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Preface


This is the love story of a recently graduated, immature, young man, and his pursuit of both his true love and a successful career. Notably, the story is set against the backdrop of one of the most tumultuous decades in American history. My goal has been to intertwine the life of one 22-year-old man and the transitional years he lived through.



In 1861, tensions that had existed since the founding of the United States between the North and South erupted in violent civil war. Four bloody years later, the South capitulated in the military conflict. Faced with the choice of whether to bring the Confederate States of the South back into the Union as a family or to treat them as a conquered country. In many ways, the United States chose the latter. While the shooting war had stopped, the underlying mistrust and tensions between the two regions continued.


One full century later, the conflict resumed with the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. By God’s grace, this time there were no serious calls for secession or armies dispatched to the field. However, as the book notes, emotions were almost as high, and there were numerous episodes of violence. This time, though, the end result was successful. De facto slavery was finally ended, and African Americans had entered the mainstream.

A great conundrum when writing is what to do about words or names that were in common use, or at least accepted, that are now considered to be anathemas. For example, a granddaughter told me, “You can’t use the terms ‘colored’ or ‘Negro’!” I pointed out that restrooms, waiting rooms, theaters, churches, and other public sites did not use signs indicating “African American”, and “Caucasian” to separate facilities; and that the greatest of all Civil Rights icons, Martin Luther King, Jr., used Negro as the proper and polite description in his lifetime. Subsequently, I will use words commonly used in polite society in the 1960s and ‘70s. There is one title that is more objectionable than all the others. When I find it necessary to use it, I shall insert the abbreviation “N…...r.”


I certainly hope and expect that you will enjoy reading this book, number four in the series, The 20th century, and I
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Chapter 1

Arrival in the Deep South

The First 24 Hours

It had been hot and humid when I left Pittsburgh on the afternoon of Sunday, 15 August 1965. It was even warmer and muggier when I descended the portable rolling staircase from the Eastern Airlines, Douglas DC-9 airplane, and walked across the tarmac to enter Atlanta Municipal Airport. By then, Atlanta’s population was 550,000, and the entire Metropolitan area, Fulton and DeKalb Counties combined, added another 409,000, swelling it to 959,000 people in 800 square miles, an area 60% of the entire state of Rhode Island. However, almost 85% of metropolitan Atlantans lived in only 17% of the landmass. Even more remarkable was that, while 25% of Georgia’s citizens lived in the Metropolitan Atlanta area, it accounted for only 1.3% of the state’s landmass. Very quickly, I learned that rural Georgia began just beyond the outskirts of the central city.

In 1971, the airport was renamed William B. Hartsfield Atlanta International Airport, and again in 2003 to Hartsfield-Jackson-Atlanta Airport. Mayor Hartsfield had greatly expanded the airport to continue Atlanta’s dominance as a major transportation hub. Maynard Jackson was Atlanta’s first black mayor, elected in 1973, and enabled the next major renovation and expansion.

Largely hidden from view to my world was the other Atlanta, the black city. Although indistinguishable on maps and as political entities, in practice, they existed as parallel cities, with segregation giving one total dominion over the other. The minority metropolis had its own insurance company, bank, stores, businesses, churches, boys and girls clubs, YMCAs and YWCAs, athletic teams, and all the other accouterments of any other American city. It could have been a separate metropolitan area on its own if it had been located elsewhere. In the early 1960s, it remained almost universally subservient to its White community in every aspect: Wealth, political power, police control, and population.

However, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, coupled with the Voting Rights Act of 1965, began to change all that. By 1970, although financial control had not changed at all, the number of black Atlantans surpassed the white population for the first time. With the course of history abruptly rerouted, Maynard Holbrook Jackson, Jr. became Atlanta’s first black mayor in 1973. Over the years until his death in 2003, Maynard and I grew to consider each other as friends.

In immigrating to Atlanta, I became a minute part of the seismic shift of historical importance that changed all of us forever. Looking back now, I realize this truth far more clearly than I did then; at the time, I focused only on day-to-day living, and I had no clue what was happening.

Entering the terminal in a summer-weight, woolen grey suit, white shirt, striped tie, wing tip leather shoes, and dark over-the-calf light wool socks, held up by Brooks Brothers garter belts, I felt only nominally cooler than outside. Down a corridor was the baggage claim, where I retrieved my large, light brown, battered suitcase that had served me well since entering boarding school at Blair Academy, eight years before. Then I went outside and found the airport shuttle bus that went downtown. The hotel, which was to be my home for the next four weeks, was near the northern edge of the Atlanta Business District. Because the shuttle stopped first at more centrally located hotels downtown, almost an hour elapsed before I was dropped off at the Cox-Carlton Hotel, 683 Peachtree Street. The shuttle would make one final stop, at the city’s magnificently spacious and upscale Biltmore Hotel at 817 West Peachtree Street, before retracing its route.

Entering the Cox-Carlton’s narrow lobby, there was a small dining room on the left of the sparsely furnished lobby, with the front desk ahead on the right. Since the dining room was closed on Sunday and no one else was in evidence, I had the eerie sense of being alone in an abandoned property.

As I continued to the front desk ahead on the right, a middle-aged male desk clerk appeared from a curtained room behind the desk. After confirming my reservation, he gave me the key to my room on the seventh floor, and I boarded the lone elevator across from the front desk and headed up. My room was certainly not spacious, but it was clean and adequately furnished, not unlike thousands of other mid-level hotels of the era.

The view out the window faced east and showed a shorter building on the other side of a service alley. With the room explored, I unpacked my suitcase, arranging my clothes in the drawers and the closet in preparation for a protracted stay. Then, since it was around dinner time, I decided to find something to eat and looked up the address of the Equitable building, where I was to report the next day, 739 Peachtree Street. My room key was attached, as was customary, to an unwieldy fob with the hotel name and address on one side and return instructions, postage-free, on the other. Too large to carry easily in a pocket, I left it with the clerk and headed for the street.

Reaching the sidewalk, I turned right and headed north up Peachtree Street. Next to the hotel, there was a small restaurant with a large black-and-white painted bull out front, also closed, and then a haberdashery at the corner of Third Street. Crossing Peachtree to inspect the building on the northwest corner, I found it was a modest apartment building with a drug store, but no food establishments. Beyond that was an expanse of carefully manicured lawn and shrubbery which extended all the way to the end of the block at Fourth Street. Dominating the property was an imposing red brick building, highlighted by a massive white cornice supported by enormous columns of the same color. Signage revealed that it was the First Baptist Church of Atlanta, at 754 Peachtree Street.

Across the street, there was no 739 Peachtree building, which was alarming to me because I was supposed to report there the following morning! I also realized that although I was in Georgia’s largest city and the state capital, I had yet to encounter a single person. Later, I would understand the reason. What would eventually become Midtown Atlanta shut down around midnight Saturday and reopened on Monday morning. Sunday was the Sabbath, a day of rest.

Several blocks later, I finally found a small diner with a counter, stools, and several tables by the windows. Since there were only two other customers, both silent, in the establishment, the counter man and I chatted about who I was before I ordered a cheeseburger, french fries, a large bowl of banana pudding, and several Coca-Colas. On request, my new acquaintance handed me a copy of the Atlanta Telephone Directory, which listed the Equitable Life Assurance Society address as 739 West Peachtree Street. Whoever had written me from the home office in New York hadn’t added the W.

So, tired from my long day after partying extensively the night before, I made my way back to bed, and the first climactic day in my new city was over.

Having left a 7 o’clock wake-up call, I showered, shaved, and dressed in the same business attire I had worn the day before, but with a clean shirt and underthings, and went downstairs to the dining room. Breakfast at the hotel was wonderful for anyone who liked southern cuisine, and I had fried eggs over light, sausage patties, marvelous flaky breakfast biscuits, buttered grits, and coffee. Then, fully fueled, I set out to begin my career as a management trainee at the second-largest company in the world, measured by assets.

As I continued down Third Street to turn right on West Peachtree Street, I was sure I knew a lot about business. After all, I visited my father’s and his friends’ offices. Then I had had several days of interviews at several companies, including this employer, at 1285 Avenue of the Americas (Sixth Avenue) in New York. If that were not enough, I had seen many movies that centered on the glamour, intrigue, and social life in commercial circles. I also understood that, while it might take a few years, I would achieve marked success in my career.

It turned out that I was in for a rude shock. The first was the Atlanta building itself, a remarkably unattractive, nondescript three-story structure constructed of institutionally colored, pale-yellow brick. As I entered the building, I realized I knew only that I was to report to Mr. Boyd J. Blevins, Southern Regional vice president. Since there was no such thing as building security in 1965, I just walked in and asked the first person I saw in the hall, who directed me to the second floor. By then, it was about 8:30.

Entering the single elevator, found in the center of the building, facing the entrance, I exited on the second floor. To my left was a wall with glass panels, behind which several rows of young ladies were working at gray metal desks. Beyond them were two office cubicles by the windows, while a regular office was on the outside left corner of the building. On my far right, there was a double glass door with the inscription, “Equitable Life Assurance Society of the US,” and in smaller letters, “Southern Region Group Insurance and Pensions.”

I opened it and went inside, but no one was there. Uncertain of what to do, I waited in one of the several upholstered chairs near the door. Two-thirds of the space was a large rectangle, while the rest extended along the windows. Fifteen minutes later, people began to arrive, until there were six of them, all females. Mrs. Francis Huneycutt and Mrs. Sarah Francis Stovall, who worked for Mr. Blevins, knew who I was but did not know what to do with me. They explained that Mr. Blevins was out of the office on business until Thursday and would tell me what he wanted me to do when he returned.

Each of them sat immediately outside his corner office, a large, elegantly furnished domain. On the other side of Mr. Blevins’ office was a smaller one, also empty. Later, I would learn that it was Mr. McFadden’s assistant to the regional vice president. Two attractive young women behind large wooden desks were in a large open space between the front door and those offices. The other two women, somewhat older, went to the rear, between the two rows of desks with a glass-fronted office at the back. This area housed the Southeast division, presided over by Herbert (Herb) Fowle, divisional group manager, who occupied the command center from which he could survey his domain.

Directly in front of his window sat Mrs. Barbara Alexander, a genuinely nice, though ditzy brunette, whose primary interest, and topic of conversation was her young son, little Arthur. At the desk across the aisle from her sat a chain-smoking, curly-blond woman in her 40s. An incredibly fast typist, Ruth did her work with the efficiency and precision of a robot. The other desks belonged to Bill O’Dwyer, Bill Dyer, Bruce Tanner, Cy (Cyrus C.) Allen, and Dick Ray, all of whom were out of town in their respective territories until Thursday or Friday. The division was responsible for South Carolina, Georgia, eastern Tennessee, and the Florida Panhandle. Mr. Blevins later assigned me to the division, but I didn’t know that on the first three, really four, days.

The sixth service supervisor was the fellow I was replacing, Jeff (Jefferson) Fraley, three years older than I, a Texan from Fort Worth whose father was the agency manager there. A recent student at both SMU and TCU, from whence he graduated, Jeff was leaving the group department to become a life insurance agent back in Fort Worth. Until the month before, I had been slated to join the San Francisco group department. His decision to return home was what had rerouted me to Georgia; clearly, the hand of God—the two weeks that we overlapped proved to be of immense value to me. While everyone else was hired locally, New York senior management had chosen each of us.

Our short two-week togetherness was enough time for him to provide me with inside knowledge of the Atlanta and Southeastern Region that would have taken me months to decipher. The lessons were made even better when delivered with his amusing style of viewing this strange collection of characters through the eyes of a foreigner to Georgia, and with the same sort of college background. The significant difference between our business objectives was that he, the son of a successful agency manager, knew where he was headed when he arrived (his tenure was to be for three years, by unspoken understanding). I, on the other hand, had no clue what the future held for me. As it turned out, our paths would intertwine with some frequency for the next 50 years.

At the desk, about 10 feet in front of mine, sat Mrs. Harry (Sonny and Shirley) Johnson. She was a vibrant woman in her late 20s with long, dark, wildly curly hair that bounced around her face. In the very center, a white streak enhanced her unusual allure. Shirley doubled as a secretary for the region, but also as one for the assistant to the vice president, Mr. McFadden, whose office was behind her, and next to the big boss’s.

Greeting me warmly, and as if we’d known each other forever, she explained her primary task for the day. In two days, on Wednesday, The Beatles were appearing at the brand-new Atlanta Braves stadium. It would be the only time they visited Georgia, performing to a sellout crowd of 30,000. She was calling around to rent a pair of binoculars and spent the rest of the morning doing just that. Somehow, I had expected something different would happen on my first day of the job.

It was the sixth lady, not that much younger than I, who attracted my immediate attention, Judy Jenkins. Around 5’5”, with rich brown hair, more chestnut than auburn, it hung to her shoulders, framing a classically beautiful face with softly smiling lips set in her cream-colored complexion. I noticed that the hue of her luminescent eyes matched her hair, as she looked at and over me, while murmuring a welcome in a soft, deep southern drawl. For the rest of the day, with everyone else occupied with their own tasks, only Judy and I had no assigned projects; she was between projects, and I had none. Accordingly, we used that time to get to know each other better, which revealed the vast differences in our upbringings. A summer intern, she was from Fairburn, Georgia, a small rural community way down in south Fulton County. In the fall, she would return to Campbell High School in Fairburn for her senior year. The more we talked, the more we came to like each other. Although I didn’t know it, Shirley, who missed nothing, was watching us with keen interest.

At lunchtime, Shirley and Judy took me down to the small, crowded cafeteria in the basement, where I was the subject of universal interest. I was the unknown person from New York who had been dispatched to Atlanta, where I would replace Jeff Fraley, another offspring of Equitable nobility, on temporary assignment to this far-flung colony. Pushing my tray along the serving line, I could choose from an array of southern dishes, a cuisine I favor, not unlike thousands of other eateries spread throughout Dixie. In 1965, the national mania for eating supposedly healthy foods without regard for taste or enjoyment had not yet enveloped the nation. After that, we went back to the second floor, where I waited until it was 5 o’clock, and it was time to leave. Eating supper that night in the Cox-Carlton dining room, I thought about the day and how different it had been from what I had expected. Then I returned to my room, relaxed, and pondered what would happen next.


Chapter 2

Orientation

Tuesday and Wednesday went pretty much as the first day. After I devoured a hearty southern breakfast at the Cox-Carlton, coffee with eggs over light, grits, patty sausage, gravy, and biscuits, I would head down to the office. With nothing to do, I spent my time reading a book, exploring the building, or talking with Shirley and Judy.

Thursday, that all changed. A little after 9 o’clock, the main door was thrust open, and a tall, solidly built gentleman, around sixty years old, clad in a white shirt, red tie, and a suit whose color was midway between pale and navy blue, strode toward the corner office. On his head was a cream colored ten-gallon” hat, while a large cigar was clamped in his generous mouth. As he approached, there was a chorus of good mornings from the ladies, which he acknowledged with a purposeful nod of his head. I had the fleeting impression that I was watching a feudal lord entering his headquarters. Removing the hat, he entered his office, followed by Mrs. Huneycutt and Mrs. Stovall, each carrying files and papers.

Around thirty minutes later, they exited his office and motioned me toward his domain. When I entered, I felt a mix of excitement and apprehension. At last, I was going to learn what my tasks were to be.

Mr. Blevins greeted me pleasantly and told me a few facts about myself that made it clear that he knew who I was. In fact, he was a regional commander who had been sent the son of a home office executive officer. While I am sure that he would be pleased if I succeeded, no harm would be done to his organization if I didn’t.

As we continued to meet, I realized there was another purpose in his questioning. Although not mentioning it directly, the southeastern potentate was probing my interest in civil rights activism. Scarcely a year before, the United States Congress had passed the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Just two weeks earlier, President Lyndon Baines Johnson had signed the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Moreover, the Equitable, an immensely influential company, had proclaimed staunch support for civil rights, and the CEO, James F. Oates, Jr., was on the board of the National Urban League, as were other prominent senior officers.

The year before, I had been student council president at a university that successfully avoided more than token integration, so I was quite familiar with the issue. Realizing that Mr. Blevins was a formidable supporter of the status quo, I was able to assure him, without ever saying so, that I would pose no obstacle to his position.

While Mr. Blevins’s comments left no doubt that the Southern Region did not intend to integrate anytime soon, my impression was that neither did the rest of Equitable. Although the company paid lip service to integration, only the “Old South” came under federal scrutiny. When a minority hire did rise to a position of relative importance, the rare occurrence was widely publicized.

Having lived in both the North and South equally, I felt I understood the conflict. The superior attitude and hypocrisy toward the South from the rest of the nation, particularly the Northeast, only strengthened the resistance to equality for all Americans. Many people felt that the Civil Rights Act should have applied to all states and been enforced on a state-by-state basis, as necessary. However, there was no question that racial segregation was an evil embraced more rigidly and even viciously in the former Confederacy.

Later that day, a brief dialogue brought the harshness of Southern reality strongly into focus. As I passed the desk of an attractive, well-spoken girl about my age, she was hanging up the phone, laughing as she did so. When I asked her what was funny, she replied, “Oh, that was just my brother. He’s been down chasing the n_____s off our pond.”

Striving not to appear startled, I asked, “Are they doing something wrong at the lake?”

She chuckled “No, but those n_____s wouldn’t know what to do if we didn’t chase them off our pond!”

Nodding with a neutral smile, I moved on, pondering the frank candor of someone I might have met at any gathering. Then, a light dawned. In my eighteen years, I had never lived in proximity to anyone who was not white. In Southern states like Georgia, where the black population constituted a large presence, sometimes approaching 50%, proximity was inescapable.

I was struck, once again, by the hypocrisy of communities that embraced the concept of integration while living in restricted communities, which meant no possibility of personal interaction.

After about fifteen minutes, the meeting was over. Mr. Blevins, who told me he was always available, assigned me to the Southeast Division and led me back to the office of my new boss, Herb Fowle. After telling Mr. Fowle, quite unnecessarily, who I was, he went back to his office.

After he left, instead of being welcomed into his group, my new leader impassively waved me into a chair facing him and sat down at his desk. There, we sat in silence as he read through my file. Then, looking up, the only thing he said was, “Son, have you ever taken a business course in your entire academic career?”

With my liberal arts background in both boarding school and college, I had always assumed that one went to school to be educated and learned a trade afterward. Right then, realizing it was not an appropriate time to get into a discussion of educational theory, I simply responded. “Yes, sir. “I’ve had two semesters of Economics.” That earned me a disgusted look, which made clear what our relationship would be like in the coming years.

In hindsight, I can understand where my divisional manager was coming from. A 25-year veteran, he had spent his entire business career rising through the ranks to reach his position. He hired his own people after interviewing them himself. Yet here I was, dropped in his lap with no prior consultation. At the time, the moment felt harsh and disorienting, but later I would see that this rough entry carried lessons about resilience that shaped my entire approach to business. With that, my second interview was over, and he pointed to the desk that was to be mine.

As I went to my assigned desk, I still had no clue what I was supposed to do and felt alone and out of place. It was then that the guys I was to work with came up, introduced themselves, and greeted me warmly. As they did so, my sense of unease and anxiety began to lessen noticeably. In the hour before lunch, several of them, Bill Dyer and Bill O’Dwyer, took the trouble to explain what they were doing.

It was then that I realized that Herb’s training method was much like an internship or apprenticeship. I would learn by working with each of these men and, by the end of my training year, I should be ready to go into the field by myself. It was a remarkably effective way to teach, and one I used for the rest of my business life.

Promptly at noon, all of us went a block north on West Peachtree to one of the many little restaurants that featured good Southern cooking. At the time in Atlanta, one seldom had, or wanted, a choice other than Southern food, including barbecue. The massive influx of other nationalities, who brought their cuisines with them, had not yet begun. Neither had the food police been organized to shame the populace into avoiding the foods they loved.

We all sat at a table together, where I sat quietly, listening to the good-natured banter. Very quickly, I learned two things. First, that I was going to learn at least as much about how things worked in these informal settings as I would anywhere else. The other was that I was among a group that showed a powerful sense of loyalty and camaraderie developed over many years of working together. I sensed the balance every newcomer faces—being welcomed but not yet belonging. While I was accepted as a guest, it would be some time before I earned the right to become part of this family.

The fifth day in my new career was quite different than the first four days in several respects. First, I was now with the group I was to work with. That enabled me to be part of my assimilation process and to be privy to what people were working on.

The second reason was one that excited me tremendously. The afternoon before, Shirley Johnson had approached me and said she had invited Judy to stay with her and her husband, Sonny, for the weekend. She asked if I would like them to pick me up after work and show me some of the city's nightlife. Each day, I had become more enamored with the chestnut-haired young lady, and I suspected that the attraction was mutual.

Therefore, I eagerly accepted, and by the end of the workday, I was largely focused on what was to come. It was agreed that they would pick me up around 8 o’clock in front of the Cox-Carlton.

The First Weekend

By 6 o’clock on Friday evening, I realized that weekends on Peachtree Street were spectacularly different from the rest of the week. As time passed, the flow of vehicles in front of the Cox-Carlton became a parade. Because license plates in Georgia include the county of origin, I noticed that well over half were from out of town.

A fair number of Georgia’s 159 counties were represented by the cars and pickup trucks that meandered past me, their inhabitants gawking at both the sights and at other sightseers. And small wonder—Atlanta was an oasis, surrounded by a desert of dry, non-alcohol-serving municipalities and counties. What struck me later was how quickly the city had learned to market this difference, transforming itself into both a magnet for entertainment and a proving ground for the cultural shifts rippling through the South.

The name “HOTlanta” was not chosen in ignorance or jest. In 1957, the Supreme Court of the United States upheld an adult entertainment case, referred to as Roth v. United States. To establishments that already existed, hosting alcohol, bands, dance floors, and live music: a whole new product offering. While many Georgians embraced, or at least tolerated, the former pursuits, most considered the latest entrants scandalously indecent. Nonetheless, 1% of the metropolitan area accounted for about 10,000 people. Double that number with out-of-towners, and there were plenty of folks to fill the topless bars, explicit books and movie theaters, mud wrestling pits, and massage parlors that made them successful. With the enormous business development in the Capital of the New South came a reluctance to inhibit anything that might slow any form of capitalistic endeavor.

At 7:45 p.m., my introduction to my new city’s nightlife began when Shirley’s pale blue Pontiac GTO pulled up in front of the hotel, and there was a horn tap. The passenger door opened, and out hopped a short, skinny redhead, looking to be in his mid-30s. As he came toward me, I noticed that one leg was decidedly shorter than the other, and he limped significantly.

Extending his hand with the warmth of an old friend, he announced, “Hey! I’m Sonny Johnson. They’re gonna pick us up around the corner.”


With that, we walked north some 20 yards together and turned right onto the much quieter 3rd Street, where the car was pulled over. In the driver’s seat sat an excited Shirley, her unruly curls swirling as she twisted in her seat to smile at me through lips painted silver, in keeping with her general appearance, her darting brown eyes dancing under extra-long eyelashes. I noticed that Shirley’s weekend skirt was even shorter, tighter, and more exotic than what she wore at the office, paired with a snug long-sleeved blouse well suited to her lithe, modestly breasted torso. Ready to rock, her energy vibrated like that of a racehorse impatiently waiting for the bell to ring and the chute to open.


As Sonny pulled up the seat back to let me enter the rear seat, my breath caught. I glanced and then stared at Judy, who was smiling warmly up at me. In contrast to Shirley, her only discernible makeup was lightly applied conservative red lipstick. Everything else about her appearance was naturally striking and needed no added effort. Soft-spoken and demure, she emitted an aura of innocence, although the high school intern from the office had vanished and been replaced by a quietly self-assured young southern belle. As had happened many times before, thoughts of anyone else disappeared from my mind, replaced fully by the beauty seated next to me.

As the evening went on, this image of her was heightened when contrasted with her mentor’s impetuous brashness as Shirley took control of our group. It had taken only a few minutes to realize that Sonny, capable though he was, played the role of Shirley’s sidekick, no less than every western movie hero’s trusted helper in the films of my childhood. As the Lone Ranger had Tonto, the Cisco Kid had Poncho, and Roy Rogers had Gabby Hayes, so Shirley had Sonny. A sole proprietor, he traveled the metro Atlanta area in his white delivery truck, wholesaling car and truck batteries, both new and reconditioned, to dealer-owned gas stations and garages.

Wheeling around the block, Shirley headed back on my familiar path to work. However, that was not to be our destination for the evening; it was the San Souci Lounge, diagonally north across the street from the ugly Equitable building at 739 W. Peachtree. During the weekday, I had barely noticed the deserted building with darkened windows and an empty parking lot.

Now, however, the large, garish, freestanding multicolored sign out front announced that we had arrived, and patrons were beginning to enter the establishment. Stools on three sides of a rectangular bar near the left wall of the club looked out on the small dance floor with the bandstand beyond it. On either side of the stand, which held musical instruments and several microphones for the vocalists, were dozens of tables seating four to eight.

Wasting no time, Shirley wove effortlessly toward a table on the far wall, to the right of the musicians. These tables were aligned so each of the two seated with their back to the wall had a view of the room, while the other two faced inward. Shirley took the one on the wall, which placed her right side facing the dance floor, and directed Judy to take the other. After seating the ladies, Sonny and I took the remaining two, which left Judy several feet to my right.

As soon as drinks were ordered, Shirley jumped up, announcing to her husband that she wanted to dance, and off they went. I looked at Judy, who smiled a gentle assent, and we joined them on the floor. As expected, the small dance band was wonderful, as were the two vocalists. Shirley’s wild curls swirling wildly around her lithe, gyrating body, and her partner moving with astonishing fluidity despite his markedly mismatched legs, drew both amusement and admiration from those around them.

Laughing to ourselves, my date and I explored each other’s dancing abilities in the first few dances, both fast. The third one was much slower, and we moved closer to each other, at first tentatively. As the evening went on, our chairs moved closer together each time we took a break from dancing, until they adjoined. During that time, Judy’s mentor suggested she try something stronger than a Coke. It took little coaxing, and soon she was enjoying a daiquiri, possibly her first alcoholic drink. On the other hand, I had had innumerable experiences with strong drink and consumed a significant amount of Rebel Yell, my favorite bourbon at the time. As the evening progressed, any feelings of reserve dwindled significantly, and Judy snuggled into my arms.

At last call, the bar’s final offer of alcohol purchases, our hostess and host kept us pointed in the direction of the car. Staring into each other's eyes, only inches apart, made it a perplexing task to carry out on our own. After expressions of undying affection, Shirley dropped me at the hotel. It had been agreed that she would drop Judy off at the Cox-Carlton at 10:30 a.m. Sunday morning, so she could attend church with me. From the Johnsons’ viewpoint, the evening had been a momentous success. That made four of us!

North Atlanta Tour with Bill Crawley


At 11:30 a.m. on the next day, Saturday, August 22nd, my sixth day as an Atlanta resident, my UVA acquaintance, soon to become a good friend, Bill Crawley, picked me up in front of the hotel. It was the start of a memorable day. Traveling north on Peachtree Street, within a mile, we left the commercial part of Atlanta and entered an area of stately mansions with broad front lawns, which were slowly being replaced by commercial structures. In three years, groundbreaking would begin on the 21-story, 100 Colony Square building, the first of a complex spreading like crabgrass into the beautiful Ansley Park neighborhood. Crossing over the nearly completed section of I-85 at Brookwood Station, within minutes, we had entered the glorious majesty of forests and rolling hills extending for miles in north Atlanta, and continued to the Crawley’s house on Dellwood Drive, several blocks west of Peachtree Street.


In several weeks, Bill would enter his fourth year at the University of Virginia as an architectural history major, a specialty for which he was perfectly suited. About my height, he was an extremely kind, but slightly nervous, meticulous scholarly type with a bottomless repository of details about the city he loved, and its inhabitants. From the second we left the hotel until his parents met us on the front steps of their house, he shared a constant stream of informational snippets Bill’s parents, Horace (Hot) and Ruth, met us at their front door with heartfelt expressions of true southern hospitality.

Mr. Crawley was at least three inches shorter than his son, with short white hair, kind eyes, and the frame of someone not given to athletic pursuits. His wife, equally cordial but slightly taller with a robust frame, had a manner suggesting that if someone was wrong, it wasn’t her. Several minutes after sitting down to lunch, I realized my friend and his parents lived in an antebellum world of southern grace and hospitality. Impervious to the world moving past them, even Mr. Crawley’s profession as a cotton broker would be nearly extinct over the next generation or two. However, none of us, and certainly not I, could see the extent of the changes we were living through. Those who could adjust to the new realities of life would survive or even prosper. Not all would. None of that was clear to me at the time.

After thanking the Crawleys for their hospitality and promising to come again, Bill and I departed. We spent the entire afternoon traveling down streets like Peachtree Battle, Arden Way, Tuxedo, and Valley Road, under the canopies of towering hardwoods and Southern magnolias, with huge white blossoms dazzling in the late summer sun. Eventually, we reached the end of civilization, the banks of the Chattahoochee River. It was here that Atlanta and Fulton County stopped, with rural Cobb County and north Georgia beginning on the far bank.

Having experienced mighty rivers like the Susquehanna, Monongahela, Allegheny, and Ohio, with navigable channels and barge traffic, the Chattahoochee, with its shallow water flowing rapidly over rocks and small waterfalls through the dense wilderness, was another introduction to my new home. Back at my lodging late that afternoon, I thanked Bill profusely for his insights into my new home, my first as a resident and not a visitor. After dinner, I retired, looking forward with great excitement to being with Judy the following morning.

Church in Georgia


My new heartthrob looked stunning in a white dress, gloves of the same color, and a small dark blue hat. No lady would enter a church with her head uncovered. If she were to do so, an usher would extend a small basket of white doilies to solve the errant woman’s problem. “But any woman who prophesies or prays with her head uncovered dishonors her head - it is the same as having her head shaved.” (1 Corinthians 11:5). This was a serious admonition in most Judeo-Christian places of worship. A prominent church, All Saints Episcopal, was a third of a mile away at the corner of North Avenue and Spring Street.


We approached the church down North Avenue, with its red-tinted stone exterior, vaulted clerestory with flying buttresses, and a massive tower on our left, topped by a soaring, green, tarnished steeple. Inside were rows of deep brown wooden pews with maroon cushions. Beautifully designed stained-glass windows surrounded us, while the nave's domed ceiling was painted in scarlet. A wooden statue, probably the Archangel Michael, trumpeted the Lord’s presence high above the Epistle side crossing. The traditional Episcopal service, from the procession, lessons, sermon, Holy Communion, and recession, was inspiring to me, and I was extremely glad we’d attended. Judy, however, left in a state of incredulity. She repeated the phrase, awe in her tone, “I’ve never been to a church like this,” or “… seen a church like this.”

Her repeated comment puzzled me. I realized it was indeed a jewel of a church. However, both the service and architecture followed the same pattern as any other I had visited. Even Presbyterian churches, although much plainer, had a basic structure.

It was not until the following Sunday that I realized what her vantage point had been. By then, I had taken to renting a Volkswagen Bug at the small agency across the street. That afternoon, we went to visit Cy and Tara Allen and their children after church at their home in Tucker, GA, way out in DeKalb County, near where the Dyers and O’Dwyers, my new colleagues, lived.

As I will soon describe, I was at the Allens that week and received this invitation. After an enjoyable afternoon, we lingered longer than planned. As we headed out of Atlanta on US 29 through Union City, Judy said her family would already be at their church and asked me to drop her off there. Choosing not to ask why they would be going to church on a Sunday night; I followed her directions.

As we pulled into the back of a gravel parking lot, she signaled for me to park at the back in the deepening shadows. Then, coming into my arms, we made out with enthusiasm. After several minutes, she separated, saying she really had to go in. As instructed, I kept my lights and motor off until she waved as she entered.


My gaze shifted to the modest rectangular building with a small white square steeple/bell tower, set deep in the piney woods. As I listened to the voices raised in worship through the plain glass and raised windows, I grasped the significance of her wonder with the ambiance of All Saints. While it was 25 miles from that ornate Episcopal church to this small Baptist structure in Fairburn, theologically and culturally, it was infinitely far from one to the other. Although there is only one Lord and Savior, there are many rooms in his house. (John 14:2)


As I returned to Atlanta through the countryside of South Fulton County, way out in the sticks, my mind was filled with thoughts of Judy. In the deep recesses of my mind, though, I could not help reflecting on the significant cultural and educational differences between our backgrounds I began to wonder what would happen after Labor Day, when she would be a high school senior again, while I was a college graduate. As I often did, I imagined introducing her to my parents. While each of them was always friendly, they made their questions known in several ways. Some of them were, “She is so amazingly tranquil.”


After that, I thought of the girl as lacking any grit or motivation. Others were, “What kind of last name is that dear?” followed by, “What denomination is her family?” I could only imagine, and not only from my mother, “She’s a high school senior?” While I was extremely taken with the lovely Judy, deep questions persisted.



Chapter 3

Summer’s End

Monday morning, my boss, Herb Fowle, found a task for me, one that would occupy much of my time during the coming months. Created in the 1940s, group life and health insurance had grown rapidly and was now embraced by virtually all large companies and unions, with Equitable among the top providers. In addition to managing existing group plans, servicing contracts were vital to prevent them from being wooed away by rival carriers. Now that the largest companies were already covered, the emphasis had shifted to signing up smaller ones, and that was where I came in.

All proposals involving fewer than 100 employees were prepared locally using printed tables of rates for each of the many different options, and a manual adding machine put it all together. It was a tremendously boring and repetitious job that I hated. I resented having earned a college degree only to be given work requiring little more than an eighth-grade education. My enthusiasm hovered around two on a scale of one to ten. Because the work required dozens of small calculations and my attention often wandered, I sometimes made mistakes.

One agent in particular, Leon Barbanel, of Charleston, South Carolina, never failed to catch them.

When he did, Bill Dyer, who handled South Carolina, would greet me with, “Leon found another error in the maternity section on page six.” Testily, I would reply, “If he’s going to do every calculation again, why doesn’t he just do them in the first place?” or “This is $1.32 out of a $700-a-month proposal cost, which will change anyway after employee enrollment.” Bill would only smile, because the answer was obvious: he was paid to find people to buy the product and earn commission, while I was paid, probably overpaid, to provide him with exact backup. I looked forward to the day when I could sally forth into the field on my own and talk to customers and prospects.

Later that week, I had another opportunity to learn more about my newly adopted culture. As a going-away event for Jeff Fraley, and a welcoming one for me, Cy Allen invited the two of us to his house for dinner. When we reached the border of wet Fulton and dry DeKalb Counties, he stopped at a liquor store called Happy Herman’s. I reasoned that Herman was happy because he owned the last establishment selling alcoholic beverages before the dry county line and was rumored to have the highest sales volume in the region.

Out of curiosity, I later searched for Happy Herman’s on my GPS and found only a Happy Hermann’s Package Store in Browntown, Indiana. Apparently, once the alcohol ban was lifted in DeKalb County, Herman’s once-strategic location lost its edge.

Cy emerged with a six-pack of Budweiser, which struck me as a modest amount for three people. Sliding into the car, he said matter-of-factly, “We call beer Coca-Cola at home.”

As if that explained everything.

It didn’t. I repeated what he had said, and from my puzzled look, he realized I was still lost. “Yes, because the children can’t read,” he added.

Even more confused, I echoed him again. By now, Fraley was clearly amused.

He said, “Yes, because my parents come for Sunday dinner.”

Still lost, I sat in silence until Jeff leaned over and murmured, “They don’t drink.”

“Why not?” I asked, genuinely surprised.

“Because they’re Baptists,” he whispered, as though that explained everything.

I knew that Baptists were a large Christian denomination, but I still couldn’t see what that had to do with alcohol. Fraley explained that it was a part of their religion. While I still didn’t fully grasp why, the pieces came together in my mind. It struck me as a curious custom, not unlike Jewish kosher rules or Hindu reverence for cows.


When we arrived at the Allens’ residence, Cy’s wife, Tara (pronounced TAY-ra), greeted us at the front door. She was a pleasant, reasonably attractive woman who had been raised in the countryside outside Gainesville, Georgia, still proud to call itself the chicken capital of the world. A statue of a chicken stands in the town square to make the point.


I noticed Tara was warm and smiling with Jeff, but more formal and reserved with me. At first, I assumed it was simply because she knew him better. But the truth revealed itself as she looked me up and down, before asking, more as a statement than a question:

“You from New York (New Yoke)?”

“No,” I replied. “I was hired out of New York, but I’m not from there. I came here after graduating from the University of Virginia in Charlottesville.”

At that, her reserve melted, and the rest of the evening proved very pleasant. Hearing that Judy and I had gone out the previous weekend, an event that seemed to captivate the Equitable office, it was quickly decided that we would visit the Allens the following Sunday afternoon, after church. For them, it served several purposes: not only was I apparently acceptable company, but it also strengthened the connection between a nice Georgia girl and me.

Toward the end of my second week in Atlanta, I realized that I had a problem. Under the Equitable Relocation Policy, they covered two weeks' hotel costs. However, the apartment my new roommate’s mother had rented for us would not be available until several days after Labor Day, September 6, 1965. I neither wanted nor could afford to pay for nearly two more weeks at the Cox-Carlton Hotel. So, I asked Mrs. Stovall, who handled such matters if I could get an extension. She said she would speak with Mr. Blevins.


The next day, she told me it was all set. Mr. Blevins was going to take care of it. Alarmed, I protested that he shouldn’t have to pay and that I would reimburse him. Looking at me very seriously, she explained, “You mustn’t do that. Mr. Blevins has decided to pay it, and he would be very offended if you turned him down.”
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