News From American Legacy

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

AMERICAN LEGACY HIGHLIGHTS AFRICAN-AMERICAN FASHION ICON OPHELIA DEVORE
New York, New York (August 6, 2003)—More than 60 years ago Ophelia Devore invented a career in fashion—an industry that at the time did not welcome people of color. In THE SECRET TO INNER BEAUTY (p. 20), American Legacy magazine chronicles the life and accomplishments of this remarkable woman.  Born in 1926 to a white father and a multi-racial mother, Devore began modeling in 1938 at the age of 16.  In 1946 she launched one of the first modeling agencies in the United States aimed at the ethnic market.  It was an uphill battle at first because, as American Legacy states, “Fashion photographers had never shot people of color before; make-up artists needed to create new cosmetics, because none yet existed for darker skin tones.”  Jobs for African-American models were scarce, so Devore opened up the Ophelia Devore School of Charm in order to provide a steady source of income to compensate for her meager agency bookings.  By the early 1950s, Devore’s agency and school had begun to attract some African-American beauties who would go on to become well-known pioneers in fashion, film and television, such as Diahann Carroll and Cicely Tyson.  

Devore’s biggest breakthrough came courtesy of the French fashion world.  Devore learned that the French found African-American images of beauty energetic and exotic.  Several of her models won the Miss Festival beauty contest at the Cannes Film Festival.  Devore also orchestrated two of the first nationally known ethnic beauty contests in the United States—Miss Empire State and the Miss American Beauty.  By the early 1960s, Devore had become known as a highly respected marketer to the ethnic communities.

OTHER STORIES INCLUDE:

· THE GARIFUNA (p. 15)—Descended from Africans and ancient Caribbean Indians, these people avoided slavery and have kept much of their unique culture intact for nearly 400 years.

· TUSKEGEE’S REAL FOUNDER (p. 35)—The school was born when a canny entrepreneur cut a deal with two Alabama congressmen:  You get me white funding, I’ll get you black votes.
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