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Fame is often fleeting, but for some, their fame can outlast a lifetime. One of America’s 

first billionaire women and the first black female billionaire, Madam C.J. Walker has made an 

impression on both the African-American community and the entrepreneurial world that has long 

outlasted her lifetime.  

Born in 1876, Walker did not have an easy start to life. She was not born into wealth, as 

her “Madam” prefix would suggest, but instead worked her way into it. She was also not born 

C.J. Walker but instead was born as Sarah Breedlove to Louisiana sharecroppers. At the age of 

six, she became orphaned and by the time she was 20, she had already been married to a man 

named Moses McWilliams, had a daughter, A’Leila, and widowed. Left with very little except 

her determination to escape poverty and do something about her hair, which had begun falling 

out, Walker began to work on building her company and cater her beauty products to the 

African-American society. 

During the years of Reconstruction and in the aftermath of the Emancipation and the 

Civil War, few aspects of society catered to African-American needs. Beauty and cosmetology 

was one such area; it wasn’t uncommon for African-American women to straighten their hair to 

be more like Caucasian hair. Walker changed that with her business. She began working with 

another woman, Annie Turbo, to develop their hair product that would supposedly restore hair 

that had faded or fallen out, such as Walker’s. It was titled Madam CJ Walker Beauty Care, and 

was utilized along with hair care that became known as the “Walker system”, which was the 

combination of iron combs, lotions and scalp preparation.  

Her products were catered specially to the needs of African-American women, which was 

what made them so appealing to the women in her area. Walker also utilized beauty culturalists 

that she trained to work and advocate her products, and she began to spread her product 

throughout the neighborhoods of her home. It was this door-to-door sales technique, along with 

the newspapers she used to advertise her products with her 2nd husband Charles J. Walker, that 

made her a common name in her communities. 

Long after her death, Walker continues to inspire women worldwide to open their own 

beauty businesses and cultivate her talent. Rather than advocating a white standard of beauty, 

Walker fostered the idea of working with natural black beauty, as it was common place to alter 

African-American hair to resemble white hair. She continues to inspire successful black 

cosmetics brands, including Lisa Price, founder of Carol's Daughter; sisters Miko and Titi 

Branch, founders of Miss Jessie's; and Nadine Thompson of Soul Purpose Lifestyle Co.  
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