
Dear Club Members, 


It ’s been 50 years since the death of Josephine Baker. she had a tough start in life, she made 
money as a homeless teenager by dancing on street corners in St Louis,  Missouri, but upon her 
death her funeral service was attended by more than 20,000 mourners, and she received full 
French military honours. The only American born woman to do so. 


Born Freda Josephine McDonald on June 3, 1906, in St. Louis, Missouri, Baker grew up in poverty 
during the height of racial segregation in the United States. Her father left when she was very 
young, and she worked from childhood as a domestic servant, often enduring mistreatment. By age 
13, she had dropped out of school., and married Willie Wells, they divorced quickly.  At 15, she 
married for the second time, her husband was William Baker who she also divorced quickly, but she 
kept the surname “Baker” for the rest of her life as her career was beginning to take off. 


Her  performing career began in New York City, during the Harlem Renaissance, where she danced 
in the chorus line of numerous shows. In  the show "Shuffle Along", Baker was a dancer at the end of 
a chorus line. Fearing she might be overshadowed by the others, she used her position to ad-lib, 
introducing a hint of comedy into her routine, making her stand out from her fellow dancers, thus 
going off-script, yet engaging audiences. She began in "Shuffle Along" with one of the U.S. touring 
companies, but, once she came of age, she was transferred to the Broadway production, where 
she remained for several months, until the show closed, in 1923. Next, Baker was cast in "The 
Chocolate Dandies", a revue that opened on September 1, 1924. Again, she was relegated to 
the chorus line. The show ran for 96 performances, finally closing on November 22, 1924.


In 1925, Baker moved to Paris as part of the Revue Nègre, finding in France a greater degree of 
racial acceptance than in America. She became the toast of the Parisian cabaret scene, famous 
for her comedic expressions, daring costumes, and the now-iconic “banana skirt” performance at 
the Folies Bergère. 

Her success coincided with the 1925 Exposition des Arts Décoratifs, which gave birth to the term 
"Art Deco", as well as a renewed interest in non-Western art forms, including those of African origin, 
which Baker would represent. In later shows in Paris, she was often accompanied on stage by her 
pet cheetah, "Chiquita", who frequently escaped into the orchestra pit, terrorising the musicians 
and adding another element of excitement to the show.

After a while, Baker became the most successful American entertainer in France. Ernest Hemingway 
called her "the most sensational woman anyone ever saw.” The author spent hours talking with her 
in Parisian bars, Picasso depicted her alluring beauty, and Jean Cocteau became friendly with her. 
Baker endorsed a "Bakerfix" hair gel, as well as bananas, shoes, and cosmetics, and more. 


She began to sing as well as dance, and starred in 4 films .Between 1933 and 1937, Baker was a 
guest at the start of the Tour de France on four occasions. After enduring severe hostility in 
Germany and Eastern Europe during the late 1920s—where she was targeted by storm troopers 
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with ammonia bombs and told to "Go back to Africa"—she was spurred to actively participate in 
the French Resistance against the Nazis


She married again, to  French industrialist Jean Lion in 1937, which granted her French citizenship, 
and later to bandleader Jo Bouillon in 1947. Her personal relationships were complex, with reports 
of romantic connections to both men and women, reflecting her independent spirit and defiance 
of societal norms. It ’s speculated that she had a romantic relationship with the artist Frida Kahlo.


When World War II broke out, Baker ’s personal and professional worlds intertwined. Her marriage to 
Lion had already rooted her in France, and her celebrity status became a valuable asset to the 
French Resistance. She had a pilots licence, and at the beginning of the war flew missions over 
Germany collecting intelligence on German troop movements, as well as the locations and 
activities of airfields and harbours. She worked under Captain Jacques Abtey of the Deuxième 
Bureau, gathering intelligence at embassy gatherings and transporting it concealed in sheet music 
or written in invisible ink. Her château in the Dordogne served as both a refuge for Resistance 
fighters and a storehouse for supplies. In North Africa, she continued to aid the Free French Forces, 
raising funds and performing for troops, even while recovering from serious illness.


After the war, Baker turned her attention to the civil rights struggle. In the United States, she refused 
to perform at segregated venues, forcing some clubs to integrate audiences for her shows. She 
spoke alongside Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. at the 1963 March on Washington, wearing her French 
military uniform and decorated medals, the only official female speaker.


Her commitment to equality was deeply personal. With her fourth husband, Jo Bouillon, she 
adopted twelve children from different ethnic and religious backgrounds, raising them together at 
her estate, Les Milandes, in France. She called them her “Rainbow Tribe,” intending to demonstrate 
that people of all races could live in harmony. Although her dream was noble, the financial strain 
of maintaining the estate eventually led to bankruptcy, and in 1969, she lost Les Milandes. Friends, 
including Princess Grace of Monaco, later helped her regain stability.


Her final performance was on April 8, 1975. Baker starred in a retrospective revue at the Bobino in 
Paris, "Joséphine à Bobino 1975" celebrating her 50 years in show business. The revue, financed 
by Prince Rainier, Princess Grace, and Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, opened to rave reviews. 
Demand for seating was such that fold-out chairs had to be added to accommodate spectators. 
The opening-night audience included Sophia Loren, Mick Jagger, Shirley Bassey, Diana Ross and 
Liza Minnelli.


Josephine Baker died on April 12, 1975, in Paris, days after that triumphant comeback 
performance. She was given a state funeral attended by more than 20,000 mourners. In 2021, she 
was posthumously inducted into the Panthéon, becoming the first Black woman honoured there—a 
lasting tribute to a life defined by artistry, bravery, and a relentless fight for justice.


Your fibre is inspired by a costume Josephine wore in 1974 in a performance at the London 
Palladium, in her early years she was famous for her near nudity on stage, but in later life her 
costumes did become more conventional, but still utterly spectacular.


Happy Spinning




Katie


Fibre Content- In case your parcel is missing the label

92% Superfine Merino

8% Stellina


Further Reading-


Her London Palladium performance

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zUbUaBwLnMA


Quick You Tube overview of her life

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YYejG9_3whY


More about her life

https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/josephine-baker


https://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2020/09/josephine-baker-biography-paris?
srsltid=AfmBOoqOCUeAA_F5oEkxygYXiWWsJcEx56ljnADusZRGhZFOtlBvtK4L
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