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It’s hard to understand, without being immersed
in the poisonous air of then.


—Doris Lessing, Under My Skin, Vol. 1










Prologue


I learned of Georgia Tann in 1990 from Alma Sipple, who’d met her decades earlier. I was interviewing Alma for a magazine piece. She said she could still see Georgia: a stern-looking woman with close cropped gray hair, round, wireless glasses, and an air of utter authority. 




She gained entry to Alma’s apartment in Memphis, Tennessee, by identifying herself as a social worker and orphanage director concerned about Alma’s ten-month-old daughter, who had a cold. After examining Irma, Georgia pronounced her seriously ill.


When Alma said she had no money for a doctor, Georgia offered to obtain free treatment by passing Irma off as her ward. She warned Alma not to accompany her daughter to the hospital: “If the nurses know you’re her mother they’ll charge you,” she said. Two days later she told Alma that her baby had died.


Alma didn’t believe her. But neither frantic visits to Georgia’s orphanage, from which she was ejected, nor desperate trips to the police station, where she was ignored, nor haunting of hospitals and graveyards revealed the truth: that Georgia had flown Irma to an adoptive home in Ohio.


When I interviewed Alma forty-five years later she had finally found her daughter, but while the reunion had been happy their relationship was fragile. Irma was uncomfortable with the television coverage of the reunion that Alma had sought, and educated enough to intimidate a mother who’d only finished sixth grade. “What can I get her for Christmas?” Alma asked me. “I’m afraid to insult her with my taste.”


A year later Alma had a heart attack and called me from the hospital. She and her daughter were not in touch. “Only someone who’s lost a child this way can know how horrible it is,” Alma said, crying. “There’s a hole in me that will never be filled.”


I couldn’t forget the woman who had ruined Alma’s life and so many others. Georgia had arranged over five thousand adoptions between 1924 and 1950, many involving children she had kidnapped. She had molested some of the little girls in her care and placed some children with pedophiles.


Georgia had also caused so many child deaths that by the 1930s the official infant mortality rate in Memphis was the highest in the country. And the actual number of Memphis children who died was even larger than the official count, because Georgia failed to report many deaths. She also neglected to bury all of her dead children in the cemetery used by her adoption agency. “They simply disappeared,” a former Memphian told me.


Still, most of Georgia’s children survived, and grew up all across the country, many in her favorite markets, Los Angeles and New York. Those adopted by Joan Crawford, June Allyson and Dick Powell, and other celebrities were featured in magazines, and some have had distinguished careers. But most are seemingly ordinary people coping with the extraordinary fact of having been placed with adoptive parents unscreened for anything but wealth.


Some of these adoptive parents loved their new children and treated them well. But other children were made to serve as domestics and farmhands. Some were starved, beaten with hoes and razor strops, hung from hooks, and raped.


There seemed no bottom to the pain Georgia had caused, and I flew to Memphis, consumed by questions. And besides the questions about her and the consequences of her actions there was another one: why hadn’t anyone stopped her? She had been expelled from Mississippi before moving to Tennessee. What had made Memphis ripe for her? And what aspects of her era had facilitated her crimes?


Only after situating Georgia within her context would I discover her other dimension—the one that allowed her to hurt millions more people than those she directly touched. While building her black market business, she had invented modern American adoption.


It’s hard to overestimate her influence. When she began her work in Tennessee in the 1920s, adoption as we know it did not exist. Eugenicists had made Americans afraid to adopt, and agencies like the Boston Children’s Aid Society were arranging a scant five adoptions a year. In 1928, however, only four years after Georgia’s arrival in Memphis, she arranged 206.


She did much more than popularize adoption. She commercialized it, charging adoptive parents large fees and marketing children in nationally syndicated newspaper ads.


Worse, she stole adoptees’ identities. To cover her kidnapping crimes, and to appease clients threatened by the possibility of their new children someday reuniting with their birth parents, she falsified adoptees’ birth certificates, sealing their true documents and issuing them false certificates portraying their adoptive parents as their birth parents.


The practice was approved by legislators who believed it would spare adoptees the onus of illegitimacy. All fifty states ultimately falsified adoptees’ birth certificates.


Georgia’s legacy has endured into the twenty-first century, and the vast majority of America’s 6 million adoptees are still legally denied knowledge of their roots, even after they become adults. Many can’t find their birth parents or learn potentially life-saving information about their family health histories.


But finally, fifty-seven years after Georgia’s death in 1950, adoptees are escaping her influence. In a dramatic legislative and court victory in 1999, people who had been adopted in Tennessee won access to their original birth certificates and adoption records. Since the passage of the Tennessee open adoption records law, adoptees have won similar legal battles in twelve other states. They won’t stop until Georgia’s legacy is eradicated throughout the nation.


Georgia accomplished all that her victims are fighting to undo through boldness, cunning, and the exploitation of her time and place. I began my research by studying the environment in which she had operated, paying a visit to the site of her orphanage on Poplar Avenue.












Part One 
Georgia’s World












1.
 Georgia’s Home


The Memphis I visited was very different from Georgia’s. Her orphanage or Home, the local branch of the Tennessee Children’s Home Society, was long gone, replaced by a rectangular structure housing the offices of the Baptist Brotherhood. Surrounding it were similarly modern and graceless buildings: a Taco Bell, Radio Shack and Payless Shoe Store, Mega-Mart and King’s Den Hair Salon. There was little evidence of the beautiful shade trees that gave Poplar Avenue its name. But nearby side streets contained lovely old homes with deep lots and gardens so lush they hushed the buzz of traffic. Ivy scaled trees whose trunks were taller than the homes: pin oaks, pecans, sweet gums, snow flowers, yellow pines, dogwoods, sycamores and, arching over all, elms that had escaped the disease that killed most others in the world. The air smelled of honeysuckle and pine. 


This was the world in which Georgia lived. Her brick and stucco residence was on Stonewall Court, two blocks from the Home. It still stands, and when I visited was owned by an attorney and his wife who had been kind to adoptees who’d visited, seeking some link to their past.


Georgia’s orphanage at 1556 Poplar Avenue had been more imposing: three stories high, with a tile roof, columns, and spacious grounds sloping upward from the street.


Inside, polished wood floors led to a filing room, a personnel office, a private conference room for adoptive applicants, and Georgia’s office. The floor also shone in the formal reception room, which had two fireplaces and drapes of pale rose and blue. A small table bore a lamp with glass beads whose facets sparkled in the sun slanting through a window flanking a fireplace. Dahlias grew in urns on the wide front porch.


The rooms upstairs were more plainly appointed, but they were clean and orderly, sterile in appearance if not in fact. Georgia considered appearances important. So her three nurseries were painted pink and equipped with white metal cribs decorated with pictures of teddy bears and sleeping babies. Her aides wore starched white uniforms and crisp nurse’s caps. But, as one of her former employees told me, the women weren’t nurses; the head caretaker tended infants while drunk. And the outfits worn by babies when viewed by prospective adoptive parents were strategically selected. Georgia reserved the most beautiful clothing for “the bad apples,” the plainest children, who were hardest to sell.


In the backyard of the Home were swings, a sandbox, and a tall, white picket fence. Two of Georgia’s workers lived in an apartment over the garage; a cook and a gardener lived in the basement of the main building. All employees except the gardener and a chauffeur were female; a former resident described the Home as “a kingdom run by women.” Neighbors, whose sleep was disturbed by the cries of babies being smuggled into waiting limousines, called the orphanage a house of mystery.


Mysterious as the Home seemed to some, however, Memphis insiders had easy access. During Georgia’s Christmas parties, matrons led their children upstairs. “I picked you out in this very room,” they told them. While some of Georgia’s clients abused their adopted children, many loved them, and gratefully donated their own services, polishing silver and hand-stitching tiny nightshirts. When she was angered by proposed adoption reform legislation, they flooded Nashville with polite, stern telegrams.


It is difficult to admit involvement with a criminal, and few adoptive parents admitted to knowledge of the source of many of Georgia’s children. Many professed unawareness of the desperate, futile habeas corpus suits that were reported in the local press, and of her Home’s expulsion from the Child Welfare League of America.


But when the Tennessee governor finally acknowledged Georgia’s crimes in 1950, prompting mail from birth parents that was sometimes literally tear-stained, adoptive parents must have searched their souls. They could not, however, bring themselves to investigate whether their children had been stolen, and return them if they had been. Neither could Tennessee politicians. They left her stolen children exactly where they were.






















2.
 Georgia’s Disappearance


One reason that Georgia’s children remained separated from their birth parents was that returning them would have been an admission of crimes committed not only by her, but by countless prominent Tennesseans. In a successful scheme to ensure her invulnerability she had transformed potential adversaries into accomplices. These included politicians, legislators, judges, attorneys, doctors, nurses, and social workers who scouted child victims, wrongfully terminated birth parents’ rights, and falsely informed mothers that their babies had been stillborn. Deputy sheriffs tore screaming toddlers from their mothers’ arms. 




This collaboration allowed her to operate with impunity for twenty six years. It wasn’t until she was three days from death from cancer that a Tennessee official alluded to her crimes. And this reference was prompted largely by knowledge of the imminent publication of an article written by the first reporter brave enough to call her a baby seller in print.
 



At a press conference held before dawn on September 12, 1950, Governor Gordon Browning sidestepped every important issue, speaking not of grieving parents or dead babies, but money. Georgia had, he said, illegally made $1 million while employed by the Tennessee Children’s Home Society, which received funding from the state. She had not shared her profit with the agency. “I have asked the welfare department to proceed with whatever course it can take to recover this money for the Tennessee Children’s Home Society,” Browning said.


Browning had actually planned to shut down Georgia’s business— but apparently only after death had rendered her unable to name her politically important colleagues. One week earlier he had appointed a young attorney named Robert Taylor as investigator. But it was a token position; Browning refused to allow the idealistic Taylor to question Georgia or her helpers. Taylor was also prevented from viewing the court records of a judge who had procured children for Georgia.


Even worse, Georgia’s business and private papers, which Taylor had also been prohibited from viewing, were stolen by her attorney. Taylor protested the theft, but officials allowed the lawyer to keep them for two months, and, of course, to destroy whatever he wished.


In 1951 the frustrated Taylor proposed a bill that would have given him control over the investigation. Georgia’s helpers caused it to die in committee. A proposed federal investigation of the Home was quashed.


The sole result of the state’s only lawsuit against Georgia’s Home was the “recovery” of money she should never have made.


Georgia Tann had won. And Tennesseans had helped her. The facts are depressing, and shortly after beginning my research I became depressed too. It was a hot day, one I’d spent reviewing records regarding the state’s case against Georgia’s estate, reading nothing of importance. Then, from a faded sheet retrieved from a courthouse basement, I gleaned the names of eighteen of Georgia’s last twenty-two wards, and their ages at her death.


Fourteen were babies, from four days to six months of age. There was also an eight-year-old boy named Jimmy Nickens, as well as the three Irwin sisters: nine-year-old Patricia, eleven-year-old Wanda, and thirteen-year-old Geneva.


These children must have been strong, for Georgia had been neglectful and abusive, keeping the babies lying almost unattended in the Home’s suffocating heat, and drugging them with alcohol and sedatives to keep them quiet. One tiny, premature infant had gone untreated for a heart defect.


Her older children, who lived in boarding homes, had fared no better. Georgia had refused to allow the three Irwin sisters, whose mother had died of tuberculosis, to be tested for the disease. They and Georgia’s other school-age wards were virtual prisoners, kept indoors, denied schooling, and, in many cases, hidden from their frantic parents.


The closing of Georgia’s Home on December 15, 1950, gave these and other parents their first hope of a hearing, and they demanded their children’s return. They received nothing, not even confirmation that their children remained alive. Only two of Georgia’s last wards, who had been rejected by their adoptive families, were returned to their birth parents.


And few but the parents themselves protested this treatment. Local news articles focused upon the logistics of Georgia’s amassing of $1 million. The national press scarcely covered the story. And I found no article, published anywhere, that suggested that Georgia’s stolen children should be returned. The general consensus seems to have been that they were lucky to have been delivered into wealth, and that they were emotionally attached to their new parents. But at the time of Georgia’s unmasking, some children had been in their adoptive homes for less than a week. And her last wards hadn’t even been adopted.


With no help from the local or greater environment, parents wishing to recover their children needed considerable cunning, or luck. Twenty three year old Josie Stateler distracted an aide at the Home on Poplar Avenue, stole back her fourteen-month-old daughter, and moved to Massachusetts. And the father of eight-year-old Jimmy Nickens, who was languishing in a Memphis boarding home after having been rejected by his California adoptive parents, sent several desperate letters to Robert Taylor. Taylor helped ensure Jimmy’s return to his family. But other parents, even those who went to court to recover their children, never got them back.


Custody of Georgia’s last wards was consigned to the Tennessee Department of Public Welfare, which evinced little enthusiasm for the assignment. “The children will be studied, and those found acceptable will be placed for adoption,” said Vallie Miller, supervisor of adoptions. “We will not accept responsibility for the others.”


But state workers disposed of every child. They hospitalized the infant with the defective heart, and placed several other children they deemed similarly unadoptable in state or private institutions. An “imbecilic” adolescent girl was sent to a state asylum. A one-year-old with cerebral palsy who had been rejected by her adoptive parents was also slated for institutionalization. Vallie Miller placed her instead in foster care. But a report written by Miller also indicated the difficulty faced by children who were both homeless and considered imperfect, providing a glimpse of the atmosphere Georgia had exploited to such vicious effect.


Miller referred to two other infants who if not “over-placed” might be adoptable, “although earlier one child appeared to be subnormal, and the other has required special observation because of a history of epilepsy in his maternal background. . . .”


Several other babies, “normal in every way,” were placed for adoption. So were the three Irwin sisters, whose automatic responses to social workers’ questions—“Yes ma’am, we want homes of our own, even if we have to be separated”—bespoke an absolute lack of hope. Georgia had placed their three younger sisters, but Patricia, Wanda, and Geneva had been considered too old for adoption, and had been destined for a reformatory. They had endured troubles before entering Georgia’s network, such as their father’s desertion of the family and their mother’s slow, painful death. They owned one item apiece, a rough cotton dress, and the oldest sister, Geneva, was wracked by guilt over not having kept the band of six young girls together. Vallie Miller was able, however, to place the three oldest in an adoptive home.


But that was all the state did. No one investigated the welfare of the rest of Georgia’s five thousand adoptees, who were left stranded across the country. This was despite the fact that not a single child had been legally adopted.


Georgia had violated the laws of Tennessee and other states, and federal laws against kidnapping. But several politicians and legislators had adopted through her, and, anxious both to keep their children and to appease worried constituents, they quickly passed a law retroactively legalizing all of her illegal placements.


The legislation violated logic, and people with influence ignored it when they wished. Neither adoptees nor birth parents had influence. But several adoptive fathers who had divorced refused to support their children, because, they argued, their adoptions had been illegal. Some adoptive couples who were dissatisfied with their children sought to have the adoptions annulled.


In contrast, adoptees seeking their birth names were denied them because such information was forbidden to adoptees, and, Tennessee lawmakers insisted, their adoptions had been legal. Yet one of these same adoptees was later denied a substantial inheritance because she was an adoptee, not a “blood heir.”


The law that legalized illegal adoptions might have been struck down, if it had been challenged in an unbiased court. But birth parents lacked the financial resources with which to fight it.


And Georgia, forgotten by all but her victims, sanitized by the legalization of her crimes, disappeared from history. I didn’t originally appreciate how her escape had affected the institution of adoption and children born as late as 2007. But I understood how it had hurt some of her direct victims, such as the five siblings who’d been seized on their way home from school and sold to five families. Only the oldest, an adolescent who’d been sent to a reformatory because he wasn’t intelligent enough to satisfy his adoptive parents, ever returned home.


I also learned of a nine-year-old girl named Peggy who protested vigorously after being taken from her mother. “I became a stutterer, a bed wetter, a perpetual screamer,” she told a Memphis reporter in 1987. “I made life miserable for everyone.”


She was sent back to Georgia, who shuttled her among eight different foster homes. Deemed incorrigible, she was returned to her mother, but continued to grieve for her four brothers and sisters, who remained in California and New York.


Many of the hundreds of adoptees I would eventually speak with were, like Peggy, driven almost to breakdown. When Georgia Tann died, Elizabeth Huber was thirteen, and experiencing an identity crisis more severe than the average adolescent’s. She had arrived in California eight years earlier, ill with pneumonia and traumatized by the death of her mother. Georgia hadn’t told Elizabeth of her impending adoption, but had simply flown her to Los Angeles, where she was picked up by her new parents in the lobby of the Biltmore Hotel.


Georgia represented her children as blank slates, and Elizabeth’s adoptive mother was persuaded. She greeted her by telling her she was a new person named “Carol,” and giving her a doll.


Surprised and confused, the child named the doll Elizabeth. It was the nicest toy she’d ever owned, but she hated it. Her anger was compounded by her adoptive mother’s dismissal of her grief over separation from her younger brother. When she talked of things they’d done together, her adoptive mother said, “Those things never happened. You’re ‘Carol.’”


“I knew Elizabeth would never be accepted there,” she said over lunch one day in 1992 near her home in the Pacific Northwest. Articulate and intelligent, she was a former model. But her poise and mental equilibrium hadn’t come easily. She’d only survived, she said, by refusing to be ruled by the past.


“When I was first adopted, I was terrified,” she said. She didn’t know who “Carol” was or how she should act. Almost overnight she’d gone from a shack in the hills, where she was the second youngest of fourteen children, sleeping on the floor and eating orange peels for breakfast, “to this affluent home. I began talking to myself in the mirror—no one else would listen to me.” She also consciously assumed moods. “When I’d go to a birthday party I’d wear a birthday party mood. But on other days I didn’t know who to be.”


Her confusion deepened, and as a young adult she consulted a therapist, who, suspecting a link between adoption and her difficulties regarding identity, suggested she take back her old name.


Fearful of offending her adoptive parents, she resisted his advice for twenty years. But when she reclaimed her name in 1982 she finally found some peace. Two years later she realized a long-held dream— reunion with her beloved younger brother and other relatives. “I got off the plane in Nashville and my relatives were there—all the women had orchids,” she said. For the first time in forty years, she felt like she belonged.


Soon after meeting Elizabeth, I spoke with another adoptee Georgia had wronged. At age six Barbara Davidson was adopted by a man who sexually abused her. Her adoptive mother seemed oblivious, and Barbara didn’t tell her. “I knew what he was doing was wrong,” she said. “But I thought it was all my fault.” She was also accustomed to molestation, having earlier been abused by a man in a boarding home in which Georgia had placed her, and also by Georgia herself.


When she spoke to me Barbara was deeply depressed. Without benefit of therapy, which she was afraid to seek because she feared that psychiatrists would doubt her stories, she struggled to believe she hadn’t deserved her past. “I was only a baby,” she told me, crying.


Elizabeth lived in Oregon, Barbara lived in Texas, and, speaking shortly afterward with adoptees in almost every other state, I realized how pervasive Georgia’s reach had been. The epicenter, of course, was Memphis, where, visiting the courthouse archives, I’d see people with worn, worried faces, studying old docket books for mention of relatives stolen by Georgia. The genealogy department of the Memphis Main Library bustled with searchers. Some spoke of quests of forty years.


“Help me,” some asked upon learning I was a reporter. Aware of my inability to help them search, I recalled the words of an elderly Memphis attorney I had interviewed, with some difficulty: “I understand your sense of outrage, but what is the point of writing this book? The world is full of wrongs for which there are no remedies.”


It’s true, of course, that nothing can compensate a mother and child who will never know each other’s touch or hear each other’s voice, or erase Barbara Davidson’s memories of sexual abuse. But I also recalled Barbara’s words, the first time we spoke. It was an emotional, disturbing conversation, for Barbara told me things she had never even told her husband, and as she did, her voice regressed to that of the terrified six year old she’d been. She was furious with Georgia, but Georgia was dead. When she learned that Georgia’s sole surviving long-time employee still asserted Georgia’s innocence, she exclaimed, “May God have mercy on that worker’s soul. She has no right to take the truth to her grave. If she would say, ‘Yes, Georgia did sell and hurt children,’ that would help so many people. If she would just admit Georgia was wrong, in God’s name she was wrong . . .


“I wake at night,” she told me, “and I still feel the ropes around my wrists.”


Having conducted largely fruitless interviews with that employee, a woman in her eighties named May Hindman, I knew she would never oblige Barbara. But I believed that Barbara and other adoptees could achieve some satisfaction by forcing Tennessee officials to admit they’d been wronged. More helpful than an apology would be access to the adoption records they had long been fighting for. My article about Georgia Tann, published in Good Housekeeping in March 1991, had aided their efforts.


But the article that had helped some adoptees was greatly troubling others. One of the most troubled was Billy Hale.






















3.
 Billy


I met Billy Hale through a classified newspaper ad I placed shortly after my first Memphis visit, which, because of old-time residents’ defensiveness, had yielded little information about Georgia Tann. The ad read, “If you have knowledge of Georgia Tann or the Memphis branch of the Tennessee Children’s Home Society please contact . . .” 




I received little response from ads I ran in major newspapers on the East and West Coasts. Few of the thousands of adoptees Georgia placed in New York and Los Angeles sought information about her in those publications. But they and other Georgia Tann adoptees who sought reunion with their families considered the classified sections of the Tennessee, Arkansas, and Mississippi newspapers—where I also ran ads—to be lifelines. I was contacted by more than 900 people, including a man who had recently discovered papers related to Georgia’s business that had long been believed destroyed.


Other responses were emotional in nature. Elderly women wondered if I was the daughter Georgia had stolen. I referred them to a Memphis search expert, a woman named Denny Glad, but felt terrible for raising hopes that might never be met. Most calls, thankfully, were from adoptees, birth parents, adoptive parents, social workers, nurses, doctors, and others who simply wished to discuss their experiences with Georgia. They sent me correspondence from her, birth certificates and hospital records, and described heartbreaking letters in which birth parents pleaded for their children’s return.


Almost everyone I spoke with referred me to others, and so I learned of Billy. Over the next few years he would undergo several changes, but when I met him he was fifty-three and living in Portland, Oregon; his hair was short and his voice was sad. He told me he had always been sad, though not so sad as now, and believed the reason stemmed from his early childhood. But his adoptive parents had told him his memories were wrong: his mother had relinquished him at birth, representatives of Georgia’s agency had said.


Bruce and Gertrude Hale loved Billy, and raised him first on a farm near Nashville in a stone house surrounded by mountains, and then in a century-old mansion in Murfreesboro that had briefly served as the capitol of the Confederacy. Painted white with green trim, the house had six bedrooms, seven fireplaces, and three porches. On summer nights Billy would sleep on one of the porches, surrounded by stars, the sounds of frogs, katydids, and crickets, and scent from the giant magnolia out front, said to be the second largest of its variety in the South.


It was the perfect home for a child, flanked on three sides by water and bordered by tall trees from which he swung and plunged into Stone River. He and his adoptive father built a boat they sailed on a nearby lake; Billy navigated coves and hollows and beneath apple trees that stood in the water, catching blue gill and crappie and catfish and bass.


But despite his loving adoptive parents and comfortable surroundings, Billy was always troubled. On his first day of school he grew hysterical, crying, clutching at Gertrude’s legs. She couldn’t leave the classroom that day; it took two weeks before she could return home during school hours. Billy was terrified of using public restrooms and undressing in front of others; Gertrude obtained permission for him to shower privately.


Billy’s memories of his earliest childhood days included having been driven, crying, in a limousine with two black-garbed women and a tearstained little girl. He also recalled having been told he was part Cherokee, but, as the Hales patiently explained, neither that nor the car ride had occurred.


Billy felt guilty, though his parents assured him he had done nothing wrong. He empathized with anything small and weak. When he turned thirteen his father took him hunting. Billy knew he had to shoot a squirrel, but afterward felt so terrible he tried to bring it back to life. At twenty-four he married a shy, slender young woman who seldom smiled, out of embarrassment over a crooked front tooth, which he quickly helped her to have fixed. He soon had two beautiful children and steady employment as a telephone repairman.


But he suffered, as he had since childhood, from seemingly motiveless rages. When his daughter sassed him he punched a hole in the living room wall; he later broke down a door. He recognized the incongruity of both dreading and ensuring the breakup of his family, but he was unable to change its course.


When his wife divorced him, Billy broke down, and after spending three months in a psychiatric hospital begged for another chance. But his rages continued, and six years after their remarriage they divorced again.
 

So scrupulous by nature that he separated the nails in his small workshop by both size and color, Billy became obsessive, inventorying each square of sandpaper, bolt, and screw. With his wife gone, and his adoptive parents now dead, he felt rootless. Desperate to fix himself in time and space, he wrote his autobiography, intermixing accounts of his grammar school grades and detailed, hand-drawn maps of his childhood homes with such pleas as, “Reader, learn from my mistakes. I love you, and look forward to meeting you in the next life.”


In the 1980s he met an attractive, red-haired woman named Della and, charged with the possibility of again having a family, entered into a third marriage. Then in 1992 he watched a television program that would change his life.


Ten months after publication of my Good Housekeeping article about Georgia Tann, CBS’s 60 Minutes had produced a segment about her. Billy had missed the original airing. But as he pulled out of his driveway on a Sunday evening six months later, on July 23, 1992, he was hailed by a neighbor, who told him that CBS was rebroadcasting the piece.


Returning his car to the garage, Billy climbed the stairs to his second-floor family room and inserted a blank tape in the VCR. The segment began with the bare facts, reported by Mike Wallace: Georgia had stolen children from the poor and sold them to the rich, and the state had done nothing to help her victims. “They simply closed the book [containing the adoption records] and hid it away. From shame? From cover-up?” Wallace asked search expert Denny Glad.


“As much as anything, to keep from having to admit that it ever happened,” she said.


Billy continued watching the program, relatively relaxed. Having read my article, he was familiar with Georgia’s story, which he had believed didn’t directly concern him. Born five hundred miles from Memphis, he had, he assumed, spent his time as ward of the Tennessee Children’s Home Society in its orphanage in Nashville, site of the agency’s headquarters. He didn’t realize that Georgia, who wielded more power than anyone else in the statewide organization, regularly scouted children at the Nashville orphanage.


But when he saw a picture of the exterior of Georgia’s Home, Billy was transfixed. “Della, I know that house. I know what’s in that house,” he said.


All night he remained on the green couch in the family room, replaying the video, suffering the flashbacks that had been triggered by the picture of the Home. He flashed on Georgia Tann, enraged; on a craggy-faced man in overalls who had huge hands; on a slim, beautiful woman with long black hair.


He went to work the next day, but was too nervous to function. Returning home, he watched the video again and again. This was the beginning of Billy’s obsession with Georgia. For the next five years he would think of little else. He would leave his job. His marriage would end. All this was in the future when I met Billy two weeks after he’d watched the 60 Minutes episode, but I didn’t have to be clairvoyant to see it.


Della, exhausted, went to bed early the first night of my visit. I sat in the kitchen with Billy, contemplating what my article and the 60 Minutes  piece that followed it had wrought: a middle-aged man led to recall things he might be better off forgetting, now driven to remembering more, his mind spiraling back and back and back.


“Don’t get lost in there,” I begged him; Della had said the same thing. But he felt he couldn’t go forward with his life until he dealt with his past. With the help of Denny Glad and support of a therapist he had begun a search for his mother, the results of which he offered to share with me.


I had little to give in return. And when, thinking of the slim, dark haired woman of his memory, Billy asked, “Where were the courts, the police? Didn’t anyone care?” I was mute. But I eventually discovered the chain of events that had encouraged Memphians to allow Georgia to hurt, ultimately, millions of people. The chain began with a natural disaster that occurred thirteen years before her birth.






















4.
 The Plague


The disaster that would aid Georgia was a plague that struck in 1878, devastating a city that had previously seemed blessed. Established in 1819, Memphis was strategically located on the Mississippi River, the great inland sea of nineteenth-century commerce. Covered by forests of tall trees, luxuriant vines, and brilliantly hued flowers, Memphis resembled the fantastic landscapes of Henri Rousseau, and was blessed with the fertile soil for which the Mississippi Delta was famous. 


To Memphis came independent-minded planters, entrepreneurs, river pilots, and merchants. Members of aristocratic families provided the leadership of this providential mix. Memphis became a major hub of transportation and was on its way to becoming the largest inland cotton market in the world.


The city emerged from the Civil War relatively unscathed, having fallen, gently and with little bloodshed, after an hour-long battle fought on water. Trading in wartime contraband added to the wealth of the citizenry. Their town attracted thousands of immigrants from countries like Germany and Ireland, and became the fastest growing city in the land.


But while Memphis was progressive in many ways, its sanitary system was medieval. Six thousand privies drained into the Bayou Gayoso, a meandering stream in the city’s business section composed of foul-smelling pools separated by dams of human excrement. The streets were unpaved, sloughs of manure and mud roamed by hogs and goats. An unappreciated danger was the superfluity of water—in wells, bayous, and rain-filled holes in the rotting wooden sidewalks. Standing water is an ideal breeding ground for the Aedes aegypti mosquito, which, scientists discovered in 1900, is the carrier of yellow fever.


Yellow fever, which appeared in the United States before the Revolution, was imported from the rain forests of West Africa through the West Indies and the busy port of New Orleans. Infected mosquitoes carried in the bilge water of ships bit seamen, who when they reached port infected any resident mosquitoes that bit the sailors. The newly infected resident mosquitoes then infected human Memphis residents, setting in motion a vicious cycle that stopped only when frost killed the insects. Memphis had suffered five serious outbreaks of yellow fever between 1850 and 1870, but dry summers or unusually early frosts kept the annual death toll under a thousand. During the torrid summer of 1873, however, eight thousand Memphians contracted yellow fever, and twenty-five hundred died.


The city recovered from this catastrophe, largely because its most prominent residents, having left Memphis for the duration of the epidemic, remained healthy. For the next several years the city was spared the disease, and on July 4, 1878, grateful city fathers set off a brilliant display of fireworks.


But by the time they celebrated, the aedes aegypti mosquito, its ranks swelled by unusually heavy rains in West Africa, had traveled by ship across the Atlantic. On July 15 the New Orleans mayor sent a terse cable, “Yellow Fever here—virulent—36 cases.” Memphis officials established quarantines and cleansed streets and basements with lime and carbolic acid. Barrels of supposedly purifying burning tar were set on street corners; cannons were fired regularly to clear the air. Desperate citizens invoked ancient talismans, sprinkling chopped garlic and mustard powder in their shoes, breathing through rags soaked in turpentine. They strung bags of the evil-smelling plant, asafetida, around their necks, and waited.


On July 29 occurred the death from yellow fever of a woman in nearby Grenada, Mississippi, who four days earlier had received a package from New Orleans containing a new dress and, apparently, an infected mosquito. Memphians fumigated all mail and strengthened their blockades. But they couldn’t prevent fleeing New Orleans residents from entering Memphis on skiffs or through the woods.


In late July a refugee from the South who was too weak to stand docked at Memphis and crawled into a shed, where he was discovered the next day, wracked by yellow fever.


On August 13 a local woman succumbed to the disease. She was thirty-four-year-old Kate Bionda, mother of two; her death throes, suffered in her stiflingly hot room above a snack house by the river, were excruciating.


Her first symptom, suffered six days earlier, had been a mild headache. But it soon became agonizing, and was accompanied by joint pain so severe she cried out. Her temperature soared to 106 degrees, and she grew delirious. From her body emanated a peculiar, terrifying smell, as of old rats’ nests, or rotting flesh.


On the third day her temperature broke; she sat up and asked for tea, and her loved ones rejoiced. They didn’t understand the insidiousness of her disease.


The symptoms of yellow fever often briefly receded, only to return with a vengeance. The whites of Kate’s eyes were soon speckled with red spots. The virus was dissolving her blood vessels: fluids, leaking out, coagulated and congealed. Purple welts appeared on her skin, which was the yellow of jaundice. Her tongue and lips grew cracked, and blood oozed from her nose.


By the fifth day, blood seeped from all of her orifices, even her tear ducts; she felt blinded. She was wracked by vomiting both forceful and terrifying; what issued forth was copious, black, the consistency of coffee grounds, a mix of stomach acids and hemorrhaged blood.


From the inside out Kate capitulated. Her liver liquefied; her heart softened to mush. The rate of decomposition increased after death, reducing her to little but bones in a bloody pool.


Not even the most eminent contemporary physicians understood how she had contracted the illness. Some thought it was caused by a “miasma” emanating from the garbage-strewn Bayou Gayoso. Others believed the disease was carried by particles of dust or an airborne toxin.


Today doctors vaccinate people traveling to countries like Africa against yellow fever, and provide intravenous fluids to patients to prevent dehydration. Physicians of Kate’s time prescribed peppermint, camphor, and calomel, and applied leeches to patients’ stomachs. A doctor from New York who volunteered his services called these “cures that killed.”


Memphians understood that the Fever would disappear with the first frost but no one knew why, or how it was spread. They assumed incorrectly that it was contracted through contact with patients, their vomit or bedding.


Each day the radius of the city affected by the Fever increased by several blocks: the flight range of the Aedes aegypti mosquito. A local reporter wrote of the “many bloodthirsty mosquitoes, a million or more to every man, woman and child here.” But no one made the necessary connection, and the mosquitoes remained unchecked; insect repellants were unknown. Few homes had screens.


Escape seemed the only prevention. Within two days of Kate Bionda’s death twenty-five thousand of the city’s forty thousand residents fled to places as distant as New York City. Businesses were abandoned; dinners were left uneaten as families escaped in wagons, carriages, goat carts, on mules or horses and on foot. Men shoved aside women and children to board crowded trains. “The ordinary courtesies of life were ignored,” wrote Colonel Keating, editor of the Memphis  Appeal. “There was one emotion: an inexpressible terror.”


Terror was also felt by people at stops along the railroad line, who feared infection. Armed men prevented Memphians from disembarking and local citizens from even offering them supplies. This resulted in sounds and sights that must have been hard to observe: the moans of passengers begging for water, their blackened tongues protruding from cracked lips.


And yet the illness spread. Yellow fever plagued two hundred cities and towns across the South that year, and killed more than twenty thousand people. But Memphis, with a daily toll often higher than that of all other towns combined, was the worst afflicted, and soon garnered charitable contributions from all over the country.


But as Sister Ruth, a twenty-six-year-old Episcopal nun who had traveled from New York City to nurse the ill, wrote, “Money is quite useless. There is plenty of money here, but it buys no head to plan, no hands to wash. . . .” All but two hundred of the six thousand white citizens who remained in the city fell ill; 75 percent of them died. Black residents had previously been immune to the Fever, but they too contracted it in 1878, and suffered a 7 percent mortality rate. Between deaths and desertions of political leaders, city government collapsed. Illness cut the police force from forty-one to seven; the staff of the Memphis Appeal was reduced to one printer and Colonel Keating, who published one-page daily newspapers consisting of roll calls of the dead.


The sounds of the city were hellish. For a while funeral bells were rung at burials, but the constant tolling became too frightening. When the bells stopped, Memphis keened with a silence broken by the footsteps of residents looking for doctors, the rumble of death wagons, and the call of the drivers: “Bring out your dead.” The screams of patients also rent the air. Head pain accompanying the disease was so severe sufferers drew blood with their fingernails, trying to ease it. Others remained composed until overtaken by delirium, then wandered the city naked, seeking lost loved ones.


The city seemed a harbinger of hell. The inevitable sweltering summer heat was intensified by the fires, which, considered sanitizing, burned in every fireplace. Smoke from the outdoor fever pyres, smoldering tar, and booming cannons coalesced into a dispiriting yet merciful haze.


But not even the sound of cannons obscured the ever-present lamentations. These and sounds even more terrible—as those of stomach muscles ripping as a patient, bracing himself at a window, shot forth his black vomit—pierced the hearts of even the most formerly callous observers.


Of course some citizens looted the homes of the sick. But many more residents, pulled out of themselves by horrors they could never have imagined, united to help. Protestant and Catholic nuns tended the babies found coated in black vomit, futilely nursing at the breasts of their dead mothers. A madam named Annie Cook converted her bordello into a clinic and cared for the dying. Relief efforts were coordinated by a young businessman named Charles Fisher, who tirelessly treated the ill, a lit cigar clenched between his teeth, to camouflage the stench. On September 20, he sent a telegram to be read in New York City’s Booth Theater, which hosted a benefit for Fever victims.


“Deaths to date—2,250. . . . Our city is a hospital. . . . We are praying for frost; it is our only hope.”


Frost was expected by October 11. But that morning’s temperature was a balmy 67 degrees. By then almost all of the local Catholic priests were dead, as was Sister Ruth, whose nickname among the poor had been “Sunbeam.” Annie Cook had also succumbed. Charles Fisher died six days after his message was read in New York. Colonel Keating, who survived, wrote, “There were hours . . . as if the Day of Judgment was about to dawn.”


Finally on October 18 came a black frost, and by October 29 new cases had fallen to almost zero. According to the Board of Health, the epidemic was over, but in the strictest sense it would never end.


Memphis had lost over five thousand of its citizens to death. Most of the thousands who had fled to cities such as St. Louis never returned. Among these were many of the city’s professionals, and businessmen whose concerns, flourishing in their new locations, were constant reminders that Memphians had lost more than the loved ones in their graves. They had lost the Memphis that would have been.


Among those who had abandoned the city were the Germans who had brought to Memphis music, theater, and industry. Almost all of the Irish had died of the plague. The proportion of foreign-born citizens, which had been 30 percent in 1860, dropped to 5 percent by 1900. Instead of reaching the expected count of eighty thousand by 1880, the population dropped from forty thousand to thirty-three thousand, plunging the city from thirty-second to fifty-fifth in national rank.


The population began to rebuild, but its composition was different from before, for the replacements for the lost Memphians were poor, often illiterate newcomers from the most rural areas of Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee. They couldn’t afford to pay taxes, and civic leaders were forced to declare the city bankrupt.


Added to this humiliation was the stigma of disease. Across the country health experts urged that Memphis be burned to the ground. Desperate to improve their city’s image, Memphians began replacing the wood block sidewalks with pavement, and wells and cisterns with a modern waterworks. But yellow fever returned in 1879. Half of the population fled. Five hundred eighty-three people died, as did any remaining faith in Memphis.


Formerly a town inhabited by concerned citizens, Memphis became a city of transients who seldom indulged in civic-minded or even legal pursuits. So although Memphis regained its city charter in 1893, the chance of it becoming a modern metropolis, once deemed inevitable, seemed hopelessly remote. Then yellow fever struck again, in 1897.


The few remaining citizens of means withdrew to newer, safer areas. The gap between them and the newcomers living in the tenements bordering the business district widened. Criminals and gangsters flourished in the void, and the city’s homicide rate soared to the highest in the country. Memphis was ripe for exploitation.


Georgia Tann would become the most enduringly harmful of the city’s manipulators, and the plague eased her way. Children were less likely than adults to die of yellow fever, and hundreds of Memphis children were orphaned by the plague of 1878. Gratitude toward the sisters who cared for them inspired Memphians with an unquestioning respect for women who worked in adoption. This admiration persisted into the 1920s, when Georgia would take full advantage of citizens’ gullibility. Georgia would also exploit the nuns themselves in the most terrible way, by trying to seize and sell the children the sisters frantically hid from her in attics.


The altered demographics caused by the plague also helped Georgia. Descendants of the sixty thousand rural émigrés who filled the vacuum left by the dead and departed provided her with women she considered “breeders”—single mothers whose babies she would steal.


But the epidemic helped Georgia most by breaking citizens’ spirit. Formerly, Memphians had been self-assured and scornful of fools. Now they were desperate, vulnerable to the charlatan who would protect her.


He was Edward Hull Crump, and he was born in 1874, seventeen years before Georgia, into a respected Mississippi family. When he was four years old the plague spread from Memphis, killing his father and plunging Crump into poverty so extreme he was reduced to exploding inflated pigs’ bladders instead of the customary firecrackers at Christmas. A natural leader, Crump developed a bullying confidence and craving for power. At eighteen he moved to Memphis.


He was drawn there for the same reason as were the other rural emigrants who surged in after the plague: impoverished as it was, Memphis offered excitement. Accustomed to a state listless with eroded red hills and swamps, Crump savored the briskness: the pungent odor of fried catfish, Mississippi mud, and raw whiskey; the incongruity of sweetly scented lilacs sold by beggars and exotic spices stored in troughs. He noted the opium dens, bagnio girls, giant wharf rats. He noted the city’s aimlessness, and what it portended. Memphis needed a manager, and he loved to boss.


Crump had only a grammar school education, but he possessed an egotism and aggression that post-plague Memphians admired. Shortly after his arrival he assaulted several men, including his employer, whose business he acquired and built into a highly profitable insurance company. His fortune assured, he tackled his real goal: ruling Memphis.


His political tactics were as crude as those he had applied to business. Elected to the city commission in 1907, he monopolized municipal meetings by standing on tables and shouting, shaking his fist. By 1910 Crump was mayor, and was readying Memphis for the woman who would corrupt adoption.






















5.
 Mollie


While Crump began ruling Memphis, many of Georgia Tann’s direct victims were born. These weren’t her child victims, but their parents. While I initially knew few of these parents I spoke frequently with their children, most often with Billy Hale. Through him I learned of Mollie. 




Billy’s voice was flat. “I feel like I’ve been hit by a sledgehammer,” he said. Since watching the 60 Minutes episode he had been deluged by wonderful memories of walking down a country road hand-in-hand with his mother, intermixed with flashes of being kidnapped from her and subjected to brutal sexual abuse. He was desperate to find her.


A colleague of Denny Glad had advised Billy to run ads in Tennessee newspapers. Billy had published notices in the 1970s reading “Seeking mother who gave up a baby boy born February 10, 1939. . . .” They had drawn no response.


But during the intervening years he had learned his mother’s name. His new notice, which read, “Anyone with knowledge of Mollie Mae Moore, born around 1920, call . . . ,” was seen by Mollie’s brother Harrison, who lived in Pattonsville, Virginia, near Tennessee’s eastern border. He called Billy and asked, “Are you Mollie’s baby?”


“Yes,” Billy answered tremulously.


Harrison drew a deep breath. “She looked for you all her life, Bill.”
 

Mollie was dead. Billy had found her and lost her in the same minute. His sorrow was compounded by what he learned of her life after his abduction: of the several days she’d spent in jail for protesting his kidnapping, and of how, when she married a man who treated her as badly as she believed she deserved—for she never forgave herself for losing Billy—she was afraid to risk bearing another child.


“She kept a scrapbook for me,” Billy said, “and a birthday card she never got a chance to send. My picture was on her bedstead and in her wallet, and anyone who spoke to her for five minutes heard about me. She believed I’d come back. She called out for me when she was dying.”


 She died of cancer in Kingsport, Tennessee, on October 1, 1984, eight years before Billy spoke with Harrison. Billy had been on a business trip near Kingsport the week of her death. “If only I’d known,” he told me hoarsely.


Billy had recently spent nine days with his Uncle Harrison and five cousins in Virginia and Kingsport, where he had been born. He memorized every sight: the farmhouse where he and Mollie had lived when he was a toddler, the pond on which they’d skipped stones, the face of the now-middle-aged neighbor with whom he’d played.


He also visited Mollie’s grave, and sent me a photograph of the simple tombstone and family pictures of her at different stages of her life. There was a snapshot of her kneeling in the grass, holding Billy, on a sunny day. Billy is ten months old, plump, and looks impossibly happy; her face holds so much hope.


Billy was haunted by her face, and guilt for not trying harder to find her. He couldn’t eat or sleep or concentrate; he was in trouble at work. “I’ve got to get my life together, get it together,” he told me. And in tones offering no foreshadowing of the price he would pay, he said he would no longer bury his memories. He would, in fact, write the story of Mollie’s life.


Over the next months Billy wrote hundreds of pages of information gleaned from his memory and that of his mother’s surviving siblings. He called his book Lost Love. Like most authors he had difficulty finding a publisher, and eventually he gave up. But, hopeful of memorializing Mollie, he sent me his manuscript and the scrapbook she’d kept throughout the years of their separation.


Mollie was born in 1919 with black hair and brown eyes that mirrored those of her mother, Stella, who in turn resembled her father, whose father had been a Cherokee chief. Escaping the Trail of Tears in 1838, Mollie’s great-grandfather settled near Tennessee’s Great Smoky Mountains. But once that area became a federal reservation hemmed in by guards and barbed wire, there was little to do but dream of the past and drink. The children of the Cherokee drifted away and intermarried.



OEBPS/images/9780786733743-text_ps_0004_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
CarroLL & GRAF PUBLISHERS
New Yor





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The Untold Story of Georgia Tann, the
Baby Seller Who Corrupted Adoption
e

ri Barbara Bisantz Raymond [
[





