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Introduction

Nina Mae McKinney: At the Dawn of Black Hollywood Stardom is not just a biography. This book takes a different approach. It attempts to tell the story of Nina Mae McKinney’s life and career while explaining the reasons for and the consequences of her experiences. That involves “filling gaps” and conducting careful analyses of people, places, and factors connected to or similar to McKinney and her life—logically, not randomly. I have tried to make this book accessible and relevant to academic and general audiences. This book is somewhat chronological but also thematic. Therefore, it briefly repeats ideas that overlap multiple themes, and its chapters can be read in any order. 

Nina Mae McKinney (1912–1967) was a multi-talented actor, singer, and dancer.1 She was also one of the first Black actors whom white and Black Hollywood movie audiences considered beautiful. McKinney’s entertainment career began in Lew Leslie’s Broadway musical Blackbirds in 1928, where director King Vidor discovered her. McKinney made her remarkable debut in King Vidor’s Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) film Hallelujah in 1929, becoming the first Black actor in a leading role in a Hollywood movie. She was the first Black leading lady in Hollywood, preceding Lena Horne’s breakthrough, long-term contract with MGM in 1942, which made Horne the first openly and widely promoted Black actor in Hollywood. McKinney blazed a trail for Black actors to play characters who were not subservient to or degraded by white characters. Her becoming the first Black star in Hollywood was short-lived because institutionalized racism and sexism, which were even more pervasive in the 1920s and 1930s, prevented her from realizing her full potential. McKinney’s story is also about dream-chasing, tragedy, the will to survive, the will to live and work on one’s own terms, and redemption.


The career of Nina Mae McKinney and the appearance of her character Chick in Hallelujah mark the beginning of a significant rebellion against Hollywood’s expectations for Black actors and Black characters in terms of agency and racial representation. McKinney’s groundbreaking role as Chick established her as the archetype for Black female actors who would enjoy greater Hollywood success later, from Lena Horne and Dorothy Dandridge to Halle Berry. Although McKinney’s performance as Chick did not immediately lead to similar opportunities for McKinney or other Black actors, it showed that Black actors could perform at the same level as their white peers and predicated Black superstardom in Hollywood. Nina Mae McKinney: At the Dawn of Black Hollywood Stardom investigates the career trajectory of Nina Mae McKinney, whose achievements in film and entertainment would have promised to leave a legacy on par with her white peers if not for the restrictions she faced because of her race. 

The strict and innumerable forms of institutionalized racism as well as the socioeconomic and gender oppression facing McKinney throughout and beyond her career marginalized her. It contributed to a resulting negative personal image that mitigated her professional achievements and effectively erased her from our historical and artistic public imagination. Critics have either failed to give adequate attention to McKinney’s career or downplayed her significance and her role as Chick. Some have even demonized McKinney at times. This book questions such critical views and establishes a connection between McKinney’s talents and the sociohistorical factors she battled against. It provides a comparative analysis of McKinney and her contemporaries against the specific historical and narrative framework that informed the realities of Black and other nonwhite actors.

McKinney’s Southern background and the mechanisms that were in place at the major film studios illustrate the challenges of an early twentieth-century society in which institutionalized rac ism was deeply rooted and upheld at all costs. Even in light of Hollywood’s discrimination despite her well-received performance in Hallelujah, McKinney was not content to simply find work in race films, which were produced specifically for Black audiences in a segregated movie industry. In her attempt at agency, she chose strong, non-stereotypical, or at least balanced leading roles in race films. Similar to Josephine Baker, she also found more acceptance and appreciation for her talents when she traveled abroad. Despite McKinney’s struggle to maintain her career after Hallelujah, her role as Chick remains timeless. 

Although Nina Mae McKinney was posthumously inducted into the Black Filmmakers Hall of Fame in 1978, her name is rarely, if ever, mentioned when we ask today’s actors, Black or otherwise, who influenced them most. Instead, they are more likely to refer to other actors such as Lena Horne and Dorothy Dandridge, who also broke the mold of mammy-like characters after they entered a door that McKinney cracked open, or Horne and Dandridge’s successors. Since far too many entertainment industry professionals as well as moviegoers have not been exposed to McKinney’s performances, including Hallelujah, the lack of instant name recognition is understandable. It is not that they should be faulted for failing to give more recognition to Nina Mae McKinney and her generation in the past. It is a matter of bringing McKinney to the forefront and ensuring that she receives proper recognition now and in the future.

I feel a special connection to Nina Mae McKinney and this book. I have found no direct family ties to McKinney that I can prove to solidify our kinship, but I was born and raised in her hometown of Lancaster, South Carolina. She even lived near my grandmother and great-grandmother’s neighborhood on Gay Street in 1920.

I adapted this book from my Ph.D. dissertation. Earlier, in my M.A. in African American World Studies program, my coursework and research gave me a solid foundation in the study of Black people’s contributions to the film and television industries. In nar rowing this broad topic down for my Ph.D. dissertation later, I eventually chose the topic of Nina Mae McKinney because I did not want to be “married to” a topic that I hated just to complete my Ph.D. program, which was an approach or compromise that I had seen make some of the students I knew at various universities miserable. Someone even advised me that Eurocentric topics were safer, but I saw that as an unreasonable restriction. I thought Ph.D. programs were draining enough without adding that kind of torture to the mix. I wanted to do something different, and I did not worry about it being a gamble. 

Researching Nina Mae McKinney’s life and career gave me an opportunity to write something meaningful and lasting. It was for my hometown, my people, and an important historical figure whose story needed to be brought to light as fully as possible. After connecting McKinney to the movie Hallelujah and later standing before the Lancaster County Wall of Fame mural in downtown Lancaster that includes her likeness, I was convinced that I was on the right path. My work began organically, relying solely on the directions that my research took me. Soon, with a greater appreciation for Nina Mae McKinney’s contributions and struggles, I sensed deeply where to go next. Clarifying her story and beginning the process of making her as well-known as other early film actors and her successors became my long-term goal.

Nina Mae McKinney: At the Dawn of Black Hollywood Stardom includes an introduction, seven chapters, and a conclusion. The chapters include “Southern Background,” “Mechanisms at the Major American Film Studios,” “Overseas Performances,” “Choosing Race Films and Returning to the American Stage,” “Personal Struggles and the Press,” “The Groundbreaking Role as Chick in Hallelujah,” and “The First Black Star in Hollywood.” The conclusion is entitled “McKinney’s Rightful Place in History.” This book also includes the following appendices, which list Nina Mae McKinney’s documented performances: “Firsts,” “Credited Film Roles,”  “Uncredited Film Roles,” “Stage, Theatre, and Club Appearances,” and “British Radio and Television Performances.”

The research that supports this book relies heavily on primary sources such as films, papers, and periodicals. These resources include, but are not limited to, archives and special collections such as the United States Bureau of the Census, the United States National Archives and Records Administration, the Warner Bros. Archives at the University of Southern California, the Margaret Herrick Library at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts & Sciences, the South Caroliniana Library at the University of South Carolina, the Lancaster County Library, The Lancaster News, and the Louise Pettus Archives & Special Collections at Winthrop University. This book uses in-text (parenthetical) citations that match the entries in the “Works Cited” section, a list of sources at the end of the book.

Nina Mae McKinney’s legacy is greater than the treatment the topic has received thus far. A scarce body of work has acknowledged the apparent racial barrier that prevented McKinney from becoming a major Hollywood star, and it has recently recognized her as the first Black star in Hollywood. However, some critics have downplayed the long-term impact of the actor McKinney and the character Chick or unjustly reduced them to the status of Jezebel or vixen figures. Nina Mae McKinney: At the Dawn of Black Hollywood Stardom explores specific factors of the discrimination and other obstacles McKinney faced, and it digs deeply into Nina Mae McKinney’s personal life and professional life, redefining her career and rightful legacy.




Chapter One

Southern Background

This chapter will discuss Nina Mae McKinney’s Southern background. It will attempt to paint a clearer picture of her family history and early life than previously known. Then, it will illustrate the significance of her skin color and the power of racism during her lifetime.

Nina Mae McKinney was born Nannie Mayme McKenna in Lancaster, South Carolina. Her birthdate was June 12, 1912, according to the Woodlawn Cemetery (“Nina Mae McKinney, 12 Jun 1912 – 3 May 1967”). She confirmed that she was born in Lancaster, South Carolina, when she traveled internationally but consistently stated on her passenger lists that she was born on June 16, 1912. Examples include her voyages from Le Havre, France, to New York in March 1931 (Bourne 14); from Plymouth, aboard the ship Lle de France, to New York, arriving on December 25, 1934 (“Nina Monroe”); and from Sydney, Australia, aboard the ship Niagara, to Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, arriving on March 12, 1938 (“Nina Mae Monroe”). Stephen Bourne, entertainment scholar and author of Nina Mae McKinney: The Black Garbo, correctly asserts that “a copy of her birth certificate has not been located and put into public domain” (Bourne 14). My efforts to obtain a copy from the Vital Records Office of the South Carolina Department of Health and Environmental Control (SC DHEC), both the Lancaster branch and the central branch in the state capitol Columbia, were unsuccessful. A representative in Lancaster said they were unable to locate it, but later, a representative in Columbia said that I would have to contact the South Carolina Department of Archives and History to locate anything older than 1915. According to the South Carolina  Department of Archives, South Carolina law did not require birth certificates until 1915. They clarified that it was not just that birth certificates were not required before 1915, but that they were not created at all before 1915. The law was passed in 1914, effective January 1, 1915 (Jones-King). Their website (2023) explains: “These records begin in 1915, because, while a few cities maintained their own records prior to this date, the state did not require registration of all births until the passage of a law mandating it in 1914” (Jones-King). The South Carolina Department of Health and Environmental Control’s Vital Records Office holds them, and they “become public records 100 years following the birth” (Jones-King).

One of the purposes of a birth certificate is to establish paternity. It makes sense that no law required birth certificates before 1915 because early American laws—especially in the South—were sexist, protecting white men from their wives and any other mothers of their children. Married women had no recourse when their husbands abused them, cheated on them, or produced children outside of their marriage. Unmarried women had even fewer rights, including the judgmental way they were often treated after being abused or even raped. The plight of Black women was far worse. Certainly, the law did not respect the rights of Black people, in general.

McKenna seems to be the original spelling of Nina Mae’s surname, or at least, it is the earliest found on official records such as the U.S. Federal Census. McKenna and McKinna, variations of the Scottish/Irish surname “McKinney,” were used interchangeably between 1880 and 1920 (U.S. Federal Census, 1880, Napoleon McKenna; U.S. Federal Census, 1900; U.S. Federal Census, 1920, Nannie M. McKenna). The differences in spelling might also be accounted for by limited education or uncertainty about the spelling—the family’s and/or the enumerators’ uncertainty since enumerators (census takers) might have transcribed the family’s oral responses. 

Nina Mae McKinney’s mother was Georgia Crawford McKinney (Pettus, “Nina McKinney”; Pettus, “Lancaster Brick Wall  Pays Tribute to Notable Citizens of That Area”; Pettus, “Nina Mae McKinney: Deserving of a Place in History”; Bourne 14). Georgia seemed to prefer being called “Georgie.” Some sources refer to Nina Mae McKinney as a mulatto, but McKinney’s parents were Black according to the U.S. Census (U.S. Federal Census, 1920, Nannie M. McKenna). 

Although the publications on Nina Mae McKinney that predate this book cite her father as Hal McKinney, according to the 1920 United States Federal Census, her father was Napolian McKenna (U.S. Federal Census, 1920, Nannie M. McKenna). His name is spelled Napoleon in the 1880 United States Federal Census (U.S. Federal Census, 1880, Napoleon McKenna). Nina Mae’s paternal grandfather, David McKinney (or Dave McKenna), is listed as the head of household in their Gills Creek home in Lancaster. Hal and Napoleon could not have been the same person since they are listed separately as members of David McKenna’s household in the 1880 and 1900 U.S. Federal Census records. It could have been a simple mistake, but such an error would seem inexplicable. Both are listed as David’s sons in 1880, but Napoleon is listed as his stepson “Napolian Thomson” in 1900 (U.S. Federal Census, 1880, Napoleon McKenna; U.S. Federal Census, 1900). 

According to a McKinney relative who is a descendant of Nina Mae McKinney’s grandfather but not of Nina Mae’s, the Thompson and McKinney families relocated to Lancaster together and intermarried a few times. Exactly when and from where they relocated is uncertain, but it was common for enslaved people to be rotated from one plantation to another—in this case, covering York, Chester, Union, Newberry, and probably Lancaster. The movement of free Black people might have been similar, especially considering how common it was for newly freed people to go searching for relatives from whom they had been separated over time. Nevertheless, the McKinneys and Thompsons’ resettling in Lancaster accounts for Napoleon’s name being listed as “McKinney” in one census  record and “Thompson” in another. The aforementioned relative added that although documentation is missing, the family believes that Nina Mae’s great-grandmother on the McKinney side was white (European) and American Indian and that her great-aunt and great-uncle could pass for white. 

Apparently, Hal’s grandfather was also white. Hal’s father was David McKinney, who was a mulatto according to census records. David’s death certificate (September 30, 1918) states that his race was “non-white,” his mother was Dinah McKinney, and his father was “not known” (South Carolina Death Records, 1821–1955). David’s wife, Mary Ann (also recorded as “Mamy Ann”) McKinney, was listed as a “mulatto” on the 1880 U.S. Federal Census. David was a “farm laborer,” and Mary Ann was a “cook” (U.S. Federal Census, 1880, Napoleon McKenna).

The 1880 U.S. Census records Mary Ann’s mother as Mary Faulkner. Yet it records Mary Ann’s father as “unknown” (U.S. Federal Census, 1880, Napoleon McKenna; U.S. Federal Census, 1900). Therefore, it is possible that someone deliberately hid the identity of Mary Ann’s father, Nina Mae’s great-grandfather, from public record. Since Mary Ann and her husband David McKenna were listed on the 1880 Census as cooks (U.S. Federal Census, 1880, Napoleon McKenna), they might have worked for the Springs family or another wealthy family just as Nina Mae’s great-aunt Carrie Sanders did later. 

Nina Mae’s maternal grandparents were John N. (aka Jack) Crawford and Nannie Crawford (1873–1911), after whom Nina Mae (Nannie Mayme) apparently was named (U.S. Federal Census, 1880, Nelson Crawford). It is more likely that Nannie Crawford’s maiden name was unknown, but if she was already a Crawford and married a Crawford, they might have been from different sets of Crawfords. Having the same surname might indicate that the same slaveholders, white Crawfords, owned both families or that they came from different areas. Although many records of  enslavement have been lost, some surviving inventory documents show that it was common for slaveholders to give their surnames to the people they enslaved. Since they typically treated human beings like livestock or farm tools, this was more about recordkeeping than paternalism. Some slaveholders relocated after the outcome of the Civil War forced them to relinquish their slaves, and in some places, their surnames would become more commonly attributed to their former slaves’ descendants than their own descendants.

According to the U.S. Federal Census, in 1880, Nannie’s father (Nina Mae’s great-grandfather), Nelson Crawford, age 80, was the head of household at their Gills Creek home in Lancaster, South Carolina. Nelson is listed as a “widower.” The census also states that Nelson and his daughters—Caroline (Carrie, 19), Georgiana (16), and Nannie (6)—were mulattoes. Therefore, Nina Mae had at least one white ancestor on her mother’s side of the family. The names of Nannie’s mother, Nelson’s parents, and their ancestors are unknown. Nelson was a “carpenter,” Carrie was a “washerwoman,” and Georgiana was a “house servant” (U.S. Federal Census, 1880, Nelson Crawford).

Information about Nina Mae’s childhood is limited, and some of it is difficult to verify. Different versions of the story have named Hal McKinney as her father and treated Hal and Napoleon as the same person while other details about her family life vary. Nina Mae’s mother, Georgie, moved to New York City seeking better opportunities when Nina Mae was a child (specific date unavailable), and Georgie’s aunt, Carrie Sanders (born Carolyn Crawford in 1860 and married to Ed Sanders in 1884 according to the 1900 United States Census), raised Nina Mae in Lancaster until Nina Mae was about 13 years old. Then, Nina Mae joined her mother in New York, though details and dates are missing. Carrie Sanders was the maid of the wealthy white family of Col. Leroy Springs, who owned Springs Industries, the cotton mill company in Lancaster. Carrie lived in  a small apartment in the Springs’ backyard (Pettus, “Nina McKinney”; Pettus, “Lancaster Brick Wall Pays Tribute to Notable Citizens of That Area”; Pettus, “Nina Mae McKinney: Deserving of a Place in History”; Steen). 

It is likely that Georgie left in search of better opportunities when Nina Mae was at least 8 years old because that age is stated on the 1920 U.S. Federal Census record that lists Nina Mae as a member of her grandmother Mary McKinney’s household (U.S. Federal Census, 1920, Nannie M. McKenna). Mary McKinney died on March 18, 1920, not long after the census was recorded. That explains why Nina Mae went to live with Carrie Sanders the same year. 

As a child in Lancaster, Nina Mae rode a bicycle, running errands for Lena Jones Springs, Leroy Springs’ second wife. Lena gave her the bike to pick up her family’s mail from the post office. At such an early age, Nina Mae was already demonstrating showmanship by performing stunts. Distant relatives have been unable to offer much information about McKinney’s life in Lancaster, and records of her early life are missing. Some of her relatives never met her. Nina Mae’s cousin, Mary Felder, did at least explain that part of the significance of Nina Mae’s childhood errands and stunts was that Nina Mae was the only Black girl in Lancaster who owned a bike at that time. Ironically, Nina Mae would later use her skills as an expert bicyclist as an adult to save the life of a three-year-old child during the production of her film Straight to Heaven in 1939 (Bourne 14; Murphy 1; “Baby Playing on Trestle Saved by Nina”). 

Not foreseeing that her daughter would someday make it to Broadway and Hollywood, Georgie hoped that Nina Mae would become a schoolteacher (Matthews; “Didn’t Raise My Daughter to Be an Actress”). In South Carolina, the racial climate their family lived in and the absence of Black stars in Hollywood limited Georgie’s outlook, at first, as it surely did for numerous Black people who suffered racial oppression and suppression in the strictly segregated South. From an early age, Nina Mae told her mother that she would  become a famous actor one day. Georgie understood how difficult it would be for a Black person to reach such a goal, but she never discouraged her daughter (“Didn’t Raise My Daughter to Be an Actress”). Living in New York City, and attending Public School 126 in Lower Manhattan, Nina Mae was exposed to far more movies and entertainment venues than back home. Nina Mae felt even more encouraged to pursue her dream and taught herself how to dance. She stated, “Ever since I was a little kid, I used to get in front of the mirror and dance. I loved to dress up, too. But dancing sort of came naturally to me. I learned, of course, and started off my career in the chorus. Soon, though, I found I could wake up my own routines with better success than I could learn [from] anyone else” (Hanson 8, qtd. in Anae 125).

As a child, Nina Mae was multitalented, performing in school plays at the Lancaster Normal and Industrial Institute, the Colonel Leroy Springs-founded school for Black children (Pettus, “Nina McKinney”; Pettus, “Lancaster Brick Wall Pays Tribute to Notable Citizens of That Area”; Pettus, “Nina Mae McKinney: Deserving of a Place in History”; Steen). As a bright, young overachiever, Nina Mae not only knew her own lines but all of the other cast members’ lines as well (Pettus, “Nina McKinney”; Pettus, “Lancaster Brick Wall Pays Tribute to Notable Citizens of That Area”; Pettus, “Nina Mae McKinney: Deserving of a Place in History”). This demonstrated a level of merit that foreshadowed her film career. 

Another version of Nina Mae’s family history repeats some of the information in the other version while partially contradicting the rest. In this version, Hal was an alcoholic who was abusive to Georgie. After Nina Mae was born, Georgie left Hal and often hid from him at the home of Col. Leroy Springs, for whom she worked as a maid. Hal made drug store deliveries to support the family until Georgie left him. Georgie moved to Savannah, Georgia, to work as a cook for Cynthia Withers around 1920, leaving Nina Mae with her grandmother Mary A. McKinney, who lived on Gay Street in  Lancaster’s Gills Creek area. Georgie married James Edwin Maynor in Savannah and moved with him to Manhattan, New York. Shortly thereafter, Nina Mae joined them in New York, only for them to send her back to Lancaster to live with her uncle, Curtis, in Gills Creek. At the time, Hal was in prison for an unspecified crime, and he escaped the chain gang in 1923, never to be found. Nina Mae went to live with her grandmother, Mary A. McKinney, but when Mary died shortly thereafter, Nina Mae went to live with her great-aunt, Carrie Sanders, who worked as a cook and housekeeper in the home of Col. Leroy Springs (Bartira).

As stated earlier, Nina Mae’s living with her grandmother on Gay Street is documented by the 1920 U.S. Federal Census, and Nina Mae’s living with her great-aunt, Carrie, a domestic worker at the Springs’ house is found in the Louise Pettus Archives & Special Collections at Winthrop University. Georgie’s marriage to James Edwin Maynor is documented by the 1940 U.S. Federal Census and Maynor’s burial records, which list Georgie as his spouse at the time of his death on March 8, 1949, in Queens, New York (U.S. Federal Census, 1920, Nannie M. McKenna; Pettus, “Lancaster Brick Wall Pays Tribute to Notable Citizens of That Area”; U.S. Federal Census, 1940, James Edwin Maynor; U.S., Find a Grave Index, 1600s–Current. James Edwin Mayor). However, the rest of the information in this version of the story lacks documentation.

In Leroy Springs’ household, lived his son, Elliott White Springs, who was conceived by his first wife Grace Allison White. Grace was deceased at the time of the 1920 U.S. Federal Census (Elliot White Springs; U.S. Federal Census, 1920, Leroy Springs). Elliot, a World War I pilot and hero, was 23 and living in his father’s household at the time of the 1920 census, which means Elliot was 15 or 16 when McKinney was born. This census does not indicate any other household members except Lena Jones Springs, Leroy’s wife at the time, and two Black servants: Robert Brown and Reuben Brown (U.S. Federal Census, 1920, Leroy Springs). Leroy Springs’ grand children were born around the time of Nina Mae’s departure for New York. According to the 1930 U.S. Federal Census, Elliot White Springs’ children—Leroy Springs and Anne K. Springs—were born around 1925 (U.S. Federal Census, 1930). 

Since Nina Mae lived with Aunt Carrie within walking distance from the Springs house, it is quite possible that the Springs treated Nina Mae as if she was “the baby” of the household. In other words, in private, the Springs might have treated Nina Mae as if she was “one of their own,” or like a relative, at least. This would be particularly noteworthy if that was the case because racist white people would have pressured them to “wear the mask” in public. There is at least a chance that Nina Mae was a blood relative of the Springs, considering the perpetual misinformation about who Nina Mae’s biological father was and considering how her family was situated so close to the Springs home. It also opens the Springs’ relationship with Georgie and Aunt Carrie to speculation. Although impossible to prove without a birth certificate, it is possible that Nina Mae’s biological father was neither Hal nor Napoleon and that her father might have been one of the males in the wealthy Springs family, a white man closely associated with the Springs, or some other influential white man in town. The same can be speculated about Georgie’s father. If that was the case with either of their fathers, the circumstances could have been voluntary—as in a secret, forbidden relationship between a white male and a Black female—or entirely involuntary—as in the predatory behavior of some white males toward Black females who had no recourse due to the power relationship and the indifferent legal system.

Some of the Black people who have the Springs surname trace their lineage to the white Springs family who owned property such as plantations, homes, and Springs Mills industries in York and Lancaster counties. According to genealogical threads on Ancestry.com, Col. Leroy Springs (1861-1931) had a brother, William, whose son, William Springs Jr., was a mulatto. William Springs  Jr. (1855-1939) married Betty Porter Springs. William Jr. had a son, Albert Springs (1894-1964), who was “the spitting image of Leroy Springs.” Records establishing that Leroy and William Sr. were brothers have been unavailable, but William Jr. was buried in Fort Mill (York County) as the story goes (“Col. Leroy Springs—Re: I Have an Old Bible”; “Col. Leroy Springs—Re: The True Story of the Springs Mills Industries/African American Descendants”; “William Springs, 1855–18 Sept 1939”; Walter Albert Springs, 2 Mar 1894–24 May 1964; Col. Leroy Springs, 12 Nov 1861–7 Apr 1931). Mixed offspring may have been produced during the period of American slavery through voluntary or involuntary “unions.” For example, the aforementioned William Springs who had a mulatto son, William Jr., hid in a cave until the Civil War ended, and William Jr. went to bring him home. From the end of the war until his death shortly thereafter, he lived with William Jr (“Col. Leroy Springs—Re: I Have an Old Bible”; “Col. Leroy Springs—Re: The True Story of the Springs Mills Industries/African American Descendants”). The circumstances and details of the birth of William Jr. are missing, but his behavior and his father’s behavior in this story seem to indicate that William Sr. treated his son like family.

After emancipation, many free Black people worked for white employers such as Springs Mill industries. Hence, white men had frequent access to Black women, some allegedly resulting in the births of biracial children. The very existence of Black Springs, descended from William Sr. or otherwise, strengthens the probability of a connection between Nina Mae and the Springs family. If some of the white Springs men or other white men had taken advantage of their social status and power, as employers, with Black women who were powerless during those time periods, it would have been a closely guarded secret each time a child was produced. If one of the Springs men or a white man associated with them fathered Georgie or Nina Mae, it certainly would have been no different. The  Springs family would have felt compelled to protect its reputation, possibly with help from local officials. Georgie’s family would have tried to protect her and later would have tried to protect Nina Mae. Thus, the timing of Nina Mae’s departure at age 13 for New York might have coincided with her puberty. In slave narratives, Black women such as Harriet Jacobs aka Linda Brent describe how their master’s behavior varied from or evolved from inappropriate sexual innuendo and “foul words” (Jacobs 29) to outright sexual advances and assaults, which typically coincided with the young girls’ onset of puberty. The experience of free Black females with some white men would have been similar.

Due to the racial climate, especially in the South, it would not have mattered to a predominantly white society if any “relationships” between the Springs and Nina Mae (and her relatives) were non-consensual or consensual (based on romantic or familial love). Racist whites would have demanded secrecy from the family and those close to it, and they would have expected disapproval from outsiders. Harmful experiences in Nina Mae’s lineage or experiences of her own might have been the reason for her unwillingness to return home after her career in show business had ended in the United States and abroad. 

While the abuse of Black females at the hands of white men in America dates back to the slave period, the issue of voluntary unions between Blacks and whites must be addressed briefly. They were generally frowned upon in American society, especially in the South, and they were usually hidden if they existed. At any rate, there was no escaping the power dynamic involved. Prominent white males often dominated white females, including their wives, and sexist laws usually protected them from these women. Adding the factor of race placed Black females in an even more precarious position. That is undeniable, whether those women and young girls were taken by white men by force or they participated in supposedly consensual relationships with white men in which they typi cally were coerced by the possibility of attaining more comfortable lives for themselves and their children. 

Nina Mae McKinney grew up in Lancaster, South Carolina, during a time of strictly enforced segregation. That included schools and public places. In the South, a Black person had to step off the sidewalk for a white person and avoid eye contact. Black males had to accept being called “nigger” or “boy,” not “Mister,” and Black females were rarely, if ever, called “Miss.” Both were subjected to racist white people’s disrespect for their right to even exist, and they often suffered violent verbal and physical attacks, whether they resisted such mistreatment or not. Unfortunately, it was common for white men, especially those who had money and status, to get away with abusing Black women and teenage girls between the American slave period and the mid-1900s. This was not limited to slave owners and overseers (and their associates). After slavery ended, some white employers and other white citizens behaved similarly. White people, in general, could enter Black communities and harass Black people with no legal consequences. White men came into Black neighborhoods, carried off Black women, girls, and sometimes boys, and returned them when they “were done with them.” Sadly, this is the root of some family secrets. Older Black women taught younger Black females to be careful, and they watched over them as much as possible. Unfortunately, there was no legal protection, and usually, there was no justice when incidents occurred. Local law enforcement consciously overlooked white men’s sexual abuse and other physical violence toward Black people. 

According to racist whites, Blacks were less than human, and the abolition of slavery was both a mistake and a bitter memory. Those whites resented even the slightest progress made by Blacks, and they feared miscegenation or race mixing. Hence, racist whites perpetrated heinous and murderous tragedies such as the genocide that occurred in places such as Rosewood, Florida, and Tulsa, Oklahoma. Random
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