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Prologue: Who She Was

There has never been anyone like her. This is an extraordinary statement to make, but I believe it. And when you hear what she did, the impossible leap she made against such odds, maybe you will too.

Her name when she was born, or so we are told, was Sarah Breedlove. There is no birth certificate, no family Bible or church record, and “Sarah Breedlove” does not appear on any census record in any state until 1900, and by then she had married twice and changed her surname. Unable to document even this most basic clue to her whereabouts and existence, we have to find her in stories and legends, in marriage certificates, deeds, interviews, insurance maps, city directories. We have to put these scraps of information alongside allegations and patently untrue tales, paste them together, see what we come up with.

On her tombstone she is called Madam C.J. Walker. That for the historical record there is no “Sarah” or family name makes sense. She is a woman remembered by who she became: a product, an icon, a legend and an exemplar. Whoever visits her grave does not come to remember Sarah Breedlove; they are there to pay respects to her creation, who was often called, simply and grandly—as became appropriate to her demeanor—Madame, often with a culminating e when used, almost as a title, without the initials or the last name.

Names are labels, and sometimes, like Post-its, they come unstuck. When my mother died, my father proposed that we carve MRS. DAVID L. FEY into the Austin marble that would mark her grave, since—he reasoned—she hated her name. I knew he was right, but suggested that we had to consider the connections her marker established for later generations, one death to the next birth. So we put her legal name, Dora Smith Fey, on the top line and after that, the ones she liked better: PRECIOUS HENRI, her marker reads. BELOVED MOO.

Madam Walker’s only child, a daughter, is buried beside her, and the name carved on the left-hand side of the marble is A’Lelia, also a chosen name. Born Lelia McWilliams, Madame’s daughter claimed the surname of her mother’s third husband for business purposes and added the A-apostrophe after her mother’s death. Neither woman felt bound to a destiny restricted by biology; they made their lives up as they went, and in time became, by name, the chosen, dreamed-of self. The two of them lie side by side in a shady spot up in the Bronx in Woodlawn Cemetery, not far from the much grander digs of J.C. Penney and F.W. Woolworth. The tombstone is modest, with “WALKER” across the top. There is a blank place on Madame’s right, and so far as we know, no one is buried there. Had one of A’Lelia’s husbands chosen to lie in the Walker plot, Madame would’ve separated him from his wife for eternity.

It’s beginnings I’m after, the rising arc of how Sarah Breedlove became Madam C.J. Walker. I want to try to understand how a child born to former slaves in a sharecroppers’ cabin went on to sell the fire out of a hair-care product she’d invented for African-American women in a city she had only just moved to, then have the gumption required to turn that homemade preparation—not to mention herself—into a signifier of national renown, then found a business empire the likes of which no one had ever yet seen, and to renovate a Harlem town house in high style and build a mansion on the Hudson River and fill it with antiques and books, Persian rugs and works of art, and there entertain politicians, statesmen and classical musicians.

The girl born Sarah Breedlove will become a woman of great reserve and dignity who travels all over the country to sell her product and make speeches. She will live in St. Louis, Denver, Pittsburgh, Indianapolis. She will wear imported lace dresses and Tiffany diamonds and fancy feathered hats, and drive newfangled cars before others dare. She will give money to worthy causes and stand up to Booker T. Washington when he refuses to acknowledge her at the National Negro Business League convention—and within two years will be photographed standing next to him. You can see how far she has come by taking a quick look at her in the picture taken in Indianapolis: in a wide-brimmed hat and lacy black dress, her chin lifted, she looks very settled, very calm and utterly unimpressed, as befits a woman who knew she deserved to stand there in that outfit right next to the most famous black man in America.

Yet the question remains: how? It is a miraculous transformation, from obscurity and poverty to wealth, leadership and fame, particularly in light of the barriers of race, gender and literacy, all the more so given the mind of the South, which during her young womanhood had hardened itself into the post-Reconstruction terrorism we call Jim Crow. It makes Abe Lincoln’s trek from log cabin to White House look easy by comparison, since if Abe had had the money to pay for first-class railroad accommodations, he would have ridden first-class; and at least he could vote.

As for the official versions of the story, there are plentiful discrepancies, omissions and cagey manipulations of the truth. No, to find Sarah Breedlove we must begin even before her birth and then jump ahead, consider how she turned out then fold back to where she started, applying what we know to that which we can only suspect or surmise and finally making the case for what seems to have occurred. We have to focus on the person she became—the interviewed, remembered, photographed, documented Madame—and, like a wily shrink with a famous couched patient, jump abruptly back, to here when she was seven or there at thirteen, in order to creep forward in painstaking pursuit of the most nearly possible truth.

But the living soul is wily, and the heart eludes discovery. And we will never know it all.


I • Where She Came From, 1867–1878 (photo credit 1.1)
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Croppers’ Child

The year is 1874, and in flat wet country located in what was then regarded as the semi-barbaric Southwest there is a small cabin I want to enter, a sharecroppers’ dwelling on the edge of a cotton field, inside of which a woman lies in a deep sleep on a narrow wooden bed. Between chills and fever, she breathes evenly, a quilt from the old days tucked firmly under her chin.

Dying is no mystery once it begins—it is as dutiful as a clock—and this woman is now into the process. A child is also in the house, a girl, and I will place her at the foot of her mother’s bed: her high wide forehead, strong set jaw, brown skin and dark burning eyes, her hair tied up in strings.

From outside, if the water is back within the banks, come the sounds of early summer: hoes scraping at weeds in the cotton rows, railroad tracks being repaired, a depot under construction and, beyond it, a wharf boat that will rise and fall with the river, to facilitate the transfer of railroad cars from land to water and vice versa. A mule might bray or some far-off rooster let go as if dawn had just cracked. There is a blast of a boat’s whistle, either passing by mid-river or stopping to pick up freight and passengers. These are the sounds of summer in this particular Louisiana river town. Year to year, only the nature of the construction changes. Everything else is repetition, ritual, more of the same.

Water is the story of the dying woman’s life. Water, hard work and scraps of paper, one declaring her sound of body and a slave for life, the other proclaiming her to be now and henceforward forever free. Having lived on this patch of ground as far back as she can remember, she can identify by the number of hoots and the pitch of the whistle what boat is going which way, the ferryboat P. F. Geisse making one of its four daily trips between Delta and Vicksburg sounding nothing like the steamboat Pelican passing down to New Orleans or the Albatross going upriver to St. Louis.

Where does this scene come from, history or the imagination? Some things we can reckon precisely enough to construct a reasonable set of probabilities. To begin with what perhaps matters most, in time we are in the post–Civil War period and some ten years into Reconstruction. Geographically, we are in northeastern Louisiana, not far south of the Arkansas line and as far east as Louisiana reaches to the Mississippi. And while Reconstruction is on its last legs in this particular state, its effects—and those of the war—are still a part of everyday life. When Andrew Johnson, raised poor and white in Tennessee, took his seat in the White House, he promptly gave white Southerners every reason to believe that life would soon snap back to normal with only one exception: they would have no slaves. And so these people—having experienced the early stages of humiliation and defeat—are on their feet again, nail-spitting mad and armed to the teeth.

The one-room cabin is constructed of cottonwood logs collected in the surrounding countryside, then chinked with rocks and daubed with clay to hold them in place and keep out rain and wind. There is no floor except the ground. A fireplace for warmth and cooking takes up most of one wall, but no fire likely burns now, for in all probability we are in the sickly season, either well into or entering the summer months, when in nineteenth-century Louisiana disease goes on an annual tear.

Because black people are not allowed to congregate socially with whites, even posthumously, they often bury their loved ones in the levees and along the riverbanks. They know that the ground will turn wet and sucky when the water rises, that the dead will be washed downstream past New Orleans into the Gulf of Mexico, where their bones will drift and roll with the tide and eventually become one with salt, sand and fish eggs. But there is nothing else to do. And perhaps, these families reason, in the end the river is an apt tomb for those who lived by its whims and occasional blessings their entire lives.

Stiff ropes knotted at the corners hold the bedstead snugly together and cradle the woman’s mattress—a sack of homespun cloth stuffed with Spanish moss which has been scalded and then buried for a time to soften its threads and kill off the fleas. Moss is easy to come by in Delta, Louisiana, where it hangs in mournful swags from the willows and the sycamore and swamp ash, dense as a curtain out in the swamps and bottoms.

The mother slips beyond thought as the alert, big-boned girl at the foot of the bed maintains her watch. Single-mindedness, stubborn focus and wind enough for the long haul are part of her nature. She is seven years and some months old. Her parents have been croppers since before she was born, and she has spent pretty much every minute since with them. When she was a baby, her mother either strapped her to her back while she worked the fields or sat her on a long burlap bag and pulled her along the rows, keeping a sharp eye out for copperheads and moccasins. By the age of four, a croppers’ child had a job drilling holes for cotton seeds and dropping them carefully in.

Long after Sarah Breedlove’s death, a woman from Delta will say that she and Winnie (as some people there called Sarah) were the best pickers of all the children, and I believe this. Later, as Madam C.J. Walker, Sarah Breedlove is demonstrably tireless. No one can match her capacity for work, whether younger or fitter and no matter from what kind of background. Work is what she knows, as deeply ingrained as a heartbeat.

Louisiana is a state so divided in its geography and culture that natives can know close to nothing about those who live only miles to the north or west. Where, then, are we exactly—where this woman is dying? Using a map from the early 1870s, find Vicksburg, Mississippi, then move your finger across the river. There, in northeastern Louisiana, is a town called Delta, on a wickedly narrow peninsula that until 1876 extends into the Mississippi like a lifted pinkie finger, forcing the river to veer from its natural course and flow briefly almost due north before looping around and crashing furiously southeast again.

The woman, who wears a loose dress made of heavy cotton, has been sick for longer than she knows. Here, where frost touches down like a quick kiss and lingers only briefly on its way to someplace else, sickness sleeps in the system all year round. One reason Southerners have the reputation of being sleepy and slow is that they are, many of them, sick deep down, all of the time. Fever, general malaise, a spleen so tender people call it an ague cake.

Let me tell you her first name: Minerva. For years she had no officially documented last name, but in an 1869 Madison Parish marriage certificate, the only Minerva on the Burney place—where Sarah Breedlove’s parents were owned like mules and she herself was born and grew up—is called Minerva Anderson. Since the bride cannot read or write, she signs the certificate with an X, as does her husband, Owen Breedlove. There is an accepted way of doing this. “Minerva” is written, presumably by someone else, and then there is a big X penned, presumably by the bride herself, and finally the surname: Owen X Breedlove and Minerva X Anderson.

In time, their youngest child will be interviewed by newspaper reporters, and large crowds will come to hear her speak, and they will want to know where she came from and how she managed to hack her way through poverty and oppression to become a woman in a full-length fur coat who can conduct audiences with politicians and interviews with reporters from the New York Times. And while Madame herself will rarely speak directly or publicly about her parents, many stories will be told about them in press releases she authorized and in accounts whose details she approved.

In 1874 disease is thought to be as free-floating as ghosts and memories, alive in the air and damp enough to soak like milk into paper and clothes. When epidemics hit, mail delivery halts; boats don’t stop for passengers; even newspapers aren’t printed. People live in dread of the night mist, when pale clouds of what are called miasmata move invisible through the river bottoms. Minerva Breedlove may think she became ill walking barefoot on the cool ground or from the air that sneaks through the chinking, or she may remember a night when, after the hogs were called up from the brakes, she and her daughters sat on the front porch and listened to a neighbor play the banjo, unmindful of the passing mist creeping down her unsuspecting throat.

Madison is a parish of bottomland, with only an occasional undulation to break the flatness, and is rimmed by rivers: the Ouachita to the west, the Arkansas and the Yazoo to the north, and to the south the less significant Tensas, which flows through a channel created by the Mississippi known as a meander scar. The Tensas—named for Indians, pronounced “Ten-saw”—drains Madison Parish, or tries to, through a maze of bayous to the north, south and west: Bayou Macon, Joe’s Bayou, Roundaway and Brushy Bayous, the Bayou Bonne Idee.

We are, of course, west of the Big Daddy of rivers, actually on the Mississippi. In deeds and contracts, the property on which the dying woman’s cabin is located is invariably described as “bounded on the East and West1 side by the Mississippi River, on the North by the old Hoffman tract, on the South by the Frederic Smith tract, now owned or occupied by Nicholson Barnes.”

The town of Delta was improbably carved out of swampland in the 1830s by hopeful, upstart white men hot to fill their pockets with revenues from cotton, of course, or from ferryboats running east-west or steamships working north and south or, eventually, railroads headed west. In the nineteenth century, railroads turned the entire nation into a veritable money park. And because Delta is situated on the thirty-second parallel—which constitutes the shortest route between oceans from Savannah to San Diego—planters were hoping to claim and colonize territory as the tracks moved west. Before their spree was busted up by Lincoln and the Union Army, they had hoped to provide even the labor system for this enterprise; by 1874, now that slavery’s disallowed, they’ll settle for the real estate profits.

A short walk from Minerva Breedlove’s cabin there is a smart new restaurant, and the railroad speculators have made Delta the parish seat. An engineer from the North Louisiana and Texas Railway Company has even marked off blocks and squares in preparation for the building of a whole new town around the projected depot. The ballyhoo never stops. Asked about the inflated property values in Delta, a participant said in 1874, “Well … we was booming the town2.”

When the sun goes down, Minerva Breedlove can see from her cabin the gaslights and lanterns of Vicksburg, where on the landing there are bars and cafés and a famous whorehouse. Vicksburg is the city Delta yearns toward, and its white citizens shop, pray and marry there, and they bury their dead in a cemetery on a hill east of the city. For black people, there are jobs, churches where they are welcome, schools for their children, a life beyond cotton fields and tree stumps.

Now we do not historically know that in 1874 a young girl stood at the foot of her mother’s bed and attended her dying. We don’t know exactly when Minerva Breedlove died or from what or, for that matter, when or where she was born or who, if anybody, owned her before Robert Burney did. Until 1913, neither death nor birth certificates were required by the federal government. And earlier, since slaves were considered property—classified, in Louisiana, as real estate—they were not counted as people in either U.S. Census or parish records.

What we do know is that within three years, when the little girl is ten years old and is said to have left Delta, she is—has to be—a fully formed person. This certainty is based on hard study, extended thinking and what feels like rock-bottom necessity, considering the woman she turned into; based too, in general, on what I have learned, lived and come to believe if not always, that is, on verifiable fact.

A mother who’d been born a slave would necessarily pass on hard-won information to her children. Lesson one is a commandment every bit as non-negotiable as those of Moses: Learn to read. Not especially for self-improvement or even education but as strategy. As long as the other race reads and you don’t, they get to make the rules, interpretations, decisions and laws. Rules two and beyond are less predictable. Never mind business that’s not yours, perhaps. Maybe, Stay out of white people’s way. And again: Learn to read.

To create the scene of a mother’s death—her very bed and fireplace—and then boldly assert that this was possibly the moment at which that particular daughter marshaled her strength and began becoming the girl who would become the woman we know as Madam C.J. Walker is, of course, a brash assumption. But let us do just that, without apology, and go on.


Minerva Breedlove

Many versions of the same story are always possible, racial or political interpretations, economic or religious. Sometimes people who have known water and cotton and a flat, hot, mosquito-infested world from their earliest days are prone to dream up, even consort with, the same desires. Whether black, white, rich, poor, Asian, Jewish, third-generation Italian or first-generation Lebanese, we share the same appetites for food, dance, music, stories, drink, a ceiling fan, sweet iced tea, a cool breeze. At other times the differences among and between us can seem infinite and scalding, dividing us inalterably.

It’s a fantasy of mine to stand magically mid-river and hold out my arms, touching Louisiana and Arkansas, where my parents grew up, with the fingertips of one hand and, with the other, Mississippi, where I did. I’d like to be able to imagine the lives of all the people who grew up and have a history in that place, and then feel in these same electric fingers what we share and know and dream in common, regardless of differences. But knowing a place takes a great deal more work than that simple desire, and to fully imagine it requires not just hope and fervor but thought.

If the disease killing Minerva Breedlove is swamp fever—malaria—it might have been in her system for a year or longer, leaving her sporadically achy and exhausted. If she has contracted one of its more catastrophic versions, in its final stages she will experience intermittent sieges of chills, and a deep quietude that edges close to paralysis and is followed by racking chills, high fever, then peace and chills once again. Who, if anyone, diagnosed and treated this very ill woman and prescribed whatever medicine she took?

During slavery times and especially afterwards, black people had their own doctors who prescribed cures often unknown to whites. Because they believed more in roots and herbs than in treatments favored at the time—which included purging, bleeding and blistering—their healer was called the root doctor. To cure swamp fever, a root doctor commonly used the bark, pulverized to a powder, of the chinchona tree, which is high in quinine. And if malaria was indeed the disease from which Minerva Breedlove suffered, quinine could possibly have cured her, but only if she continued to ingest it long after her symptoms had disappeared, which neither root doctors nor physicians with college degrees realized then.

For years, black people were considered immune to the fatal version of malaria—because they were indelicate and brutish, white people said, less susceptible to heat and disease. But even they had to admit that slaves newly arrived from West Africa had to go through a period of “acclimation” to the American version of the fever, a process of sickness and recovery through which they built up a resistance.

There is no way to know how far Minerva Breedlove—and therefore Sarah—is from her African ancestors. In the Madison Parish Courthouse in an 1848 property contract, Robert Burney states that he owns a young slave woman named Minerva and that she is nineteen, sound of mind and body and a slave for life. There is no reason why he would’ve been precise about her age, but let’s assume he was and that indeed Minerva Breedlove was born in 1829, by which time the African slave trade to the United States had stopped. While legally banned since 1808, it had persisted afterwards, particularly in New Orleans, where the pirate Jean Lafitte ran a cash-only slave trade in a blacksmith shop; but by 1820, slavers were no longer openly taking the Middle Passage across the Atlantic direct to North America. And Minerva Anderson was therefore almost certainly born on these shores. But, to take the story back a generation, where then did her people come from?

The state of Louisiana has a special history. If Minerva Anderson’s ancestors were brought into the U.S. before the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, they most likely came directly from West African Senegambia, where the French had exclusive rights to purchase and ship all cargo headed for Louisiana. If, on the other hand, her people were brought first to one of the older seaboard states, such as Virginia, and then to the new Southwest—as were most of the slaves in Mississippi and Louisiana—their ancestral home might have been any one of a number of West African countries. In the 1900 U.S. Census, Owen and Minerva Breedlove’s daughter Sarah reports that both her parents were born in Louisiana, which she might have known for a fact or merely repeated from family legend. Perhaps she was simply providing an easy answer; no one now can say. In any case, by 1874 Minerva Breedlove would have had decades in which to lose any resistance to the New World’s fatal diseases.

In the South, mosquitoes determine architecture and decide summer plans. People long to sit out on open, unscreened porches and watch the sun set, but don’t dare. Dusk is the worst, when, in the evening sop, insects attack in clouds. Unable to keep from scratching, children come in from play with long lines of blood running down their legs.

Before the Civil War, a farming ritual was to drain the land for planting; but by 1874, with the levees caved in and the ditches and fences still down, the water flows in and just stands, a stagnant scum in which mosquitoes—including the deadly anopheles and the aedes aegypti—breed in skittering profusion. There is no insecticide to kill them, and nobody has a clue to what they’re up to.

The Breedlove cabin is dark; their candle—more reliable than tree knots—is not lit. There are no windows, and so the only illumination comes in crooked spikes through gaps between the logs. Although daytime is fading, the sun’s heat burns well past suppertime and does not let up until an hour before dawn, when the frailest whisper of a breeze might ruffle the grass.

And surely, when Minerva Breedlove rallies slightly, she sits up a little and beckons her daughter closer. Lifting herself up out of this sickness, yielding health, life and desire for the benefit of the child, she says, Learn to read.


Burney, the Planter


Whirl … was its king. Life simply could not be—not yet—a certain, settled thing.

W. J. CASH, THE MIND OF THE SOUTH



One way to find out how black people lived under slavery is to explore the lives of their owners, what kind of land they owned and how much accumulated in what way, what they planted, who they married, how they died.

Robert W. Burney, owner of Minerva and Owen Breedlove, was born on November 23, 1819, or so say the burial records of the Christ Episcopal Church of Vicksburg, Mississippi. According to the 1870 U.S. Census, his birthplace was South Carolina. Beyond statistics, who was he? In 1792, a land grant was issued to a William Burney in South Carolina, where Birneys and Barneys lived at that time; and in Cincinnati, a well-known abolitionist was named James G. Birney. William may have been related to our Burney, and “Birney” may or may not have been a variant spelling of the same family’s name—it certainly recurs throughout Robert Burney’s life. I have no idea what the W. in his name might stand for. William, perhaps—or nothing: people weren’t shy about name altering in those years, and a middle initial, among ambitious men, seems to have been considered almost a necessity.

Since the invention of the cotton gin, the South had been supplying cotton for the industrial North and England in staggering quantities, with swampy, fertile South Carolina one of the prime producers. But by the time Robert Burney is eighteen years old, the cultivated land in the seaboard states has been worked to exhaustion. And when the first Great Depression spreads across the country, those people take to the waterways, heading west and south toward new country and the Mississippi. Only those well enough fixed to ride out the downturn remain; one such South Carolina planter opines that Louisiana is “sickly and lacking good society” and declares he’s not about to take his family “into the savage and semi-barbrous Southwest.”

Burney, since he can’t afford that planter’s attitude, sets his sights south and west, probably on Texas, after living for a time in Tennessee, with kin. And if he’s anything like the majority of white men who come to Mississippi and Louisiana, he has little knowledge of farming and no idea what he will find or how he might succeed. All he knows is, life might be better out there. There’s a chance he can become a planter! And for the man with a gambling turn of mind, chance turns to a sure thing as quick as the thumb flicks on a light switch.

In Mississippi and Louisiana in the 1830s and ’40s, paper floated from town to town like mimosa blooms on a windy day. Friends signed for friends. Banks issued their own notes. Reckless lending was a given when nobody had actual cash. A Vicksburg speculator named Chewning bought the entire town of Pine Bluff, Arkansas, using notes signed by himself and his friends.

By the time Burney arrives, Vicksburg is awash in easy money and good times. A railroad line to Jackson is being built, and the first steam locomotive has come to town, the Commercial, weighing seven tons, with a megaphone-shaped smokestack and no headlight, bell or cowcatcher. Railroads are the next hot thing. They will link disparate regions of the country, and whoever develops the railroad to serve this new territory will also get to decide whether or not it will be a slave-holding society.

The year Burney turns twenty, the state of Louisiana carves a new parish—named in honor of the fourth president—out of a jungle of hardwoods, alligator backswamps and bog. The woods are impenetrable, and no land is open or cleared; it is basically uninhabitable. The parish’s early population is drawn mostly from Mississippi and is primarily black, at a ratio of six to one, and within twenty years the figures will grow even wider apart, nine to one. There are no roads for horseback travel between Madison and the next parish to the west, Ouachita. Henry Clay Lewis, a doctor who moved here from the Northeast, describes it as a “quagmire, never thoroughly dry3 and almost impassable nine months out of the year” and reports that he found, on arrival, only one frame house in the settlement, the rest being made of logs, many with the bark still attached. He also tells of two woodsmen—hired at a thousand dollars apiece to mark out a road through the swamps—become so “embarrassed in the thick cane brakes and swamps” that they were trapped for weeks between Bayou Macon and the Boeuf River, surviving on alligator and wildcat meat. The Yankee doctor’s life will end in the swamps when, having drunk heavily and played poker into the early morning hours, he steers his horse in the wrong direction. Both rider and mount will drown. Today, some claim, his ghost rides the night mist.

When Madison Parish is created in 1839, Minerva Anderson and Owen Breedlove are both ten years old—the age when legally they can be separated from their mothers—but we do not know who owns them. Some Breedlove family stories hold that Minerva was born in Delta, but the town did not exist in 1829. And while Breedlove is a common name in Louisiana—a distinguished one in New Orleans—there is no indication how Owen came by it.

Courthouse documents place the intrepid Robert Burney in Madison Parish in 1845, buying and selling property. A bachelor, he keeps circling the land he lusts after, that rich, risky pinkie finger of bottomland reaching brazenly into the Mississippi. He might well be acting as an agent for other men, using their money; nonetheless, whatever the details, he is buying and selling.

But what the land requires is money and Negroes. And until 1846, Burney has neither.

The year after Minerva Anderson’s birth, on April 3, 1830, Mary Fredonia Williamson is born in Vernon, Mississippi, a town located just above Jackson, in the black-earthed Yazoo River Valley. A breathless local newspaper account describes it as a “colony of men and women4 of high breeding,” primarily three clans who operate large estates with many slaves and live “like landed gentry of the British Isles.” Most go to the Methodist church—some prefer the Episcopal—and own, in addition to the manor house, a summer home on the Gulf. The most distinguished of these families are the Kearneys, and Mary Fredonia is the second daughter of Sarah Lindsay Kearney and Russell McCord Williamson (called simply McCord). The Kearney family, the newspaper further reports, are of “noble lineage,” traceable to twelfth-century Ireland, their history complete with a castle and a count. Not to be outdone, the Lindsays can trace their lineage back to William the Conqueror. When these clans joined together in matrimony, the offspring arrived owning family crests, lace dresses and slaves. Whereas all that can be said of Mary Fredonia’s father is that he was born in North Carolina and attended an “institution of higher learning in Raleigh.” In Mississippi, he served as a state representative and helped write the 1832 constitution.

In 1840, while Robert Burney is making connections in Vicksburg, Mary Fredonia Williamson, now ten, and her older sister, Almedia, are being sent to Nazareth Academy in Bardstown, Kentucky. Their mother died when Mary Fredonia was barely a year old, and their father has subsequently married a woman named Eliza, who bore him another daughter, Octervine.

The two motherless girls are given a classical education at Nazareth Academy: Latin, some Greek, sewing, manners, dress, music. They will have read Homer and certainly Sir Walter Scott. Upon graduation they will be proper young ladies, able to converse skillfully, do needlepoint and, probably, play the piano for their father’s enjoyment. By the time the girls are sent off to Kentucky, McCord Williamson owns at least forty-two slaves and some eleven hundred acres of land. But in April of 1844, the girls are summoned back to Vernon. Their father is ill and will die the following March in Tennessee, after what an obituary describes as “a long and painful illness5.” His brief will leaves equal shares of his estate to his widow and three daughters, although the girls, of course, cannot claim their inheritance until they either marry or attain adulthood at twenty-one.

So it is not surprising that sixteen-year-old Mary Fredonia is married on October 21, 1846, at the oldest and most socially prestigious church in Vicksburg, Christ Church Episcopal. The groom? Our swift-heeled opportunist, twenty-seven-year-old Robert W. Burney. While appropriately impressive, the wedding perhaps is not as lavish as it would have been when the fortunes of McCord Williamson were riding high.

And Burney’s surely a smug and happy groom, congratulating himself as he stands at the altar watching his bride come down the aisle, a dowered girl of prominence and noble lineage.

When Burney marries Mary Fredonia Williamson, James Polk is president and Manifest Destiny, the right of Americans to usurp any country they take a shine to, is in full swing. Texas has been annexed as a slave state, and Dred Scott has appealed to a court in St. Louis for his freedom. Frederick Douglass has published his eponymous Narrative and in 1847 will put out the first issue of his abolitionist paper, the North Star. In the Northeast, women are starting to agitate about voting rights; and Joseph Cinque and the other African captives who commandeered the slave ship Amistad have been cleared of murder charges by the U.S. Supreme Court.

In every session of Congress there are rumblings of discontent and threats of secession, the “gag rule” preventing discussions of slavery having been abolished. South Carolina Senator John C. Calhoun makes fire-breathing speeches warning of anarchy if Northern industrialists try to strip Southerners of their economic power. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow has published a poem called “Anti-Slavery Melodies for the Friends of Freedom.” Abraham Lincoln of Illinois has been elected to the House of Representatives.

A man from Vermont, Ezra Blake Towne, has moved to Madison Parish, where he founds a newspaper and also buys two plantations, one of which—Wilderness Place—lies directly on the Mississippi, just south of where the Burney place will soon become a reality.

National and state politics seem irrelevant to the man with a mission, and besides, white people in the South assume slavery is not only their natural right but an inherent part of their interior lives. Nobody’s got secession or war in mind at this point, and Robert Burney has his eye fixed on the rich bottomland on that finger of land across from Vicksburg, and not just for planting. He imagines a ferryboat landing and, in time, a railroad depot. He may be planning trips in the future, promising his educated wife that someday they’ll take a train all the way to the Pacific Ocean.

They won’t make it, of course, not even as far as Texas. The war will commence a year after he and some associates incorporate and begin planning a town called De Soto Point, which will be situated on the Burney place and will include a depot and ferryboat landing. And though all their bright plans will come to nothing, someone else on that plantation will someday see the Pacific—the youngest child of a slave couple, our own Sarah Breedlove.

Doubtless a guest at Burney’s wedding is Oliver O. Woodman, a sharp dealer who lives in Vicksburg and is listed in the 1843 Warren County tax rolls as a druggist. Advertisements for his business suggest a combination bookstore, newsstand, drugstore and music establishment. Woodman’s an Easterner, born in Maine, and Caroline, his wife, is from Washington, D.C. The year of Burney’s nuptials, Woodman buys at least two more slaves: an aging couple named George and Vinny Kitteral, who once belonged to McCord Williamson.

Since Burney’s the only man in his father-in-law’s family—albeit by marriage—he has been appointed executor of the estate, and so, armed with power over his wife’s inheritance, he now burns the midnight oil with Woodman. Pooling their assets, the two men form, in January of 1848, a three-year partnership, called R. W. Burney & Co., “for the purpose of cutting6 cord wood for Steam Boats &tc. and to clear up and cultivate the land as fast as the timber is taken off.” Woodman transfers a 50 percent interest in his property—“sections 11 and 15, more or less bounded on the east and west side by the Mississippi River,” etc.—to Burney, in return for which Burney will provide Negroes and live on and work the land. During the first year, Burney’s services are to offset the value and interest of three promissory notes of $1,000 each, written to Woodman and signed over to Burney. A contract called an “Indenture Act and Agreement” stipulates that he will have three saddlehorses for his own use free of charge, and will provide Woodman with a monthly accounting of expenses and disbursements. Mary Fredonia Burney is granted an acre or more for a vegetable garden, from which to feed both her family and Woodman’s. The second year of the contract, Burney can either hire a manager or receive a salary for his services.

After the three years are up, Woodman has the right to buy Burney out for $3,000 plus one-half the value of whatever improvements Burney has made, such as slave quarters, a gin, a cistern, cribs, a mill house. If, on the other hand, Woodman wishes to sell, Burney has the right of first refusal. If the partnership ends and the two men divide up the assets, those slaves originally owned by Burney will be his sole property, their worth to be determined by their age and the number of children they have produced, including those still in the womb.

And here is the information we are looking for: The slaves Burney currently owns and will place on the land are Israel, a “good carpenter,” twenty-five years old, valued at $1,000, and his wife, Harriet, twenty-two, at $800; Solomon, twenty-two, at $900; Billy, nine—who by Louisiana law should not have been separated from his mother until he was ten—at $300; Jinny, twenty-two, at $700 and her children, Barnes, four, at $200 and Frederick, two, at $100. And, of course, Owen, nineteen, who weighs in at $700, and Minerva, also nineteen, at $600. Clearly they had not yet married or Burney would have said so, as he did with Israel and Harriet. Not that slave marriages had any legal standing; while respected among the slave community, they were strictly plantation rituals, performed by the owner, his wife or the overseer. Some slave couples jumped over a broom backwards to denote their betrothal. Others threw a rope over the house. The master might come out on a Sunday and bless multiple unions. And sometimes marriage was enforced, a male slave foisted on a female for breeding purposes.

For a nineteen-year-old man, $700 isn’t a particularly high estimation; nor is $600 for a woman the same age. For Louisiana at that time, they’re about average. One of the accounts of Madam Walker’s life claims that her father, Owen Breedlove, was a blacksmith purchased by Robert Burney for $2,000. The Owen Breedlove owned by Burney may well have been a blacksmith, but the contract mentions no trade, nor is there any record of Burney purchasing a slave at anything near this extremely high price. But in the 1890s, a New Mexico newspaper reports that a Negro blacksmith named Owen Breedlove—almost certainly Sarah’s brother—is living in Albuquerque, where indeed Sarah’s sister-in-law, Lucy, lives with her four daughters. Among slaves, blacksmithing was a highly regarded skill, which a father would certainly pass on to his son, and perhaps Owen Sr. did just that.

There is no written record of how Burney came by nine slaves, the Burney place having burned to the ground during the war; but we have to assume they were dowry, and that Burney then moved his wife and his property over to Delta, Louisiana, on the finger of land where Sarah Breedlove’s life began.


Death and Babies

According to numerous biographical accounts, Madam Walker was born in 1867 at “Grand View, Robert W. Burney’s thousand-acre plantation overlooking the Mississippi.”

Since most of the time the only things to see there are mud, junk trees and brown rolling water, Grandview’s a misnomer. And while Burney’s surely optimistic enough to have come up with it, there’s no evidence he did. Madison Parish diarist Kate Stone mentions “the depot at Mr. Burney’s7,” and everybody else calls the spread simply “the Burney place.” When Union officers confiscate the property after capturing Vicksburg, they officially rename it the Burney (old) Home Place. Finally, as for Sarah Breedlove being born on his plantation, by the year of her birth Robert W. Burney is dead, as is Fredonia, and ownership of the land her parents are working is up for grabs.

In the fall of 1862, with Union soldiers by then occupying most of Madison Parish, Robert Burney packs up his family, his goods and his chattel and rolls them on to the ferryboat, headed for the Mississippi piney woods around Morton, where his partner, the now-deceased O. O. Woodman, owns property. Though General Sherman soon torches the area, Burney will remain until the end of the war, and so, presumably, will his slaves, including Minerva and Owen. Minerva might have given birth to children in Mississippi. By the time they all return to Delta, in the spring of 1865, the Emancipation Proclamation has been in effect for two and a half years, but Burney’s workers may not have received the word. In the interior counties of Mississippi, according to a local diarist, “freedom came8 in a slow and capricious fashion.”

A few months later, in October 1865, Fredonia gives birth to her sixth daughter, Minnie Agnes, and the following spring, right around planting time, her forty-seven-year-old husband is struck down by apoplexy (what we now call cerebral hemorrhage, stroke or brain attack). And on April 12—six days after the Civil Rights Bill is passed over Andrew Johnson’s veto, and nine days after Fredonia’s thirty-sixth birthday—he dies, leaving his widow in debt to the eyeballs and with six young girls to raise. Fredonia buries her husband in what will become the family plot in Vicksburg’s Cedar Hill Cemetery, and the funeral, including ten hacks for mourners, sets her back $175.

She then returns home to cope, but “home,” at this point, is not much. Either Union or Confederate troops have burned the house and taken the fences for fuel. The Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands (BRFAL) has confiscated the property, on which freed men and women are now camped, some of them planting crops, others sick and sitting on the broken-down levee, looking at the river.

Then come the creditors. A lawyer writes to say that his client, Ivory Fenderson Woodman, Oliver’s brother, is pressing a claim for ownership of the land. A Vicksburg plantation supply store asks Mrs. Burney to please cover the debt accumulated by her husband since the end of the war, a whopping $24,000 in little over a year; and because the plantation store is in turn seriously in hock to its own suppliers, they will push hard for the money.

Spring is a time of new birth and bloom. In the South, spring comes early and settles its lush greenness on the countryside for more than half the year. But in the spring and summer of 1866, hope comes hard. Since nobody’s had time to drain the land, stagnating floodwaters provide ground for mosquitoes to breed in clouds, and crops go unplanted. Local opportunists join up with rascals and gamblers. For those without homes, money or credit, help is nonexistent. The rest of the country is bored with Southerners, black or white, and is already looking to the West, where the news is happier. Now that the Thirteenth Amendment, abolishing slavery, has been ratified, people want to move on. Those newly freed people, the thinking goes, must make their own way, without expecting to be coddled; they have to learn to swim by being thrown into the water and there discover what one observer calls “the necessity of swimming.” The Louisiana legislature rules that freedmen must support their own schools. In Memphis, white Democrats and policemen—crazed by the thought of a black man voting—attack freedmen and their white Republican friends. Forty-six blacks and two whites are killed, seventy others wounded. Officially this slaughter is called a race riot, the first of many to be thus titled in the next one hundred and some-odd years. And, in Pulaski, Tennessee, six bored former Confederate soldiers meet and form a knockabout terrorists’ organization they call the Ku Klux Klan.

Under these conditions, Minerva and Owen Breedlove are quietly constructing a life, presumably raising their children and leasing land on shares from the Burney estate. Sharecropping contracts varied, but in many cases the owner provided a house and the land, sometimes mules and sacks, in return for which tenants worked the land and shared whatever money their crops fetched at the end of the year, giving the owner anywhere from a quarter to a half of the profits. But to farm, a family needs tools, seed, a plow; and without money or government assistance, the only way to pay for these essentials is with credit, using the next crop as collateral. Some planters have the assets to operate their own store, but the Breedloves’ account is with Delta store owner Moses Feibleman, their credit tied to their contract with Burney’s estate. Whatever they owe at the store will be taken directly out of their share of that year’s yield. And so, inevitably, sharecroppers start every new year deep in the red. Even if they have a good crop, debts from the year before will yank them back down into the vicious cycle. As one farmer explains, “We were poor, had nothing to go on, had no collateral, and we just had to plant the crop that would bring the money right away. We did not have time to wait.”

The Breedloves have stayed put because the land is what they know and growing cotton on shares is their only hope. Freedpeople want three things: to own land, enjoy mobility, and educate their children. Owen and Minerva are not thinking in terms of mobility or education for themselves; they are aiming at owning land, so that their children might enjoy both.

Concerning freed slaves living in the river parishes, Philip Sheridan, the head of the Louisiana BRFAL, writes: “The Negroes as a class have not yet learned that their labor is their capital and are therefore too ready to quit for trivial reasons.” He goes on to register the general hostility among whites to colored schools, as proved by the burning of schoolhouses and the beating of teachers and students.

Life in the swamps goes dark and inward. After the floods, a drought. Everybody’s crop is thin, and the cotton market is down. People working the land have no time to think about politics or cattle drives or even the vote. They are too busy bailing water and worrying about starvation, wet cotton and money.

So much for “Grand View” in the spring and summer of 1866.

A parish judge appoints Mary Fredonia Burney natural tutrix to her children. To no one’s surprise her neighbor—the newspaperman Ezra Towne—is named undertutor and will watch over Fredonia’s affairs. If something should, God forbid, happen to Mrs. Burney, Towne will see to the girls’ education.

A cholera epidemic erupts at the end of August 1866, four months after Burney’s death. In New Orleans, 569 people have died, and by early fall the epidemic is moving upriver. People die quickly of cholera, often in less than a week. In contrast with yellow jack and malaria, black people and white die from it in equal numbers. And because it is a disease spread by contaminated water and food, in flood-ridden spots like New Orleans, Vicksburg and Delta, it can quickly become endemic, as contamination seeps into cracked cisterns, and people drink as much water as they can, especially in August and September when the temperature and humidity soar into the nineties every day. And given her emotional and physical debilitation—the recent birth of her sixth child, the sudden death of her husband, the onslaught of suits and claims, the lack of any security for herself and all those daughters, the constant pressure of worry and more worry—Fredonia goes down fast when cholera hits Delta.

Cholera is insidious and creepy, its first sign a watery flux that will not stop. Health drains by the cupful from its victims, who are removed so gradually from life that death is the gentlest liquid descent, hardly noticeable to a thin, exhausted woman lying with her hips raised over the bedpan. On November 14, 1866, seven months after her husband’s burial, Mary Fredonia Williamson Burney dies—even as cholera is being controlled in Boston, New York and most European cities. Health officials and scientists don’t yet understand its causes, but they do know that the disbursal of clean water will keep the disease from spreading. But in the ruined South, once cholera strikes, the only treatments—blistering and quarantine—are at once hysterical and hopeless. There are no disease-control programs. Nor is there any clean water.

Ezra Towne, who in time will become known as “Colonel” and “the Patriarch of Delta,” makes the arrangements and accompanies the older Burney daughters to the funeral. This service, with only six hacks, costs $135. Robert W. and Mary Fredonia’s headstones, installed many years later by their children, are identical, respectably tall marble spires with decorative urns on top.

Less than a month later, at another family meeting, Towne is appointed temporary guardian of the children and formally requests that he be officially appointed to that position. He quickly makes bond, takes oath and, in December, is named administrator of the Heirs of Burney estate and guardian of the six daughters and is given permission to do what he thinks best “for the Burney babes and the land.”

By the winter of 1867, Minerva and Owen Breedlove have harvested their first crop. And even though 1866 was a disaster, they ride the same dream as the white farmers, of a better crop next year—and if not that one, the next. For sharecroppers, even though the land doesn’t officially belong to them, because they farm it themselves and because the chance for a bigger yield is, if unlikely, at least possible, the land at least seems like theirs. Most of them don’t talk, or even think, about how hard they have to work; they just go out and do it.

Now that the Freedman’s Bill has been passed, black people are hoping that the federal government will finally come to their aid, providing them with schools for their children and the forty acres and a mule that Sherman promised them in Field Order #15. There is rumor, too, that the U.S. government is planning to give them the entire South.

Meanwhile, Ezra Towne is laying plans. Friends of his have bought up rights to a railroad company, and he’s got control of the land. Their depot will span Burney’s boundaries and his own, but he assures the politicians that he controls both, and a deal is struck. He hires an engineer to map the new town, which is shaped somewhat like a triangle and will have 325 blocks, each measuring three hundred feet by three hundred feet, with named avenues, numbered streets and six public squares, one of which will be reserved for the parish courthouse (located, until then, in his own house).

In the midst of all this hubbub, thirteen months after Fredonia’s death, another daughter is born on the Burney (old) Home Place. In December of 1867, the last Breedlove baby arrives, possibly named Winnie. Or maybe her parents added a middle name, Sarah, or maybe this very strong-willed girl eventually decided the matter herself, because she will be listed as Sarah in city directories by the 1890s and later in the 1900 census. On July 13, 1877, the Vicksburg Herald’s Sexton Report will note the death of a “Sarah Breedlove, Colored,” of consumption, at the age of twenty-eight. This, of course, is a different Sarah, but she is surely kin, either by blood or marriage, and perhaps when she moved to Vicksburg the next year, the ten-year-old daughter of Minerva and Owen took her name. Who can say?

She is born on the twenty-third, two days before Christmas, when the crops are in and the farming year is all but over and people are getting ready to celebrate the holiday—or not, because the croppers and planters who ended 1866 hoping for better in 1867 have suffered another grim comeuppance. In April, the river had risen to an all-time high. When it finally receded, farmers put in their seeds and built new levees. Then the water came back, destroying the levees, washing the seeds away. The Louisiana delta was inundated for thirty miles in every direction, and there was nothing to do but look at the water and wait it out. When the overflow settled back within the banks, they started over, but the summer brought searing drought. Lack of rain created puny cotton stalks, yet at least they were up. Then, just as the bolls opened, so did the skies. Sheets of rain blanketed the fields; sodden bolls drooped in the mud; floods followed. And when the sun finally emerged, the army worm appeared and—rapacious, farmers said, as Sherman—often chewed its way through three acres of cotton in a night.

Field reports sent to the BRFAL testify to the chaos among croppers and freedmen. Morals, they conclude, have disappeared. Starving people cheat and kill one another over a chicken. Since the army worm had no taste for corn, that crop came on strong, but in the night, swampers stole unripe ears off the stalk. No corn meant no cornshucks to weave into halters and hats, no meal to grind for bread, no feed for hogs and mules. Even the marketplace participates. By the end of the year cotton has plunged to fifteen cents a pound while the price of a mule has rocketed to $250.

In the Louisiana river parishes, according to a BRFAL official, “freedpeople poverty-stricken, without homes or supplies … seldom receive the protection state laws should guarantee.… Yellow fever prevails. The worm prevails.… Freedmen are working diligently, despite discouragement.… But their patience ought to merit better results.” The report also notes the political “excitement consequent upon the enfranchisement of the colored race,” once the Fourteenth Amendment is ratified, guaranteeing the freedman citizenship, due process and the right to vote.

Manhood suffrage must seem like a distant notion to Owen Breedlove, who likely does what he has to. A newspaper story from that time says that colored men living on the Louisiana side of the river “prey on Vicksburg” for jobs and money, so perhaps he takes the ferry across the river to get day work. And when the river rises so high that the ferry can’t operate, he chops wood and waits.

The birth of a freeborn child deserves celebrating. And perhaps Minerva Breedlove has saved up enough energy to lavish a little on her new baby. Perhaps from her first breath this daughter hears her mother’s whispers telling her that she’s special, free, a citizen of a better world. Telling her that she is born for greatness and must step into it like a new dress.

There is no record of Winnie Breedlove’s birth, or of Sarah’s, or of brothers and sisters. There is only the 1848 contract listing Minerva and Owen among Robert Burney’s possessions and the 1869 certificate legalizing their marriage, in a ceremony conducted by Rev. Curtis Pollard. The notoriously suspect 1870 U.S. Census lists no Owen and Minerva Breedlove as citizens of Louisiana, even though all the evidence we have indicates they are there, presumably farming on shares.

As the 1868 election approaches, black and white men are registering to vote all over the South. Andrew Johnson’s presidency is in disgrace, and the impeachment proceedings against him have begun. Southern Democrats think they have a lock on power and will soon be in charge. And while they generally support colored manhood suffrage, the Radical Republicans of Louisiana warn against going too far, fearing “negro supremacy.”

Chaos and trouble, hope and disappointment mark the year of Sarah Breedlove’s birth.

By order of the first Reconstruction Act, in 1868 Louisiana approves a new constitution, Article 13 of which bans racial segregation in public accommodations. The carpetbagger Henry C. Warmouth retains his seat as governor, while a Negro and former housepainter, Oscar Dunn, is elected lieutenant governor. In June, the state is readmitted to the union. Ulysses S. Grant becomes the Republican candidate for president. The slogan of his opponent, Horatio Seymour, is, “This is a White Man’s Government.” When the election is held in November, Grant is not credited with a single vote in all of northeast Louisiana.

In June of 1869, Ezra Towne holds a sale. There are no advertisements, no bids are taken, and at the last minute the date is changed. And because he has arranged to sell the Burney place as a plantation, not a potential town, his associates get it for a song. Everybody knows the land’s in no condition to be farmed and that Towne and his cohorts—including Louisiana Supreme Court Justice John T. Ludeling and Congressman John Ray—are going to build a depot and a town there, and that if the Burney place had been sold as such, its value would have jumped sevenfold.

A photograph of the Patriarch of Delta shows a lean, wiry man with a narrow gray beard, large round ears and a significant, aristocratic nose. Flat eyebrows bear down on beady eyes that burn with rectitude and certainty. He is wearing a dark three-piece wool suit, its loose-fitting jacket adorned with fashionable piping outlining the lapels and breast pockets. His hair, parted low, lies flat across his wide pate. He looks fierce and resolute, a Vermonter to his bones.

Five months later, in November, Curtis Pollard joins Minerva Anderson and Owen Breedlove in matrimony. In their own eyes and those of their community, they have been married for many years, but now they have the piece of paper making their union legal. Unable to read the certificate, they depend on the Reverend to tell them what it says and to bless them with prayer and the assurance that they have done the right and Christian thing by themselves and their children. Their baby daughter is almost two years old, and their work for the year is finished except for the picking.

To further boom the new town, Towne and his cronies shamelessly use their influence to move the parish seat to Delta. Public records are taken out of what’s referred to as a “Negro shack,” where they have been kept since the Yankees burned the courthouse, and are moved to Towne’s home—onto which he has built a brick addition to be used as a clerk’s office. The parish pays for the addition, naturally, and purchases a large iron-barred cage, used for transporting prisoners to jail, that also finds its way onto the Colonel’s property.

As to Grandview, among those present at the family meeting held in November of 1866 just after Fredonia Burney’s death was J. A. McDonough, who happened to be serving as sheriff during the incumbent’s illness. During the year he held office, McDonough became familiar with the Burney girls and their situation, and early in 1868 he married the eldest, Almedia. She was nineteen years old at the time, still a minor, but with marriage she became independent of her legal guardian. No way to know whether Almedia chafed under Towne’s tutelage but certainly she might have. And soon afterwards, in a ledger entitled “Record of Supplies furnished planters for the subsistence of employed freedpeople issued under the provision of Circular #1 of 1865,” J. A. McDonough of Madison Parish applied to the U.S. government for assistance, his profession given as “Planter” and the name of his plantation—located on the river near DeSoto Point—“Grandview.” The petition asked for rations for fourteen women, six men and no children, amounting to 960 pounds of corn-meal and 400 of pork. The request is denied because of an excess of hands. And only here, in this ledger book, is the Burney place called Grandview until seventy or eighty years later, when stories about—but not by—Madam C.J. Walker state that she was born “at Grand View.” (On the same page as McDonough’s request, another is recorded for one E.B. Towne, asking for rations for fourteen men and twelve women on the Wilderness plantation. His request is also denied, for the same reason.)

Meanwhile, Towne and his cronies pass bills and bond issues funding Delta’s railroad tracks and depot without paying a cent of interest. And as one disastrous agricultural year follows another, the news of coming prosperity provides no comfort at all to the sharecroppers living at “Grandview.”

All local histories require careful vetting. For the most part they are town-proud documents given to self-congratulation and puffery, but sometimes they are all we have. There is such a history of Madison Parish, written in the late 1920s and early ’30s by William M. Murphy, a lawyer from Tallulah. After spending many years in Baton Rouge as a state senator and representative, he left Louisiana in 1904 to work as an attorney for a land company, a job that took him to Chicago, Kansas City, St. Louis and New York. On one of his trips to New York, the widowed Murphy met and married Minnie Spann, who had grown up on Milliken’s Bend in Madison Parish and was at that time a staff writer for the New York Times. But in 1927, when William became ill, the childless couple moved back to Tallulah, where Minnie tended to his needs and contented herself by reading, gardening and writing the occasional feature article. And after her husband’s death, when the WPA began recording local histories, she anonymously submitted a number of stories. Like her husband, Minnie Murphy’s aim was to praise Tallulah, and on racial matters she’s unreliable, her attitudes and perceptions having been formed at a time when white superiority was taken for granted. She writes of “the terrible Reconstruction years” and concludes that black people didn’t fear yellow fever because of an immunity “handed down from jungle ancestors.” Nonetheless, among her stories are ones about the little girl who became Madam C.J. Walker.

Without noting her sources, Mrs. Murphy reports that Winnie Breedlove was an industrious and honest little girl, open-faced and well thought of “by her white folks,” but that there was nothing about her to indicate that in time she would become a millionaire. “Her and me was friends,” she quotes Celeste Hawkins, an African-American, as saying. “We played together and cotch crawfish in de bayous; we went to fish frys and picnics; we sat side by side in the old Pollard Church house on Sunday.” Nobody, she says, could beat either one of them at chopping cotton or picking the bolls clean, and she says they both wore their hair twisted and wrapped in strings, like “any right-minded nigger chile.” Celeste then wonders if it wasn’t right then and there, when she was out in the cotton fields with her hair wrapped, that little Winnie started conjuring up ways to straighten her hair.

Now, Celeste Hawkins may or may not have picked cotton with Winnie Breedlove, or called her Winnie or a “nigger chile.” She may have decided to tell Mrs. Murphy the tale she wanted to hear, in the language she knew the lady preferred. But it is undoubtedly true that the young Sarah Breedlove worked hard, because by all accounts Madam Walker could outwork any of her employees, and it makes sense that this habit would have been ingrained at an early age. Unquestionably, a young black girl living on this stretch of the river would have picked cotton and fished in the bayous. She would certainly have worn her hair twisted up tight and held by strings all week long, until her mother, on Sunday morning, took the strings out and furiously brushed and greased her hair so that she would look presentable at church. Monday, or perhaps Sunday night, the strings went back in, sometimes pulled so tight, black children said, it hurt to blink, until the strings stretched out a little; it was as if their hair were being jerked out at the roots, especially at the temple.

A serious child, she turns four, five, six. She is growing, studying, paying close attention to the people around her. I imagine her spending a great deal of time either alone or hanging by Minerva’s side, nagging her with questions. And so by the time she’s of an age when white children are just starting school, young Winnie has begun to consider a larger range of possibilities than other little girls might imagine. People who leap from obscurity into widespread renown are usually on their way before they know it. Sarah Breedlove must have absorbed her mother’s experience and understood that she was the family’s representative, the culmination of all their years of hope and pain and pure determination.

Once she becomes wealthy and famous, reporters will constantly ask about her early life, and Madam Walker will say that her mother and father died the same year, when she was seven years old. But that’s not exactly how she puts it. “Orphaned at seven,” she says. The story is not her parents’, then, but hers, Madame’s, and she will do this consistently, to bring the story close and make it her own. Nor is it true that Minerva and Owen Breedlove died the same year. On August 26, 1874, Owen Breedlove, now forty-five years old, will take a new wife, Mary Jane Lewis, who in the census taken four years before her marriage is listed as twenty-five years old, black, born in Louisiana, her profession, “Keeping House.” Edward Troy—who leased land on the Burney place after the government confiscated it and has become assistant pastor of the New Hope Church—performs the ceremony. Both Mary Jane and Owen sign the marriage certificate with X’s.

And so we come back to where we started, to the ill woman lying still and breathing deeply on the homemade bed, the young girl at its foot watching hard. By August 1874, Minerva Breedlove will be dead. Three years later, in 1877, Mary Jane Breedlove will rent a mule to Ike Moseley for six hundred pounds of lint cotton. A married woman would not rent out a mule on her own; her husband would have signed the contract. And so in the space of three years, Sarah’s father has died as well. In 1877, a smallpox epidemic raged through northeastern Louisiana and proved particularly devastating to black people. Perhaps he died from that. Or, possibly, he one day up and left. But would he have, after all those years staying put? Emancipated, stays put. Hard times, stays on. Worse times, still there. Widowed, with two daughters to take care of, he remarries and soldiers on. Then, with the girls growing up with a new mother, he leaves? It doesn’t make sense. Holding to the probabilities of character and constancy, I believe he never left, but died and was buried in the colored cemetery.

At any rate, however it goes, by 1877 Mary Lewis Breedlove’s husband, Sarah’s father, is not in the picture. And I have calculated Minerva Breedlove’s death as falling in early summer of 1874, during the fever months but before Owen’s remarriage on August 26. Sarah sees her mother go, then watches as the women on the Burney place bathe her, wrap her body in a shroud and lay it in a wooden casket, following along as the men carry the casket from the small cabin to where she will be buried, near the Pollard church, in a garden of graves for people of her race.

Learn to read.

A big child, a smart girl, she will make her own life, form her own thoughts, grieve in her own way. Perhaps she feels orphaned when her mother dies and that’s where her later phrasing comes from. With Minerva gone, her youngest child—her baby—finds herself abandoned. Alone.

Not far away, in Colfax, Louisiana, some sixty black people are slashed to death in a riot, after which the perpetrators walk over the dead men’s bodies and beat out the brains of those not quite dead. Later, one of them will boast, “We shan’t have no more trouble with the niggers in Grant Parish. When as clean a job is made in every parish in the state, we shall begin to have some quiet and niggers will know their place.” Statements such as these are common as dirt.

Because it doesn’t consider itself a benevolent institution, the federal government has turned education over to the states. “Public assistance to the poor,” declares O. O. Howard, the former head of BRFAL, “is abnormal to our system of government.”

Reconstruction is holding on. After Henry Warmouth is impeached, the mulatto lieutenant governor of Louisiana, P.B.S. Pinchback, serves a short stint as governor and then, after he is replaced, is elected to the U.S. Senate. (In the early 1920s Pinchback’s grandson, the writer Jean Toomer, will move to Harlem and become a friend of Madam Walker’s daughter.) John Roy Lynch, a former slave from Mississippi, has been seated in Congress.

In the face of these facts, the White League in Louisiana declares itself dedicated to the violent restoration of white supremacy, vowing that “the niggers shall not rule over us.” And in Mississippi, Democrats develop a strategy designed to overthrow Republican rule, oust carpetbaggers and rid themselves of Reconstructionism. The Mississippi Plan—also called, more pointedly, the Shotgun Plan—will begin in Vicksburg, where during elections the White Man’s Party will patrol the streets, assassinating and terrorizing. “Couple of years,” one planter declares, “and the niggers will be ours again.”

“Tell me this,” a white woman challenged New York journalist Whitelaw Reid, when he asked about the freed Negroes who had once worked her land. “If they aren’t mine then whose are they?”

“Reconstruction,” a former slave said, years afterwards, “was a hard pull.”

The big dark-skinned girl with the wide forehead and strong jaw knows politics and injustice in the most basic ways: because they inform her life and make it what it is. Because she cannot make a safe life without taking politics into consideration.

As a child, she “craved the beautiful,” an unnamed person supposedly said of Winnie Breedlove. But this was some forty or fifty years after Minerva Breedlove’s death, after the girl Winnie, or Sarah, was living in Indianapolis and had become Madam C.J. Walker. And this person is being quoted in a story about a celebrity, a black woman who dresses in fine silks and brocades and lavishly decorates her mansion. But let’s assume the remark is truthful. How does a girl in those circumstances reveal her craving for the beautiful? What does she look for and bring home, to save in a secret place of her own? A length of red ribbon? Mulberry blossoms, clover chain, a rock washed smooth by the river? A blue-black tailfeather from a squawky grackle or a scrap of cloth dyed hackberry-mauve, found on the steps of the Pollard church?

We decipher one childhood year from the next by meaningful events and recurring rituals: school, teacher, illness, death, the year the mule died or the depot was finished. But young Sarah will not go to school. In Delta, Negro children receive no public education. As for missionaries from the North, they never spent much time in backwater Louisiana. Some ventured in, but they didn’t stay long—only until disease sent them elsewhere. And by now, they are all long gone.

So instead of school projects or favorite teachers, the recurring rituals of Sarah Breedlove’s young life are the larger ones, which the Rev. Curtis Pollard has told them come from God: the river; the sun, stars and moon; the rain.
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