. Albert Einstein, Sigmund Freud, Karl Marx, Vladimir Lenin, Walter White, James Weldon Johnson, Upton Sinclair, Friedrich Engels. Some of these thinkers Mollie had only recently discovered; others she knew personally. The uniformed men began “shrieking and leaping in the air like madmen,” which aroused the barbaric mob. “I have never seen a lynching. I had never visualized one in my mind,” Mollie would later write, “but in this moment, I know to the minutest detail, what one is like.”

Mollie could see the relationship between the violence Hitler’s party was enacting and the anti-Black violence her community endured at home. Even before the onset of World War II, Mollie likely recognized that Nazism, like US white supremacy, was a global issue.

She began hosting teas at her flat for guests like writer and New Negro Movement leader Alain Locke and his mentee Arthur Fauset, the brother of novelist Jessie Redmon Fauset, who was a teacher in Philadelphia. The teas turned into political salons where, inevitably, the topic of the global liberation of all African-descended people became the subject of earnest debate. When Locke returned to New York, he sent Mollie newspapers from home so she could sharpen her intellect and keep a finger on the movement for racial equality in the US.

Berlin, August 1933

After a year in Berlin, Mollie was nearly fluent in German. She had been introduced to esteemed American educator Richard Thomas Alexander, a professor at Columbia University’s Teachers College. Alexander had recently launched New College, an experimental pedagogy lab housed within Teachers College. It was an incubator for teachers who espoused progressive and radical ideologies to work together to create cutting-edge teaching methods. He and several of his students were in Germany for field experience. Alexander believed the Great Depression had created the need for a new type of educator, and thus a new approach to teacher training. Educators needed to prepare their students to solve the world’s most pressing social
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