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Sarah Breedlove, aka Madam C.J. Walker, was the first female self-made millionaire in America. She 
was the sixth child in her family, and the first one born into freedom. (The rest were enslaved at birth in 
Louisiana, as were her parents.) Both parents died before Sarah turned 8; she moved in with her older 
sister in Mississippi shortly after and worked as a domestic servant from a very young age. Sarah had 
all of three months of formal education in her whole life. 


To escape her abusive brother-in-law, Sarah married her first husband at age 14. (PUKE!!!) She had her 
daughter A'Lelia at 17, and after her first husband died 2 years later, the pair moved to St. Louis, 
where Sarah worked as a laundress, determined to give her daughter a chance at a formal education. 
Both of her brothers were barbers, and, suffering from scalp and hair problems that were rampant in 
the Black community in her time, Sarah began selling hair-care products marketed toward Black 
women while developing her own hair and scalp care products in response to her own hair loss. After 
getting married for the 3rd time (her second marriage was a blip in her history, and doesn't seem worth 
mentioning), to a mister Charles Walker, from which she gleaned her professional moniker of Madame 
C.J. Walker, the family moved from one coast to another, and everywhere in between, as they began to 
invest in Sarah's burgeoning door-to-door business. The business expanded throughout the country 
and the Caribbean, and Walker opened a beauty school to instruct other Black women in the proper 
ways to apply and market her product. She ran business seminars, teaching Black woman how to 
budget and run their own businesses, opening doors for them to control their financial destinies. She 
hosted local business clubs throughout the country for her beauty consultants, and through her 
organization, National Beauty Culturists and Benevolent Association of Madam C.J. Walker Agents, 
convened a national conference in Philadelphia in 1917 that was one of the first national gatherings of 
female entrepreneurs. Somewhere in there, she divorced Charles, but kept his name, and A'Lelia and 
Sarah continued to build the heck out their business. 


Walker became more overtly political after her semi-retirement, using her influence and growing 
financial privilege to advocate for change. She supported other Black entrepreneurs and took part in 
the Harlem Renaissance. She devoted large parts of her fortune to supporting and founding charities 
advocating for the Black community. When she died at age 51 from hypertension, her legacy was 
already powerful and her daughter A'Lelia continued that legacy. Many Black women were empowered 
and inspired by the legacy Walker left. Our August colorway, Beauty Culture, pays colorful homage to 
Madam C.J. Walker's legacy.
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