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For Carrie, naturally, and for Ross and Win, our Atlantans






In the spring of 1856, a free person of color named Mary Combs paid $250 for a tract of land that today is marked precisely where Peachtree meets Sweet Auburn. She sold it six years later for $500 and used the money to emancipate her enslaved husband.

An Atlanta pioneer, Mary Combs knew how to make a profit. She also knew about freedom.
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HISTORIC TIME LINE [image: ]



	
1843 Named Terminus by the Western & Atlantic Railroad only five years before, city renamed Marthasville to honor daughter of Georgia Gov. Wilson Lumpkin.

	
1845 City renamed Atlanta—feminine of Atlantic—by J. Edgar Thomson, Pennsylvania-born chief engineer of the Georgia Railroad.

	
1851 Farmer Josiah Dobbs dies near Kennesaw, Georgia, 25 miles north of Atlanta. Among his inventory are 13 slaves. The most valuable, a black field hand named Wesley, appraised at $800.

	
1864 Gen. William T. Sherman’s Union forces destroy the city, signaling the death knell for the Old South. Five churches are saved by the pleading of Father Thomas O’Reilly.

	
1867 Congress passes Reconstruction Act, making Atlanta headquarters of the Third Military District.

	
1895 At the Cotton States and International Exposition in Piedmont Park, Booker T. Washington delivers a historic racial doctrine. Known by critics as the “Atlanta Compromise,” he says, “In all things that are purely social, we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.”

	
1906 Fanned by sensationalized local reports of black men raping white women, mobs of whites erupt in a race riot. About two dozen blacks, and several whites, die. A white mob drops the bodies of two blacks at the foot of the Henry Grady statue.

	
1915 Vigilantes seize Leo Frank, a Jewish businessman convicted of murdering factory girl Mary Phagan, from his cell in Milledgeville and drive him to Marietta. There, they hang him from a tree.

	
1926 The Forward Atlanta campaign, spurred by civic leader Ivan Allen, Sr., lures to Atlanta, over a four-year period, 679 new factories, warehouses and sales offices with nearly 17,000 employees.

	
1939 Gone With the Wind premieres at the Loew’s Grand theater on Peachtree Street. Atlanta author Margaret Mitchell attends.

	
1947 The death of governor-elect Eugene Talmadge in Atlanta in December 1946 leads to a scramble for a replacement. With the state constitution unclear about succession, three men lay claim to being Georgia’s governor. One, Herman Talmadge, son of the governor-elect, storms the statehouse office, and his men change the locks. He serves 63 days before the courts declare Lt. Gov. M. E. Thompson as governor.

	
1948 Mayor William Hartsfield installs the city’s first eight black policemen; their lockers are at the Butler Street YMCA, apart from the downtown police precinct.

	
1949 John Wesley Dobbs and A. T. Walden, powerhouses along Auburn Avenue as leaders of the black Republicans and black Democrats in Atlanta, co-found the Atlanta Negro Voters League.

	
1958 A bomb rips through the Temple, a Jewish synagogue, on Peachtree Street. The bomb causes substantial structural damage, but no one is hurt.

	
1960 Authorities jail the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., who joins Atlanta University Center students in protest at Rich’s department store.

	
1961 Ivan Allen, Jr., president of the Atlanta Chamber of Commerce, successfully negotiates a plan with black leaders to desegregate the city’s lunch counters in concert with school desegregation.

	
1961 On the day of John Wesley Dobbs’s death, Atlanta schools are desegregated peacefully.

	
1964 Brandishing a pistol, Lester Maddox chases three blacks from his Pickrick restaurant near Georgia Tech, in defiance of the new Civil Rights Act. An all-white jury later clears Maddox on charges of disorderly conduct, requiring only 44 minutes of deliberation.

	
1966 Mayor Ivan Allen, Jr., quiets a Summerhill riot stirred by Stokely Carmichael, leader of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). As Allen stands atop a car to address the crowd, blacks rock it side to side and he topples to the ground.

	
1968 More than 150,000 people march through the streets of the city behind a mule-drawn cart that carries the bier of the slain Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. A memorial service is held at Morehouse College.

	
1973 Maynard Holbrook Jackson, Jr., a 35-year-old Atlanta attorney and grandson of John Wesley Dobbs, becomes the first black mayor of a major southern city.

	
1980 Hartsfield Atlanta International Airport, physically the largest in the nation, opens its new midfield terminal, constructed using Mayor Maynard Jackson’s controversial “joint-venture” program. This program aims to award 25 percent of all municipal contracts to minorities.

	
1982 A jury convicts Wayne B. Williams, an unemployed 23-year-old black music promoter, of two murders. Authorities implicate Williams in 22 other murders of young blacks, ending Atlanta’s Missing & Murdered case.

	
1990 Atlanta wins the bid to host the 1996 Summer Olympics, the centennial celebration of the modern Games.
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My research for this book has taught me what the people of Atlanta have known for a century and more: there are two Atlantas.

The old-line southern families, white and wealthy, lived in an Atlanta that developed along its most famous thoroughfare, Peachtree Street.

The other Atlanta existed as if a parallel universe. It was home to blacks learning to be free. The center of their Atlanta was Auburn Avenue. Hungry to share in the fruits of the city, they built a commercial district that became known as Sweet Auburn.

Where Peachtree meets Sweet Auburn, then, is more than a mere intersection on a city street map. It is the meeting of two worlds.

To understand these distinct worlds and their people, I have studied two Old Atlanta families, the Allens and the Dobbses. Ivan Allen, Sr., son of an ex-Confederate cavalryman, arrived in 1895. He aimed to create wealth. Over time the Allens became model white patricians, millionaires living by a meadow. John Wesley Dobbs, son of Georgia freedmen, came to the city in 1897, seeking education. He brought with him energy, intellect and an orator’s special gift. Over time, the Dobbses became solidly established among the city’s black elite.

I was drawn to these families because their stories are instructive of the personal, business and political complexities in their worlds. Each family produced a major political figure—in fact, the two most significant mayors of the New South—whose work helped shape the Atlanta that ascended from the ashes of the Civil War to stand on the world stage as host to the 1996 Olympic Games.

The 1864 razing of the city by U.S. Gen. William T. Sherman’s invading army has not been forgotten. It serves yet as a cautionary tale. The city burned to the ground during a war in which race was a central issue, and the people of Atlanta have worked mightily the past 132 years to make certain it didn’t burn again. The city’s black and white worlds came together for that purpose.

I asked two of the centerpiece figures in this book, Ivan Allen, Jr., and Maynard Jackson, Jr., to show me the Atlanta that shaped them. Only when these two mayors drove me to their old haunts did I gain a full appreciation of the gulf of geography and culture that separated the two Atlantas.

Ivan Allen drove me through the leafy streets of an elite enclave decorated by mansions, magnolias and honeysuckle. How time has changed his town. All but shouting: “Northside Drive is a racetrack now!” “My Lord! Look at that skyline!” He dropped names of old friends familiar to the white elites: the legendary golfer Bob Jones, the banker/mayor Robert F. Maddox, the Frank Inmans, the Mell Wilkinsons and Mrs. J. M. High. “These were some of the best old families in Atlanta, yes,” Ivan Jr. said. “Peachtree Street was Peachtree Street.”

Maynard Jackson, grandson of John Wesley Dobbs, stopped at a corner near his grandparents’ old neighborhood. Once stately, the Dobbs home had fallen from grace. No leafy enclave or honeysuckle here. Jackson pointed to a street sign and said, “What’s it say? ‘Glen Iris.’ ” Across the street the sign said “Randolph.” “You know why? Racial living patterns. Whites didn’t want to live on the same street as blacks. So blacks lived on ‘Randolph Street’ and whites lived on ‘Glen Iris.’ ”

Allen searched for an old brick building that once was his school. “Quite a number of my friends and later well-to-do Atlanta people were in the same class,” he said. We drove past a grand Presbyterian church, his family’s. We drove past a fancy social club where the young Ivan Jr. played tennis and swam. “As we grew up, for many of the social affairs, we’d go to the Piedmont Driving Club. The Driving Club was always the epitome of society in Atlanta.”

Jackson remembered roller skates on a city street. “On Christmas day, this street, Jones Avenue, N.W., was packed with skaters. You’re talking about styling—on skates. The brothers were super baaaad!” At his father’s first home, he remembered eating figs year-round. He also remembered the twenty-seven steps up to the front door. “We were very crowded. We had four children and three bedrooms. The church had promised my father a parsonage, then all of a sudden it didn’t happen.”

At 2600 Peachtree, Allen stopped. He had grown up at that address. “Daddy built here at about the time I got out of Boys High School and went to Tech. It was a beautiful English Tudor home, limestone facing, a select brick. Nice home, very much the order of those days. You didn’t hear ambulances runnin’ up and down Peachtree in those days. It was very quiet.”

Jackson looked up the twenty-seven steps to the house at 451 Ashby Street, N.W. He remembered the family’s white collie, Lady White. “One time my sister, Carol Ann, who got confused by the name, stood on top of here at rush hour,” he said. “The collie had disappeared and instead of calling, ‘Lady White, Lady White,’ she called, ‘White Lady! White Lady!’ Traffic was stopping all up and down the street.”

Any understanding of the co-existence of the two Atlantas must begin with an understanding of the people who built the city. With only a nominal presence of European ethnic groups, Atlanta is not a New York City shaped by waves of immigrants arriving at Ellis Island. Nor is Atlanta, like the great cities of the Northeast and Midwest, created by broad-shouldered industries. For generations the South has remained an agrarian society and Atlanta its transportation hub, initially by rail, later by air. Even today the relationship of the British planter and his African slave remains at the heart of Atlanta’s character.

The city’s character is best revealed in answer to the question: How can blacks truly be free within a white southern society? It is a moral question that Atlanta has answered not with morality but with pragmatism. The answer has been a truce between white and black leaders. If not a full and just peace, the truce at least has been a fruitful cessation of hostilities. It did not eliminate the prejudice of the white southerner; it only kept it out of view. It did not guarantee blacks a better life; it made such a life seem possible. Though blacks and whites gained from such a truce, the gains were small in terms of tolerance and understanding. They were gains of profit in business and politics. Whatever trickled down from that profit, in terms of human relations, was a bonus.

Atlanta’s emergence as a symbol of the New South has been as much an exercise in public relations as in morality, for it is hard to imagine a city that has more carefully managed and manipulated its image as a hospitable place of racial moderation. The wonder truly is that the image was projected with such vigor for so long as to become, in many ways, the reality.

The reality: America burned in the 1960s. Watts burned in riot. So did Washington, D.C., Cleveland and Detroit. Boston seethed in racial fury. Fire hoses and police dogs were turned against black men, women and children in Birmingham. Provocateurs spoke of a race war. In Atlanta, meanwhile, a city’s racial conscience was tested as never before. The racial détente that had been established held up against the rage. Instead of burning again, the city came of age.

It became the city imagined by the Allens and Dobbses. Ivan Jr. was the son of a Babbitt-like businessman/booster who believed that whatever was good for business was good for Atlanta. The elder Allen liked to be called “Senator” (he had served two years in the Georgia General Assembly) and imagined himself as governor of Georgia. When business duties precluded politics, the Senator hoped that one day his son, Ivan Jr., would be governor.

Because John Wesley Dobbs and his wife, Irene, had six daughters and no sons, the Dobbs name, as the locals like to say, “went to girls.” Even without the name, Maynard Jackson, Jr., carried the Dobbs fire and passion. As John Wesley Dobbs’s firstborn grandson, he was so closely identified with the patriarch that even in 1995 aged members of the black community in suburban Atlanta referred to him as “one of the Kennesaw Dobbses,” a phrase born in the days of slavery at the foot of nearby Kennesaw Mountain.

No accidental politicians, both Ivan Allen, Jr., and Maynard Jackson, Jr., came to the game eagerly, even with the idea of office beyond a mayor’s. They came from patrician families that had built dynasties of power and influence in their parallel worlds. They came from families shaped by the tumultuous racial dynamic that changed Atlanta even as it changed America. They came from families whose stories speak of triumph and tragedy.

In these family stories is the story of a city.

GARY M. POMERANTZ

Atlanta, Georgia

Fall 1995







PART I OLD SOUTH [image: ]




	Record for:

	Kate Bowie.




	Date of Application:

	January 8, 1870.




	Where born:

	3 miles out of Atlanta.




	Where brought up:

	In Atlanta. Sold when 14 to Alabama.




	Residence:

	Gilmon St. this side Ricks mill.




	Age:

	27.




	Complexion:

	Light Brown. Her mother raised her Emeline. Her name was changed by Jack Jones, who bought her at sheriff sale.




	Husband:

	Robert.




	Father:

	John Welch in Jacksonville, Fla.




	Mother:

	Agnes Nelson, sold away.




	Brothers:

	Anderson, sold away & Thomas in Texas. Henry & Willard sold away.




	Sisters:

	Sarah, wife of Peter Pitman at Cotton Hill, Clay Co., Ga. & Narcissa & Caroline both sold away & Mary Janes & Mary both dead.





—Depositor’s application No. 34, the Freedmen’s Savings & Trust Company branch office in Atlanta
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In the upper chain of the Great Smokies along the Appalachian range, where a heavy limestone base makes the soil fertile for livestock farming, the father, grandfather and great-grandfather of Ivan Allen, Sr., were born and flourished. The patriarch of these east Tennessee Allens, Ivan’s great-great-grandfather, Robert Allen, was nearly sixty years old when he left Chester County, Pennsylvania, after the Revolution to come to the virgin mountain territory, then still part of North Carolina. By 1786, the year Davy Crockett was born ten miles away, Robert Allen had settled on the undulating north bank of the Nolichucky River.

There, seven miles south of Greeneville, he built a log home with portholes that were used to defend against the Cherokees still roaming the river. The ‘Chucky flows from western North Carolina through Greene County and snakes to the west, finally depositing into the French Broad above Newport, Tennessee. The Cherokees once looked to the snow-capped Smokies, rising to a daunting six thousand feet, and called them “the Unakas,” which translates to “white.” They named each of the small tributaries with a purpose—Lick Creek was near the salt licks, Horse Creek was where they hid their stolen horses, and Camp Creek sliced through the Cherokee campgrounds. The farm fields filled with Indian corn, wheat and grazing livestock. In the springtime, the valley burst with wild aster and goldenrod and the grasses grew long and lush. Local farmers boasted that these grasses bred the finest mules known to the South.

Nearly a century and a half after the antebellum Allens’ years of glory, their legacy, and sense of industry, remains spread across these mountains. Allen’s Bridge spans the Nolichucky; Highway 70 to North Carolina cuts through a mountain pass known as Allen’s Gap; and just inside the North Carolina line, a traveler will notice Allenstand, which the Allens created to serve farmers as they drove their livestock between the two states. The enduring portrait of Greene County from this period is of livestock traders driving mules and cattle toward Asheville, North Carolina.

As the architect of the family prosperity, Daniel Allen, Robert’s son, was more than a farmer. He built toll roads, bridges, had his own saw mill and grist mill and often played the role of personal banker, loaning money to local farmers at hefty rates. He had married Mary “Polly” Baker in the Presbyterian church in 1813 and they had twelve children, five of them boys, the most enterprising being Isaac and James. A dour and irascible man, Daniel Allen’s most endearing trait was his affection for his children. He sent Isaac and James to the nearby Tusculum Academy. When his daughter Nancy married James M. Lowry he built a fine brick home on Irish Street in Greeneville for them. He thought the finished product insufficient and subsequently built the newlyweds an even more elaborate house in the country surrounded by ash and cedar trees; his slaves fired the bricks at the site. As proof of his enduring strength and legacy, the two homes built for his daughter still stand.

During the 1830s, Daniel and his younger brother Sam, who lived on the adjoining plantation, often ventured into Greeneville. It was a small, peaceful village of manicured gardens and brick homes with about five hundred residents. The Allen brothers shopped at the log cabin tailor business on Main Street owned by the Greeneville alderman Andrew Johnson. Andy Johnson, as he was known, later would serve as Abraham Lincoln’s vice president and assume the presidency upon Lincoln’s death.

“Sam Alens coat $4.66” reads one entry in Andrew Johnson’s tailoring logbook from June 1832. An entry from December 1836 reads: “To the account of Daniel Alens $6.50.”

In a frontier period when disputes between neighbors often were resolved with fists or rifles, Daniel Allen used a more civilized form of conflict resolution. It proved every bit as devastating. He sued his foes. While also capable of more immediate, if crude, action—in October 1838, he pleaded no contest to a charge of assaulting his neighbor with a stone, a case in which Andrew Johnson served as grand jury foreman—he was among the county’s most litigious citizens. He could be petty and defiant: in 1843, he prompted a lawsuit by closing a ford that for decades had been the safest crossing of the Nolichucky and had deposited travelers to a road that passed within yards of the Allen home. Charged with obstruction by his neighbor Jacob Dyche, Daniel Allen was found not guilty by a jury. Soon after the suit, he planted orchards in the open space, presumably to be used for the blending of whiskey. This was typical of the way Daniel Allen conducted business. It’s no wonder that he was widely known in Greene County for his imperious and pecuniary ways.



In the autumn of 1838, under the cover of darkness, a slave named Cain broke into a storehouse near Greeneville, Tennessee. He fumbled through the inner sanctum of a white man’s store and stole only what he needed: $100, enough to buy his way into the North; and a pair of shoes. These he would need, for he would run in the moonlight as fast as the Lord and new shoes would carry him. He would run from Sam Allen, the master of the only plantation he had ever known.

The crime detected, word went out the next day to slave patrols. Store owner Andrew Kennedy warned Sam Allen that unless he received total compensation for his loss he would prosecute Cain to the full extent of the law. In Tennessee, burglary by a slave was punishable by death. Kennedy allowed that if Cain was apprehended Allen could sell him to ease his financial loss, but he demanded the sale be done outside of Tennessee, to avoid a recurrence of the theft.

About twenty years old and strong, Cain moved quickly and surreptitiously to elude slave patrols at the Kentucky state line. He moved through the darkness of November nights.

Freedom eluded him. Spotted just south of Danville, Kentucky, more than 185 miles from Sam Allen’s whip, Cain was placed in the Rockcastle County jail in Lancaster. In the runaway slave’s possession the jailer found $100.

News of Cain’s capture reached Sam Allen several days later; it pleased him. Allen was forty-two years old, a farmer and a Presbyterian. Together with his brother Daniel, he was building a small county empire. The Allen brothers lived among commonsense people: mountain farmers, Democrats and Scotch-Irish, many of whose families had arrived, like their own, soon after the American Revolution. The typical Greene County farmer of the period owned a hundred acres and perhaps one or two slaves, producing enough for self-sufficiency and small amounts for the market. Far removed from the cotton and rice plantations of the Deep South, ownership of slaves in east Tennessee was a sign of stature rather than a matter of necessity. By 1830, Daniel already owned eleven hundred acres; in another decade he owned nineteen slaves as well, among the largest totals in the county. Sam had ten slaves of his own. The Allens’ attitudes toward the family slaves tended to be financially pragmatic and paternalistic; when their slaves required medical attention they sent for the family physician, Dr. Joseph Bell. One local legend, about the troublesome slave on the adjacent Johnston plantation who was nailed into a barrel and thrown into the river where he drifted downstream, presumably to his death, could not have happened at the Allens’, according to one Greene County historian: “A good slave would cost $500 and the Allens would never roll $500 into the river.”

In the case of Cain, Sam Allen dispatched a local man to Lancaster to confirm the slave’s identity. Mistakes often were made and he could not afford the lost time.

Once he received confirmation, he set out on horseback on November 26, 1838, to retrieve his property. “The Negro is the same as land,” his half-brother James Allen once had said. Sam Allen agreed: valuable property needed to be protected. He ferried across the Holston and Clinch rivers, then passed through the Cumberland turnpike. But when he arrived at the jail he heard startling news: Cain had escaped and his whereabouts were unknown.

Sam Allen was furious. Now the stakes grew: loss of time, loss of money and, if Cain were not retrieved, loss of the Allen reputation among local farmers. The unspoken gentleman’s code among masters was that slaves were to be kept in line. Later, Sam Allen would file suit against jailer George Proctor, charging negligence in allowing the escape. (Though the jury would find for Proctor, Allen sought, and was granted, a new trial. He waited four terms for his case to be called but Proctor died in the interim. His attempt at retribution would add an additional $200 to the cost of his adventure.)

Sensing no alternative, he mounted his horse in Lancaster and began anew the chase for his runaway. He rode north to Lexington where coffles of slaves, manacled together and driven to markets, were a common sight. Then he rode on to Louisville, his anger rising, and then into the free state of Indiana. Finally, he gave up the chase and returned home, arriving the week before Christmas, having ridden about six hundred miles over twenty-one days. Cain, he thought, was gone forever.

Four weeks passed before the postmaster in Greeneville sent a surprising message. Cain had been captured by a bounty hunter in Ohio and was being held in a jail in northwestern Kentucky. Sam Allen wasted no time. Again on horseback, he retraced his path. He ferried across the Rockcastle and Kentucky rivers, passed through the “stamping grounds” and entered Gallatin County, where the only remaining obstacle to freedom for slaves on the run was the Ohio River. Sam Allen covered as many as forty miles per day.

In another dozen years Sam Allen would dictate his will from his deathbed and his wishes would reflect a belief that slaves were property and, as such, possessed only nominal human rights. Apart from his favorite black mare, Nig, which he would leave to his wife, he ordered the sale of his six slaves, “except my old Negro Etta and my mulatto girl Lize.” Most likely Lize had been fathered by Sam Allen himself.

But now, in the winter of 1839, Sam Allen was on the chase. He wanted Cain back. And this time he knew he had him.

He arrived at the jail in Gallatin County on January 24, 1839. To the young bounty hunter, David E. Gibson, he paid $90. Now, with Cain in his possession, Allen was in control again. In another year, Kentucky’s largest slaveholder, Robert Wickcliffe, a man known fondly as Old Duke, would tell the state legislature that six thousand slaves were being sold annually in Kentucky to southern markets, a traffic he abhorred and wanted stopped. “Generally speaking, slaves are treated with more humanity in Kentucky than any other state in the Union,” Wickcliffe would say.

To return Cain to Tennessee, Allen knew, was to risk exposing him to the death penalty. So he made a swift decision that must have conveyed a powerful message about the price of disobedience to his slaves back on the plantation.

There in Kentucky, he sold Cain. To whom he was sold is unknown, though to have sold Cain to a much-dreaded Deep South cotton plantation would have been consistent with Daniel and Sam Allen’s sense of fair play and retribution.

What is clear is that, in exchange for Cain, Sam Allen received $900, most of which he accepted in personal notes.

The remainder he took in the form of a horse, which he brought with him on the long and satisfying trip home.



The disposal of Cain lingered for a decade in the mind of Sam’s half-sister Frances Allen Farnsworth. In July 1848, following the death of the aged family matriarch, Martha Allen, Frances wanted accountability. She sued Sam for her rightful share not only to the sold-off Cain but also to a block of ten of Martha Allen’s slaves still in his possession.

What emerged in the chancery court in Greeneville was a messy family dispute that illustrates how the Allens treated blacks as property—to be divided into one-fifth shares and ceded in wills, like a team of horses or chest of drawers. Naturally, Daniel Allen gave supporting testimony for his brother.

The dispute was traced to 1811 when Robert Allen—father of Sam and Daniel and of Frances—was too weak to write his own will and dictated his wishes to a friend. He divided his five-hundred-acre plantation evenly between his young sons, Daniel and Sam, both born of his second marriage. He also gave one slave to each, and to two of his daughters. To his second wife, Martha, Robert Allen bequeathed two black women, Letty and Pris; they would become the source of the later dispute.

When Reuben Allen, one of Robert’s five children from his first marriage, read the paper reputed to be his father’s will, he was enraged by its contents and burned it. When a copy was produced, Reuben contested it. The court ruled the will legitimate in 1812 but his lawsuit proved an omen.

By willing the slave women to his second wife, Robert Allen also passed on rights to any slave children they would bear. He further stipulated that upon his wife’s death, all such rights would transfer to the five children from his first marriage: Reuben, Frances, Polly, James and Robert.

By 1849, Frances reckoned her share of the estate amounted to one-fifth interest in Letty and nine other slaves that represented Letty’s and Pris’s “increase”—as well as a share from the sale of Pris’s son Cain.

Sam Allen, who before his senile mother’s death had taken control of her estate, told the court he was willing to sell the ten slaves at issue and divide the proceeds among his half-siblings.

But it would be no simple matter. Nothing with the Allens was simple when it came to litigation.

Even as he said he was willing to sell his slaves and split the proceeds, Sam Allen also informed the court that he had purchased from family members a two-fifths share in the ten slaves. If forced to sell, Sam said he wanted two-fifths of the proceeds in addition to being reimbursed for expenses in chasing down Cain. Further, if the court said he must pay Frances a sum equal to the value of labor performed by the ten slaves in the months since Martha Allen’s death, he wanted repayment for feeding and clothing the slaves during that time.

A chancery court ruling came on May 18, 1849. Sam Allen would have to expose the ten slaves for sale at the Greeneville courthouse door, with Frances Allen Farnsworth receiving one-fifth of the proceeds. At the same time, the court ruled that Sam was due two-fifths.

On May 22, David Sevier, clerk of the court, nailed the following notice on the courthouse door:


NOTICE. Chancery Sale of Negroes. Pursuant to a decree, rendered at May term, 1849, of the Chancery Court held at Greeneville, Tennessee, in the suit of Henry Farnsworth and wife, complainants against Sam Allen and others, Respondents; I will offer a public sale, to the highest bidder, at the Court-House door in Greeneville, on Saturday, the 16th day of June next, a family of ten valuable Negroes, to-wit:

Letty, Eliza, Becca, Prisey [sic], David, Nancy, Tyler, Gibson, Harriet and Margarett [sic].

A credit of twelve months will be given the purchaser on his giving bond with approved security for the purchase money. Said Negroes are, for the most part, young and healthy, and persons desiring to purchase valuable servants may do well to attend.

D. Sevier, Clerk & Master.



On that Saturday, the Allens’ slaves were paraded up the courthouse steps on Main Street. At street level stood a crowd of prospective buyers and the usual curious onlookers. Daniel and Sam Allen were among the crowd as was Daniel’s son James. By consent of the Allen family members involved in the suit, the two slave mothers were to be sold in tandem with their infants.

Typically, the auctioneer offered a quick analysis of each slave and then the bidding began, loud and lively. Letty, forty-eight years old, often sick and “not worth her victuals and clothes,” according to court testimony, was sold for $161. Four-year-old Gibson and two-year-old Harriet brought $279 and $220.

Sam Allen bought back three of his slaves, the thirty-one-year-old Eliza plus Prissy and her infant Margaret. He spent $1,211.

Daniel Allen paid $380 for the boy David; his son James bought Tyler for $325.

In all, the ten slaves brought $3,263. The Allens repurchased seven, including the pair bought by Henry A. Farnsworth, whose parents had initiated the suit. Two prominent local men, Dr. William West and Thomas Weems, purchased the remaining three.

Even with his two-fifths share, Sam Allen lost seven slaves and $253.08 in the transaction.

Ten years later, Cain, wherever he was, was still costing him money.



Some of the neighbors watched in 1926 when Daniel and Sam Allen’s plantation homes were submerged beneath the muddy waters of the ‘Chucky. The East Tennessee Electric Company built a dam across the river to generate electricity for the area. The Allen plantation homes, and slave cabins, were among the necessary losses. As part of the process, workers scaled the knoll above the river and dug up the caskets of five generations of Allens. Those who bore witness saw water pour from the saturated boxes that held the remains of Daniel and Sam Allen and their kin. The caskets were loaded onto wagons and taken to the Oak Grove Cemetery several miles away for reburial.

Of Daniel Allen’s sons, Isaac had been the favorite. Isaac’s marriage in 1843 to Sarah Ruth Earnest must have greatly pleased his father. The Earnests, living five miles upriver, were a prominent east Tennessee family—Daniel Allen’s kind of people. One tale passed down through the generations in Greene County suggests that Daniel Allen often loaned one of his male slaves to Nicholas Earnest for breeding purposes. The slave, according to the tale, later became deeply religious and, rather than defy Allen by refusing to perform, jumped in the ‘Chucky and drowned. Though probably apocryphal, the tale reflects the cold, miserly legend left by Daniel Allen. Isaac was a more carefree spirit than his father and became a livestock trader. His speculative habits, however, created problems. Isaac pleaded guilty to charges that he had bet on an election in 1844, the year Tennessee’s James Polk, a Jacksonian promising the annexation of Texas, defeated Henry Clay for the presidency.

Isaac’s devotion to his father was plain to see. When his first son was born in December 1847, he was named Daniel Earnest Allen. Named for the family patriarch, Ivan Allen’s father would be known throughout his life as “Earnest” Allen, a blending of two of east Tennessee’s finer families.

Soon, Isaac would assume the Allen mantle. In the summer of 1851, family physician Dr. Joseph Bell had rushed to Sam Allen’s plantation. Hoping to restore his fading health, Bell attempted to “electrify” him with shock treatment, to no avail. Sam Allen died that fall.

An era ended six years later, in 1857, when Daniel Allen died at the age of sixty-six. His nephew, attorney Robert A. Crawford, drew up the papers. By the end of his life, Daniel Allen’s empire was worth in excess of $100,000. He owned more than 4,500 acres in Greene County and twenty-three slaves. His children gathered with their widowed mother at the old plantation home on September 2 and divided his possessions, including furniture, livestock and slaves. James took seven of his father’s slaves and Isaac four, including a black woman Sarah and her mulatto infant Nancy. The list of personal notes due Daniel Allen exceeded $13,000. Some insolvent notes dated back more than twenty years.

Isaac moved into the old Daniel Allen home by the river. Isaac was more tolerant and optimistic than his father. His eyes were a magnetic blue; he had light brown hair and a beard, which waved in the wind as he rode. During these years, he suffered personal losses. His wife, Sarah Earnest, died in childbirth in 1852, leaving him with three children. Four years later, he married nineteen-year-old Laura Haygood at her family’s Baptist church in Sandy Level, South Carolina. They would have seven children.

Isaac traveled the South, buying and selling livestock. From him, his son Earnest developed an appreciation for riding and driving fine horses. In time it would become apparent that Isaac took too many speculative risks. But in 1860, his good fortune seemed as certain and eternal as the flowing waters of the Nolichucky.






CHAPTER 2 [image: ]


In November 1851, Dr. John Miller McAfee drove a carriage from his plantation in Woodstock, Georgia, more than seven miles along Noonday Creek to the farm of Josiah Dobbs.

A small, imperturbable man who cast long and impressive shadows across his community, McAfee for years had been a country doctor, riding horseback across the rolling hills of north Georgia with his bag of liniments, elixirs and crude medical instruments. He had accepted livestock from patients too poor to pay. But now, near his fiftieth birthday, he had retired from medicine and settled down to farming.

Few men in the upper Piedmont of Georgia were as rich as Dr. McAfee. He lived on a seven-hundred-acre plantation near Rubes Creek in Cherokee County, owned an additional four hundred acres on the Little River and several other large parcels of land in Lumpkin, Hall and Floyd counties. Like his penned signature, his plantation home reflected great style and flourish with a fanciful array of chandeliers, portraits, looking glasses and a grand piano. McAfee kept forty-two slaves on his plantation, many of whom worked fields brimming at harvest with Indian corn, wheat, sweet potatoes and cotton. Some of his slaves worked the syrup mill or the cotton gin and threshing machine; others he hired out. McAfee had enough slaves that he could spare eight to live with his mother-in-law in Jackson County.

On this day, McAfee walked along the Dobbs farm in the Big Shanty district of Cobb County, twenty-five miles north of Atlanta, canvassing the available plows, farm tools, furniture and livestock. He was among several dozen farmers who arrived from nearby Marietta and the settlements at Smyrna and Kennesaw stations. These farmers were well acquainted with one another: the Roberts brothers (Willis and Thomas), the McAfees (the doctor and his brother Bob) and the Dobbs brothers (Asa, David and Josiah) were among the wealthier men in these parts; there had been several marriages between their families. The Dobbs brothers had settled in Cobb more than a decade before, moving from their native Elbert County.

Josiah Dobbs, a widower and member of the Noonday Baptist Church, had died that summer. His brothers, Asa and David, administrated his will. They also became guardians to four of their brother’s children.

From the Josiah Dobbs estate, John McAfee purchased three hoes, five axes, a handsaw, one lot of tools and a hammer. He paid $5.55. His brother, Bob, bought a blanket and one lot of dry peaches. Among the Roberts brothers’ purchases were a bell, several plows, a stack of fodder and fifteen sheep.

Cobb County was in a period of enormous prosperity and Josiah Dobbs had shared in it. At his death he had owned thirteen slaves, among the county’s largest totals. As part of the administration of Josiah Dobbs’s estate a county assessor had appraised their value. Nine of Josiah Dobbs’s slaves were children and three were women. Only one was a man, a dark-complexioned field hand, about thirty-two years of age. He was the most valuable in the group.

Assessing the worth of John Wesley Dobbs’s grandfather, the county appraiser wrote:

WESLEY, a negro man valued at———$800.00.

The scant availability of documentation relating to the white Dobbses suggests a tangled web of family connections, typical of the times. Though it is unclear who assumed ownership of the slave Wesley in 1851, Josiah Dobbs wished for all of his slaves to remain in the family and almost certainly his wish was not violated.

What is important is that Wesley is the point from which the lineage of the black Dobbses of Atlanta may be traced.

The irony is that this same lineage may be traced from the white physician, Dr. John Miller McAfee, who, from his position in the shaded eminence of the Old South, is also the great-great-grandfather of Atlanta’s first black mayor.



On a night of blood lust and terror in August 1831 that sent shivers down the spine of every southern slave-owner, a slave named Nat Turner and several dozen black compatriots went on a killing spree in southern Virginia, stabbing, shooting and hacking to pieces more than fifty whites, including several masters and many women and children. Turner eluded authorities for two months. His capture and hanging did not diminish the specter of his deed. One Virginia legislator in 1832 bemoaned “the suspicion that a Nat Turner might be in every family.”

Two years after the rebellion, in 1833, when the reign of the Cherokee was nearly at an end in north Georgia, Dr. John Miller McAfee was among four men elected to the Georgia House of Representatives from Hall County. He was a Jacksonian Democrat who opposed the Whigs and States’ Rights men who would have certain federal laws nullified in Georgia. At a July 4 dinner in Gainesville in 1833, Dr. McAfee made two toasts. “To George Washington, the father of our Independence; Andrew Jackson the protector,” he said. Then he saluted Jackson alone: “The President, the protector and preserver of our Government, may he never be forgotten by the American people.” Raised by tent revival Methodists in Rutherfordton, North Carolina, McAfee was only thirty-one years old. He had married Malinda Hemphill of Jackson County in 1826. With seventeen slaves on his farm, already he was on the brink of planter status. Politics seemed a natural course in the McAfee family. Robert McAfee, a prosperous farmer and the father of eight, including the doctor, had been elected in 1831 to the North Carolina House of Representatives. Robert McAfee served one term, then moved to Pinckneyville in Gwinnett County, Georgia. When he applied in 1834 to build a toll bridge across the Chattahoochee River, he found ample support in the Georgia legislature: not only from his son, Rep. John McAfee of Hall, but from another son, Sen. James Taliaferro McAfee of Cobb County. Naturally, he was allowed to build his bridge.

Like Dr. McAfee, many Georgia legislators during these years were slave-owners. Some policies enacted were designed to limit the possibilities of a Turner-like rebellion. An 1833 law prohibited slaves from preaching before more than seven slaves unless the preacher had received letters from three ordained white ministers; the letters were to set forth the colored preacher’s moral character and pious deportment. Another law, passed in 1835, was designed to allay a master’s fear of poisoning by his slaves. It forbade any person of color from compounding or dispensing medicine in a drugstore; white pharmacists who failed to obey were to be fined $100 for the first offense, $500 for each offense thereafter.

The French writer Alexis de Tocqueville traveled the South during these years and offered a quick study of racial tensions: “The danger of conflict between the white and the black inhabitants of the Southern states of the Union (a danger which, however remote it may be, is inevitable) perpetually haunts the imagination of the Americans, like a painful dream.” De Tocqueville understood the white master’s reaction to the rising cry of the abolitionist. “The more the utility of slavery is contested,” he wrote, “the more firmly it is established in laws.”

In 1835, the Georgia legislature passed a resolution that warned those who would abolish slavery: “The perpetuity of this glorious Union, which has shed such blessings on us as a people, is only to be insured by a strict adherence to the letter of the Constitution, which has guaranteed to us certain rights, with which we will suffer no power on earth to interfere; that it is deeply incumbent on the people of the North to crush the traitorous designs of the abolitionists….”



Each winter the sleepy capital city of Milledgeville, Georgia, sprang to life when legislators returned. Dr. John McAfee traveled from Woodstock to the capital in December 1836 when railroads were the central issue. The local newspaper, The Southern Recorder, reported that the city’s annual Christmas ball would be held at Mr. Horton’s hotel near the statehouse; that an itinerant dentist was available for consultation in an office on Jefferson Street and that General Wool, commander of the troops in the Cherokee lands of north Georgia, had spoken harshly against the selling of liquor to the Indians.

All across the South the rush for expansion was on. The South Carolina statesman John C. Calhoun promoted a railroad that would connect Charleston with Louisville and Cincinnati on the Ohio River. In Georgia, the former governor Wilson Lumpkin, realizing that his state was among those that would benefit most by tapping into Calhoun’s rail project, warned legislators that “the apathy of Georgia is pregnant with the most fatal consequences.” But Georgia was slow to react and was excluded from the new rail line. In November 1836, Georgians held their own railroad convention in Macon. Thirty-eight counties and officials from two railroad companies proposed the creation of a state-funded rail line that would connect the commercial centers in Georgia with the Tennessee River. That line would cover about 120 miles from southeast Tennessee to a spot along the Chattahoochee in north Georgia; it would unite Georgia’s inland commerce centers of Athens, Milledgeville, Madison, Forsyth and Columbus.

Legislative voting records indicate that Dr. John McAfee of Hall County favored the rail line but did not want the state to foot the majority of the bill. Neither did he feel Lumpkin’s sense of urgency about the issue. McAfee was among a group that voted to table the railroad bill for the remainder of the session.

The debate in the House was animated on both sides. Rep. Alexander Stephens of Taliaferro County, the future vice president of the Confederacy, spoke in favor of the bill. Though it passed, Representative McAfee and his Hall County colleagues opposed it, apparently for reasons related to funding.

Eleven days later, on December 21, 1836, Gov. William Schley signed into law the new state-funded Western & Atlantic Railroad of Georgia.

The following autumn surveyors chose a site in De Kalb County as the crossing point of the Chattahoochee. The future city of Atlanta was born as a small railroad settlement in a spot later described by Lumpkin as being “in a perfect state of nature—a wild unmolested forest, not a fence or cabin to be seen anywhere in sight.”

To locals, the new settlement was known as Terminus.



In 1839, in the old Cherokee lands of Dahlonega, Georgia, where gold first was spotted a decade before, the Bank of Darien appointed Dr. John Miller McAfee as cashier in its branch office. His job was to buy gold from speculators on behalf of the bank. Not only was he well-compensated by the bank during the short-lived rush, but also by his patients, some of whom paid him in gold. His stature in the sparsely populated Lumpkin County was evidenced in 1840 when he was elected state senator; he served a pair of two-year terms.

Returning to Milledgeville on Christmas Eve, 1842, Senator McAfee witnessed the effects of the vote he had opposed six years earlier when the Western & Atlantic Railroad opened a small terminal. On that day, the first excursion from Terminus to the new station in Marietta—only a few miles from the plantation of Josiah Dobbs—was made amidst great celebration.

Now that the locomotive had arrived, railroad officials determined that the settlement required a name more respectable than Terminus. The surveyors of the line wanted to honor their great advocate, former governor Lumpkin, but he deferred, reminding them that Lumpkin County already carried his name. So the railroad men opted to honor Lumpkin’s daughter, Martha.

Sen. John Miller McAfee of Lumpkin County, progenitor of Atlanta’s first black mayor, sat in the chamber of the Georgia Senate in Milledgeville on that December day in 1843 when, according to the Senate Journal, “The Senate took up the report of the Committee of the Whole, on the bill of the House of Representatives, to incorporate the town of ‘Marthasville,’ in the county of DeKalb, and to appoint commissioners for the same, and for other purpose therein mentioned.

“The report was agreed to; the bill was read the third time and passed.”

By the time the first Georgia Railroad train from Augusta arrived in 1845, Marthasville was a burgeoning settlement. When the president of the Georgia line, Judge John P. King, made his first trip into Marthasville, he stepped off the train and into an open well being dug at the depot. Speculators came in legions and soon Marthasville took on the air of a rowdy western town. Railroad agents complained that “Marthasville” was too long to print on tickets. The chief engineer of the Georgia Railroad, J. Edgar Thomson, was asked by Supt. Richard Peters to create a more suitable name for Marthasville. His response was: “Atlanta, the terminus of the Western and Atlantic Railroad—Atlantic masculine, Atlanta feminine—a coined word, and if you think it will suit, adopt it.” The Georgia Railroad began to distribute circulars in Georgia and Tennessee, promoting “Atlanta,” and on December 26, 1845, the name was signed into law.

Years later, Wilson Lumpkin wrote to his daughter, “You may always remember that one of the most distinguished towns in Georgia was located by your father, and by its original and first proprietor named in honor of yourself ‘Marthasville.’ The name being stolen from you will never change the facts appertaining to the case.”



What is known of the black Dobbses from antebellum days comes in pieces from beneath the shroud of slavery. There is an inherent difficulty in chronicling the daily human experiences of slaves, who, as property, were cited in the official records of southern states not by name, only by gender, estimated age and color (black or mulatto). That difficulty is compounded in Cobb County because virtually all of its records were burned by federal soldiers in 1864.

Yet, like so many others, the descendants of the slave Wesley and his wife, Judie, have maintained a rich oral tradition. Tales of their slave experiences have been passed down through the generations. However imperfect the documentation of these tales, they have been accepted by the family as truth and therefore carry the force of truth, fortifying and guiding the next generations.

Judie would live about one hundred years. Her parentage and date of birth remain a mystery, though it is believed that she was born in about 1824. Her eyes were blue, her hair long and flowing. One existing photograph of her shows a middle-aged woman with soft eyes and an expression that suggests both superiority and indifference. She told her descendants that her slave mother was one-fourth black and her father a white master, which made her, in the term of the times, an octoroon (one-eighth black).

By all accounts, she looked white. “She was as white as people get to be but she was considered black,” one great-granddaughter recalled. Another would remember only a small and fragile elderly woman, “that looked like Whistler’s Mother.”

As a young girl, Judie said, she had cared for her father’s invalid wife. She had served her meals and combed her hair. The wife had been less than appreciative, for she had known of the girl’s origins and was bitterly resentful. Occasionally she beat or scratched the slave girl; other times she cursed her for her mere existence. Later, Judie hoped to marry a light-skinned slave for whom she had an amorous eye, but was paired instead with a dark, African-looking man, so that there would be no mistaking her children for anything other than what they were, slaves.

With Josiah Dobbs’s field hand, Wesley, she would have fourteen children, the first, a son Will, in 1847. By the time their last child, Jesse, was born in 1874, Judie Dobbs was about fifty. Neither Judie nor Wil was listed among Josiah Dobbs’s slaves in his 1851 inventory; the probability is that they were living on a nearby plantation in Cobb County.

Judie Dobbs was proud of her light complexion. In one private moment, she called out to a great-granddaughter, “Come here, sister. I want to show you something.” Then she drew back several layers of petticoats to expose her pure-white thigh. “See, sister,” said she, “that’s my real color!”

In death, the mystery of her life was recorded in a sad though honest sequence. Her bachelor son George filled out her death certificate in Marietta as follows:


Name of Father: “Don’t Know.”

Maiden Name of Mother: “Don’t Know.”

Date of Birth: “Don’t Know.”



Of at least one fact about his mother’s life, George Dobbs was certain.


Race: “Colored.”



Seeking to maximize his profits, John McAfee hired out one of his slaves, Peter, to the Western & Atlantic Railroad for the year 1857. Through an agent, Dr. McAfee contracted for Peter to work at the freight depot in Atlanta.

It would prove a galling and costly experience.

Peter was twenty-four and, as the Atlanta stationmaster George W. Lee said, “He was the most trusty Negro I ever saw…. His size was 160 pounds and in his disposition was easily controlled and obedient…. His qualities were extraordinary.”

McAfee understood that Peter would work only on the loading platform, assisting in the shipment of goods. Yet, unknown to him, Peter was soon put to work on a passenger train, making the round-trip to Chattanooga either as a brakeman or as servant to white passengers. Peter was also permitted to make trips to Marietta at least once a week to visit his wife.

On those days when he was scheduled to work at the loading depot, Peter typically rode the train from the passenger terminal for nearly a half mile, then leaped from the steps of the platform just before the train reached the first switch on a downgrade. It was faster than walking and saved a few minutes.

But on May 1 the conductor was unaware that the slave was on board. The train was said to be traveling more than twenty-five miles per hour when Peter jumped from the steps of the platform of the second car. His body fell across the tracks and was run over by the passenger cars.

His injuries were severe. A physician called to the scene amputated one leg below the knee and a portion of his other foot.

Within twenty-four hours, John Miller McAfee’s valuable slave was dead. When McAfee learned of the accident he filed a claim with the W&A. The rail line refused his settlement overtures. McAfee responded by filing suit in Fulton County Superior Court in March 1859, charging negligence. In his suit McAfee contended that Peter had been used in a manner other than that for which he had been contracted. He also maintained that the law of the road required that when a slave hand, who belonged to one train, rode upon another, a written pass from the superintendent was required. Peter had not been given a pass. Further, McAfee contended that the train was traveling in excess of the ten-miles-per-hour limit.

The trial was held during the court term of October 1860. The jury found for Dr. McAfee. He was awarded $1,500 plus legal expenses. The W&A appealed, but the Georgia Supreme Court affirmed the verdict.

“The rule of law on this subject is, that if the thing [hired] is used for a different purpose from that which was intended by the parties,” the court asserted, “…the hirer is not only responsible for all damages but if a loss occurs, although by inevitable casualty, he will generally be responsible therefor.”

The court added: “Had the negro been put to the service for which he was employed, and that only, this accident could not have happened.”



In the Illinois U.S. Senate race of 1858, candidate Abraham Lincoln said the incumbent Stephen Douglas was “horrified at the thought of mixing blood by the white and black races.”

Lincoln then twisted Douglas’s pro-slavery logic inside out.

“In 1850, there were in the United States 405,523 mulattoes. Very few of these are the offspring of whites and free blacks; nearly all have sprung from black slaves and white masters,” Lincoln said, in a declaration that should not be accepted as fact. (Most historians disregard his contention that “nearly all” mulatto slaves were the children of masters; in fact, the majority were products of mulatto parentage.) Lincoln added, “Could we have had our way, the chances of these black girls, ever mixing their blood with that of white people, would have been diminished at least to the extent that it could not have been done without their consent.

“But Judge Douglas is delighted to have them decided to be slaves.”

Douglas won reelection, though Lincoln’s oratorical polish and his prophecy during this Senate race that “A house divided against itself cannot stand” elevated him into a figure of national import and promise.

In January 1862, when both Lincoln’s political promise and prophecy had been fulfilled to epic proportions—he was President of the United States and the nation was immersed in Civil War, the slave states against the free states—a mulatto child was born on the McAfee plantation in Woodstock. The child was named Minnie, common for a slave girl, and in a distant day she would marry Will Dobbs, son of Josiah Dobbs’s slave Wesley.

Already, Dr. John Miller McAfee owned eighty-seven slaves. But Minnie was different: the overwhelming preponderance of evidence suggests that McAfee not only was her master but her father as well. At the age of fifty-nine, Dr. McAfee had impregnated a slave not yet twenty.

The oral tradition of the black Dobbs family is vibrant and colorful and, when put to the test of available documentation, proves accurate almost without exception. Minnie Dobbs would tell her granddaughters that her father was “a white physician of Scottish descent,” her mother one of his slaves, and that she had been born in Woodstock, Georgia, a tiny community that, the 1860 U.S. Census reveals, had only a few doctors. She explained that her father’s wife was unable to bear children, and that both she and the physician treated her with devotion and affection. Not surprisingly, her white father’s name was not transferred to the passing generations when the Dobbs family’s ambition was to move beyond the ignominy of slavery.

But when Minnie Dobbs died in 1937, her daughter-in-law, Irene T. Dobbs, signed the death certificate and, in the space allotted for Minnie Dobbs’s “Mother’s Maiden Name,” she wrote, in revealing fashion, “Martha McAfee.”

For years, Minnie Dobbs kept a photograph of her mother, Martha, on the living room wall in her east Atlanta home. To her granddaughters, she described her mother as “a Madagascar type.” In the picture they saw a woman with emboldened black features and flowing black hair.

As a child, the mulatto Minnie McAfee lived in her father’s Big House, a position slave-owners viewed as superior. With the Civil War raging, the young mulatto seemed much like the nation itself: a house divided, half slave, half free.






CHAPTER 3 [image: ]


At the beginning of the Civil War, Atlanta bustled with the sounds of industry. Its radius was approximately one mile in all directions, and its streets, wide and spacious, converged at the railroad depot. Train whistles interrupted the peace of morning. From Augusta, the Georgia Railroad arrived at 5:53. The Macon and Western pulled in next at 7:15. Three hours later the Atlanta & West Point and the Western & Atlantic departed for West Point and Chattanooga. For years Atlanta had failed to register to visitors as a city in its own right—they regarded it only as a place to stop en route to somewhere else—but by 1861 that had begun to change. The city was developing its own sense of place with several fine hotels, a courthouse, churches and a commercial district that featured brick buildings with New Orleans–style fronts, most prominently on Whitehall Street. Among its foundries, the Atlanta Rolling Mill was among the most extensive of its kind in the South. Even as the “cracker” farmers arrived driving their ox-drawn wagons and cracking their whips, the city seemed an unlikely symbol of an old agricultural empire. It was an upcountry town, devoid of the planter’s influence. Everything about it seemed fresh and new, if dusty. It was becoming a commercial center, a window to the region’s industrial future. Virgin forest land fifteen years earlier, the place had given rise to a city with a population of more than 9,500. Whereas in coastal cities, such as Charleston and Savannah, the number of slaves ranged as high as 40 percent of the total population, in Atlanta slaves constituted only about 20 percent. Several slave marts were located next to the Atlanta depot, though. SLAVE AUCTION ROOMS, READ ONE SIGN. And another: SLAVES BOUGHT AND SOLD HERE. The local merchant Samuel P. Richards had bemoaned Abraham Lincoln’s victory in the 1860 presidential election. “Disunion seems imminent,” Richards fretted in his diary, “and… will prove ruinous to business.”



Lincoln’s blockade of the southern states was not yet a week old on April 23, 1861, when Atlanta’s Mechanic Fire Company, No. 2, offered to form a home guard unit. “We will teach Mr. Lincoln, and his cohorts, before this war is over,” Atlanta mayor Jared Whitaker wrote, in accepting the fire company’s offer, “that the South never surrenders, and that the people of the South will never be satisfied until the Capitol, at Washington, is rescued and our Flag raised upon it.” The fire company’s history in fighting “the devouring and destructive flames of fire,” Whitaker wrote, “is a sufficient guarantee that you will ever prove successful in protecting and defending, if need be, the lives and property of the good people of Atlanta.”

The South was awash in optimism and enthusiasm. No one expected a long war. Across Georgia men and boys rushed to enter the fray, cloaking their units in nicknames such as the Bartow Yankee Killers, the Chattahoochee Beauregards, the Flint Hill Grays and the Calhoun Rifles. In a time for high-minded rhetoric, Gov. Joseph Brown vowed that rather than submit to federal guns in Georgia he would make like the biblical Samson and “die a glorious death beneath the crumbling ruins of the temple of Southern freedom.”

On April 25, near Greeneville, Tennessee, Isaac Allen, a forty-one-year-old trader, responded to the emerging conflict by forming a partnership with his friend John Pogue in a stock speculation firm. To Allen, war was the same as peace—a business proposition. They immediately began a buying spree that soon put them, and their firm, $14,000 in debt.

On May 1, Asa A. Dobbs, twenty-seven-year-old son of the late Josiah Dobbs, mustered into a Confederate regiment in Cartersville, Georgia, eighteen miles northwest of Marietta. By the following spring his younger brothers Nathaniel, Thomas and William also had joined the Southern Cause.

In Atlanta, war began, as crusades often do, with a display of righteousness: June 13, 1861, was set aside for fasting and prayer in the city in response to a proclamation by Confederate States president Jefferson Davis.

The high stakes of war soon became apparent to Atlantans. City Council members gathered at the train depot on August 11 to greet William Watkins, who was returning from Manassas, Virginia, with the city’s first casualty, his son, killed in the Confederate victory at Bull Run.

Feeling a patriotic imperative, Mayor Whitaker soon resigned to become commissary general of the Confederate Army of Georgia.



In the mountains of east Tennessee, where pro-Union sentiment was strong, the Greeneville Convention of June 1861 was called to circumvent Tennessee’s recent vote to secede. Two out of every three voters in the area had opposed secession, and the purpose of the convention was to forge a separate state of east Tennessee that would remain neutral during the war. Some of Greene County’s most notable leaders took part, including slaveholders such as former U.S. congressman Thomas D. Arnold, Benjamin and Nick Earnest and Dr. William West. “The little batch of disaffected traitors who hover around the noxious atmosphere of Andrew Johnson’s home” is how The Memphis Appeal, a pro-South organ, characterized the participants at the convention. Though it received wide notice, the Greeneville Convention produced little more than a statement of objectives.

None of the Allens took part in the four-day convention. They were firmly on the side of the Confederacy, as were most of the farming families along the Nolichucky. Living in the comfort of his father’s old plantation home, Isaac Allen would spend most of the war years on the move, either en route to Fairfield County, South Carolina, where his wife’s family lived, or on a speculative journey, buying and selling across the upper South. Each time he left, he placed the plantation, and his twelve slaves, in the hands of his overseer, a white man named Moore. At least three times during 1863, and in three different locations, he supplied the Confederacy with stock. In May, he sold three horses in Greeneville for $750 in Confederate notes. At Spartanburg, South Carolina, in September, he sold to a Confederate regiment a dozen cattle, weighing more than ten thousand pounds, for $1,836. In November, he joined his brother James on a trip to Bristol, Tennessee, where he was paid, according to Confederate quartermaster records, for “services as agent in collecting stock.” His young cousin Samuel was paid $16 on this trip for tending to the cattle while the Confederates staged a local raid. Once during the war, according to Allen family lore, Isaac Allen was on another speculative trip and awoke to the sound of a young voice calling out for him. Frantically, he rode all night for home. Upon arriving the next morning he saw a freshly dug grave in the family cemetery above the Nolichucky. His daughter Margaret Luana, just twenty months old, had died during the night.

There was little fighting in Greeneville during the war, though the sounds of conflict could be heard coming from Bull’s Gap and Big Creek, near Rogersville. Greeneville was occupied alternately by the southern and federal armies, changing hands several times. Soldiers on both sides foraged through the countryside and theft of food, clothing and weapons was rampant. In his diary, Dr. Joseph Bell, the Allen family physician, who lived in Meadow Creek about five miles from the Allen plantation, wrote often of bushwhackers. His victimization was an experience undoubtedly shared by the Allens. “Springhouse robbed,” Bell wrote in January 1862; and the following month: “Thieves took nearly all widow Cutshaw’s bacon and her horse.” On March 11, 1862, three men, wearing long overcoats and goatees, entered Bell’s home about one A.M. “Are you a Southern man?” they asked. “No, a submissionist,” replied Bell, a slaveholder who remained neutral during the war. The men asked for a telescope, “to spy out the Yankees,” but Bell said he had none. They left quietly and Bell penned in his diary: “William Ricker had just been robbed of $30.00 by 3 men—probably the same men.”

The family story that would ring in Ivan Allen’s ears as a young boy in Dalton concerned that summer day in 1862 when his father, Earnest, along with cousin James (Sam Allen’s second son) rode into Greeneville to muster into the Confederate cavalry. Earnest Allen was only fourteen, an impressionable age. The call sounded by Confederate leaders in town on June 28, 1862, was emotional. Only recently had the federals, under Adm. David Farragut, taken New Orleans. “Come boys, if you want to go into a good company,” Greeneville’s newspaper, the Tri-Weekly Banner, wrote, “and to show your patriotism, now is the time.” Together, Earnest and James Allen joined the Tennessee 12th Cavalry Battalion, B Company, a unit later known as the Independent Partisan Rangers. When asked his age that day Earnest Allen lied, saying he was seventeen, the same as James, the minimum for enlisting. Other river families, including the Johnstons and Dyches, made contributions to the 12th, as well.

The extent of Earnest Allen’s duty with the 12th is unclear, for his entire service record is limited to his muster card. In this battalion of seventy-two men, age seems not to have mattered, for it featured a fifty-four-year-old first corporal, a forty-four-year-old bugler and a nineteen-year-old captain, the rapacious John Quincy Arnold, son of the former congressman and Union man. J. Q. Arnold was a fiery leader, though at times his fire was misdirected. He shot and killed his superior, Maj. T. J. Adrian, as he crossed a street in Kingston, Tennessee, in the fall of 1862. A military court sentenced him “to be shot to death by musketry,” but because military law remanded capital crimes to civil courts during the war, Arnold’s sentence was effectively suspended. Though court-martialed in May 1863, Arnold returned to his unit in time to lead the 12th and 16th cavalries in a blood-soaked Confederate victory at Chickamauga; by the end of that battle in September 1863, Gen. Braxton Bragg and his Confederates, with help from Gen. James Longstreet, had driven the federal forces of Gen. William Rosecrans into Chattanooga, leaving behind a combined thirty-five thousand casualties. Not only was Captain Arnold badly wounded at Chickamauga (he was later praised by superior officers for his gallantry in battle) but James Allen was killed; he was the only Allen family member to die in battle.

Soon southern hopes, like Confederate currency, were on the wane. Watching Gen. Ambrose Burnside’s spirited federal troops pass through Greeneville that autumn, a small boy named H. G. Robertson noted the brightness of their new uniforms and the gleam from their guns as they marched out of town “by fours in almost endless stream, it was a sight never to be forgotten.” When Longstreet’s Confederates marched in, Robertson, who hailed from a family of Confederate sympathizers, sadly noted, “the uniforms showed wear and tear.”

In September, the darkness of the times was apparent in Dr. Joseph Bell’s diary. A slave had set fire to a pine field and then blamed it on soldiers, Bell wrote. The bushwhacking continued at a relentless pace. “Now what has secession done?” Bell asked in September 1863. His answer: “Ruined the country.”



The courage and fading glory of the Confederate States Army was personified by the fate of the late Josiah Dobbs’s four sons: Asa, Nathaniel, Thomas and William. Two were wounded, one captured and one killed.

September 1862. With superior forces, Gen. George McClellan’s federals attacked Gen. Robert E. Lee alongside the Antietam Creek in Maryland. Lee staved off Union advances. Included in the bloodbath of more than thirteen thousand Confederate casualties was William Dobbs, who suffered an unspecified injury while fighting with Phillips Legion, a unit of Cobb County boys. Dispatched to Richmond, he spent three weeks recuperating at Chimborazo Hospital, then was furloughed home. He returned to the Georgia state troops in the fall of 1863, whereupon he contracted chronic diarrhea, or dysentery, from which he would suffer severely for the rest of his life.

May 1863. Having risen to the rank of second sergeant in the 14th Georgia Infantry, Nathaniel J. Dobbs spent October and December 1862 in Richmond as a telegraph operator before joining Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. On the night of May 2, 1863—the last night of Nathaniel Dobbs’s life—a Confederate unit near Chancellorsville, Virginia, in a moment of confusion, began firing at moving figures in a wooded area. “Cease firing, you are firing into your own men!” came a shout. A North Carolina major replied, “It’s a lie! Pour it into them, boys!” Twenty paces away, Confederate men and horses fell, their bodies ripped and torn by bullets. Among the fallen was Gen. Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, the most revered hero of the South, shot three times, in the hand, forearm and shoulder. Jackson’s left arm was amputated by surgeons in a field tent as he lapsed from consciousness. Days later, with Jackson near death, General Lee bemoaned his loss. On the night Jackson was shot, Nathaniel Dobbs heard “the shrieks and groans of the wounded and dying,” a fellow Georgia infantryman recalled, which “displayed all the horrors of war and put feelings and imaginations through the mind that I never wish to experience again.” The next day, Nathaniel Dobbs was killed, one of nearly thirteen thousand Confederate casualties in a four-day battle that would be most remembered for the mortal wounding of Jackson. Indeed, just as the Battle of Chancellorsville would elevate to mythic status both Lee and Jackson (who finally died on May 10), so would it virtually ignore the gallantry of common soldiers.

July 1863. On the Fourth of July, the nation’s eighty-seventh birthday, Vicksburg, Mississippi, fell and Thomas Dobbs was among the twenty-nine thousand Confederates captured and forced to sign a loyalty oath: “I will not take up arms against the United States, nor serve in any military, police, or constabulary force in any Fort, Garrison or field work, held by the Confederate States of America.” Once signed, Thomas Dobbs was paroled. The Union oath meant nothing to him. Like the vast majority of Confederates paroled at Vicksburg, Dobbs soon was back in the Confederate service. Within weeks, he returned to the Georgia 41st Infantry; by the fall he was in Decatur, Georgia, near Atlanta, signing Confederate requisition papers for two frying pans, seven mess pans, five pairs of shoes and two wash buckets.

June 1864. As the vise began to close on the Confederacy, Gens. Ulysses Grant and George Meade led the federal Army of the Potomac against Lee on the flat lowlands of the Chickahominy, near the village of Cold Harbor, nine miles east of Richmond. Lee knew that a defeat would signal the end of the Confederacy in the Virginia campaign. During one hour on June 3 in the Battle of Cold Harbor nearly seven thousand Union soldiers were killed, an average of more than 115 per minute. At Cold Harbor, Asa Dobbs, who had been fighting for nearly three years and already had spent time at Chimborazo Hospital with an acute case of rheumatism, suffered a wound to his arm. Soon, he, too, was furloughed to Georgia.

Back home in Cartersville, Georgia, that June, there were bigger troubles. William T. Sherman’s federal forces already had passed through Bartow County. His invaders were within twenty-five miles of Atlanta.



The problem for Jefferson Davis was that he had only one Robert E. Lee.

The proud Mississippian had placed the Army of Tennessee, his primary military force in the west, in the hands of Gen. Joseph E. Johnston. With this army went the fate of Georgia. It was a decision that Davis had not enjoyed making, for Joe Johnston was not his kind of leader. Davis had graduated from West Point in 1828, one class before Johnston and Lee. Davis was a leader who, if need be, would carry his convictions to his grave. Once, in the Mexican War, Davis had offered to take an enemy stronghold even though his fifty men were armed only with knives. To Davis, Johnston possessed certain narrow qualities that limited his value as a general: Davis felt the aristocratic Virginian was secretive, cautious to a fault and too willing to retreat.

Johnston had assumed command in Dalton, about ninety miles north of Atlanta, on December 27, 1863. By spring 1864, most Georgians believed that any federal advance from Tennessee would be repelled by Johnston. On April 19, Dr. John Miller McAfee, taking no chances, rode from his plantation into Marietta to reaffirm the terms of his will written ten years earlier.

A clear pattern of the Atlanta Campaign emerged by mid-May: Johnston entrenched in well-fortified, defensive hill positions and Sherman using a series of flanking maneuvers.

His hand forced by Sherman, Johnston evacuated Dalton and retreated south to Resaca. There, he engaged in heavy fighting with Sherman on May 14 and 15. Further engagements followed at New Hope Church, Pickett’s Mill and Dallas. Suddenly, it was June, and though Johnston had suffered relatively few casualties and received significant reinforcements, he had retreated more than sixty miles deep into Georgia. Atlanta was twenty-five miles away with only one river, the Chattahoochee, to serve as a protective barrier.

Johnston settled into the mountains of Kennesaw, which provided one of the finest defensive positions in Georgia. Atlantans braced for the worst. On June 1, the City Council sought providential guidance. “Whereas the Lincoln government has concentrated two of the largest armies ever seen on this continent,” a City Council resolution began, “the one under the leadership of Gen’l Grant to besiege Richmond, the Seat of Government, and the other under Gen’l Sherman to invade Georgia and capture Atlanta ‘The Citadel of the Confederacy’ as they term it, and have left nothing in their power undone to accomplish their design… it becomes us as Christian people to humble ourselves before the Mercy Seat.”

Years later, Judie Dobbs would tell her descendants that she watched Sherman’s soldiers arrive in Cobb County. Union soldiers foraged for supplies, and as a result, she recalled, “we were scuffling for food.” Though not in Sherman’s line of march, Dr. McAfee is believed to have hastened south from Woodstock in early June, before the federal forces appeared. Most of Marietta’s wealthy landowners also fled, leaving their homes and slaves behind. “It must have cost the citizens many a pang to tear themselves away from the grateful shade and quiet comfort of the luxurious homes of Marietta, to wander in the Saharas of Southern Georgia at the present hot and dusty season,” the correspondent for The New York Tribune, traveling with Sherman’s forces, wrote on July 16, 1864. “The town is a perfect grotto of shade. The best estates are owned by Ed. Denmead, John H. Glover… Dix Fletcher, the Rev. John Hunt, Col. David Dobbs, one of the oldest citizens….” Though it is not certain where the slave Wesley Dobbs spent the war years, most likely he was owned by David Dobbs, brother of the late Josiah and Asa. The number of slaves owned by David Dobbs had escalated to sixty-two in 1860, up from forty-one a decade earlier.

Living only a couple miles from Kennesaw, Bob McAfee and his family had sought refuge south of Atlanta, though not until his wife, Eliza, had hidden the family silver beneath manure in the barn. Across the fields of his vacated plantation on June 20 the Battle of McAfee’s Crossroads was fought, replete with charging steeds and swinging sabers; both sides claimed victory. Brig. Gen. Kenner Garrard turned Bob McAfee’s home into a Union hospital.

Heavy rains continued to fall on north Georgia. On June 23, Sherman wrote to Gen. Henry Halleck, Lincoln’s chief of staff, in Washington, “The whole country is one vast fort, and Johnston must have at least fifty miles of connected trenches, with abatis and finished batteries.” The Union assault at Kennesaw Mountain began on the morning of June 27 and for at least one brutal thirty-minute period Joe Johnston’s defensive posture paid dividends. Sherman’s forces charged the Confederate mountain positions from multiple angles. The assault was a disaster for Sherman. Confederates poured rounds of hot lead into the charging Union men. As far away as Atlanta the sounds of cannons were heard. Sherman estimated his losses at twenty-five hundred, including his former law partner, Daniel McCook; Johnston claimed about eight hundred casualties. As the summer heat rose, the stench from decaying bodies, fallen in clumps below the Confederate breastworks, became ghastly and prompted a truce two days later to allow for burials.

Sherman’s flanking maneuvers began anew. Georgia governor Joseph Brown pleaded with Davis for more troops. From Atlanta on June 28, Brown wrote, “I need not call your attention to the fact that this place is to the Confederacy almost as important as the heart is to the human body. We must hold it.” Brown suggested that Gen. Nathan Bedford Forrest or the renegade raider Gen. John Hunt Morgan cut Sherman’s supply lines to the rear. But before Davis could respond, Johnston evacuated his positions at Kennesaw on the night of July 2. Before retreating to nearby Smyrna, the Confederates tore up the W&A lines from the base of Kennesaw to Marietta and destroyed four miles of telegraph. On July 4, Davis, in Richmond, wrote Brown that he was not inclined to change the disposition of his forces. That night, Johnston fell back once more, this time to fortifications on the north side of the Chattahoochee. Four days later, Union forces went upstream to cross the Chattahoochee, near Roswell, and met little resistance.

Joe Johnston retreated to the south side of the river. Nature offered him no other barriers. Atlanta was less than nine miles away.

Johnston was standing on the Marietta Road, three miles outside of Atlanta, on July 17 when he was handed a telegram from Richmond: “As you have failed to arrest the advance of the enemy to the vicinity of Atlanta,” the telegram read, “…you are hereby relieved from the command of the Army and Department of Tennessee, which you will immediately turn over to General Hood.”

Jefferson Davis was fed up with retreat.



Gen. John Bell Hood was a fighter, and in the summer of 1864 his body bore the proof. His left arm hung limp as a result of shrapnel at Gettysburg. His right leg was a four-and-a-half-inch stump, the remainder left in a surgeon’s tent at Chickamauga. Everywhere he had been—Manassas, Antietam, Gettysburg, Chickamauga—Hood had attacked. What Joe Johnston was to entrenchments, John B. Hood was to frontal charges. This was the spirit that Jefferson Davis believed the Confederacy must have.

Three times during an eight-day period in late July, Hood lashed out from inside Atlanta at various points in Sherman’s line. But attacks from Peachtree Creek, Decatur and Ezra Church failed at a cost of fourteen thousand Confederate casualties. As August arrived, Davis’s hope was that Hood would hold out in Atlanta long enough to subvert Lincoln’s reelection bid in November.

For weeks, Sherman pulverized the fortifications in Atlanta. Of the Atlantans who remained in the city, many hid in muddy dug-out shelters beneath their gardens. Sherman telegraphed Lincoln’s chief of staff Halleck on August 7: “One thing is certain, whether we get inside Atlanta or not, it will be a used up community by the time we are done with it.” Many of Hood’s soldiers were recent additions, including Lemuel McAfee, John McAfee’s forty-nine-year-old younger brother, who had enlisted in the Georgia Reserves in May. Paroled from Vicksburg, Thomas Dobbs had returned to Confederate service as well and was in Atlanta, with Hood and Lemuel McAfee, on August 29. Two days later, Hood made his final attack in the Battle of Jonesboro, south of Atlanta. He aimed to protect his line of supplies and communications to Macon, but federal forces repulsed the attack, in short order. Seizing the opportunity, Gen. John McAllister Schofield’s federal Army of the Ohio then cut the Macon and Western Railroad between Jonesboro and Atlanta.

Even John Bell Hood, the consummate fighter, had no alternative: he evacuated Atlanta the next day. Before leaving, his forces destroyed the munitions, magazines and railroad supplies. The explosions lit up the sky over Atlanta early on September 2 and, to the south, Sherman wondered if a battle was being waged in the city.

Atlanta mayor James Calhoun, with several citizens by his side, walked out on Marietta Street, beyond the elaborate Confederate earthworks, to surrender the city later that day. News of Atlanta’s capture was received with great joy by Lincoln, whose reelection was now assured. Gleefully, The New York Times reported, “Atlanta is at the centre of a network of towns and villages which have furnished forth half its war material to the entire Confederacy from the Rappahannock to the Rio Grande. This valuable region is now all ours.” In South Bend, Indiana, citizens gathered in the moonlight beneath a hotel window as bands serenaded the wife of the conquering commander. “I became a hero myself,” Ellen Sherman wrote to her husband in Atlanta, “in the light of your reflected glory.”

Lincoln telegraphed Sherman that he had rendered the Atlanta campaign “famous in the annals of war” and “entitled those who have participated therein to the applause and thanks of the nation.”

A more intimate form of congratulations came on September 7 when Sherman himself finally arrived in Atlanta. An old black man, suddenly emancipated, said, “Lord, massa, is dat General Sherman? I’se glad I’se seen him… I just wanted to see de man what made old massa run.”



Sherman transformed Atlanta into a military garrison. He ordered the departure of all citizens who remained in the city: 446 families, totaling 1,565 people, were transported south, and 79 blacks, a small minority of the total, chose to go with them rather than begin an uncertain freedom. Mayor Calhoun pleaded with Sherman to reconsider this order on behalf of the city’s pregnant women. Sherman replied: “You might as well appeal against the thunderstorm as against these terrible hardships of war…. The use of Atlanta for warlike purposes is inconsistent with its character as a home for families…. We don’t want your negroes, or your horses, or your houses, or your lands, or any thing that you have, but we do want and will have a just obedience to the laws of the United States.” From the field, an infuriated General Hood wrote Sherman that his order “transcends, in studied and ingenious cruelty, all acts ever before brought to my attention in the dark history of war.” Three days later, Hood fumed: “We will fight you to the death! Better to die a thousand deaths than to submit to live under you or your Government, and your Negro allies!”

That William Tecumseh Sherman became a military conqueror was a remarkable reversal of fate. Stress and overwork in the fall of 1861 had made Sherman conjure images of impossibly large Confederate armies poised to strike his undermanned federal troops in Louisville. Sherman had demanded more soldiers from the War Department: 200,000 would be needed to go on the offensive, he suggested. Newspapers termed him crazy, insane. In November 1861, he had been relieved from command. He returned home to Lancaster, Ohio, with a shattered reputation, and his suggested new assignment would do little to repair it—to rest his mind for twenty days.

But in the fall of 1864, Halleck found his old friend Sherman to be the only commanding officer whose heart was cold enough to prosecute war as it needed to be prosecuted. “I would destroy every mill and factory within reach which I do not want for my own use,” Halleck wrote to Sherman in Atlanta on September 28. “I have endeavored to impress these views upon our commanders for the last two years.

“You are almost the only one who has properly applied them.”

Atlanta had been christened only nineteen years before, which made the city younger even than some of the raw-boned Union boys from Illinois, Ohio and Indiana. From the earliest days of Atlanta came the shrill sound of a people who wanted their city to be important. “The Chinese once believed that China was the center of the universe,” the newspaper in Milledgeville, the Georgia capital, mocked in 1854, adding, “It has lately been discovered that Atlanta is.” Certainly, the city had become the operational center of the Confederate universe. In Atlanta, percussion caps, canteens, bullets and other munitions were made, then transported, to wage the battle against the Lincoln government. “We have been fighting Atlanta all the time, in the past: have been capturing guns, wagons… marked ‘Atlanta,’ ” Sherman told an aide during his two months inside the city. “Now since they have been doing so much to destroy us, and our Government, we have to destroy them, at least enough to prevent any more of that.”

Early on the evening of November 14, 1864, Col. O. M. Poe, Sherman’s chief engineer, was engaged in the special task of destroying Atlanta. Union soldiers looted storefronts for clothes and whiskey. Not since the tea party in Boston Harbor ninety-one years before had destruction in America raged with such symbolism, though this time destruction was waged not in the name of rebellion but in the name of ending rebellion. The razing of the city would have the dramatic effect of dividing southern history, much like the biblical testaments, into the Old and the New. Atlanta’s burning represents the end of the Old South.

The Georgia Railroad depot had been leveled with a battering ram earlier in the day. Then a torch had been applied to the wreck. Soon the commercial district on Whitehall Street became a sheet of flames. Metal sizzled and the air became loaded with black particles. Washington Hall and the Trout House hotel burned as a pall rose above Peachtree Street. Flames leaped from the slave marts to the dry-goods stores. Sherman’s special order called for the destruction of all things in the city that were of potential military value to the Confederacy; though private residences were to be spared, many were lost to the spreading flames.

The morning of November 16 broke cloudy and cool. Sherman began his legendary march into history by heading east, toward the sea. In front of him were the cotton lands that stretched to Savannah. Behind him, black smoke billowed above Atlanta. He rode out Decatur Road, the 14th Corps and his staff by his side. A band struck “John Brown’s body lies a-moldering in the grave… Glory, glory Hallelujah!” and Sherman later commented that never before had he heard the song performed with “more spirit, or in better harmony of time and place.” The infantrymen, uncertain of their destination, called out to Sherman in singsong fashion, “Uncle Billy, I guess Grant is waiting for us at Richmond!”

Sherman would remember: “We turned our horses’ heads to the east. Atlanta was soon lost behind the screen of trees and became a thing of the past.”



Five months later, the Civil War ended with Lee’s signature at Appomattox. Lincoln would savor the Union victory for only five days. His murder in April 1865 by a southern loyalist promoted Andrew Johnson, once Daniel and Sam Allen’s tailor, to the presidency.

When emancipation came to Woodstock, Georgia, Dr. John McAfee and his wife dressed his slave daughter Minnie in pink wool, with a cape collar and a matching hat. They sent Minnie and her mother, Martha, out into the countryside. A driver took them in a carriage through the front gates of the McAfee plantation. They shared a picnic lunch and Martha McAfee told her three-year-old daughter, “This is freedom!” They had no intention to leave yet. The carriage returned them to the plantation where they would live for several more years. When Minnie Dobbs retold this story seventy years later, one of her grandchildren asked about that first taste of freedom. “Why didn’t you make a break and go north?” The old woman shook her head and shrugged. “To what? That was our home.”

Because he yet owned more than $20,000 worth of property, McAfee was not included in Andrew Johnson’s amnesty proclamation for former Confederates; he was made to file a personal application. On September 19, 1865, he rode into Marietta and wrote, “Applicant admits that in common with almost the entire population of his State, so far as feelings and inclinations were concerned, he did participate in the rebellion and that while there was any hope at all his sympathies were with the so-called Confederate States.” McAfee noted that he had not spent even a single day in the Confederate service. He also signed, in Canton, Georgia, a loyalty oath to the United States, promising to emancipate his slaves.

In Greeneville, Tennessee, creditors swarmed Isaac Allen. Like many speculators, he had borrowed too often, including $2,000 in Confederate notes from his brother James in September 1863. To repay loans from his sister Margaret Allen Noel, Isaac Allen gave to her their father’s home on the river, a loss softened perhaps only by the fact that it would remain in the family. Even his former brother-in-law, Nick Earnest, sought collection in May 1866 on a $250 note Isaac Allen had signed with Nick Earnest’s father five years earlier. The court made numerous attachments on Isaac Allen’s lands, most of which he subsequently gave up. He moved his young family about twelve miles away, to a clapboard home overlooking the rich bottomlands of Lick Creek, near Mosheim.

All of the Allen slaves were freed. According to Greene County legend, the slave Moses had been told in 1855 by Daniel Allen that if he cut a path through the mountain at Paint Creek wide enough for a wagon to gain passage, freedom would be his reward. Moses labored for nine years, past Daniel Allen’s death. He was nearly finished when the war ended and Daniel Jr. told him he was free.

Following the path of hordes of other ex-Confederates in east Tennessee, Earnest Allen decided to leave his native state rather than face the wrath of returning Union men. With his uncles James Lowry and Tolbert Eason, he moved to Dalton, Georgia, and worked in the dry-goods business. In 1870, he married Susie Harris, from a prominent Dalton family, in the Presbyterian church. The ravages of war were apparent throughout the region. In May 1875, Earnest Allen paid $3,000, deeding his home on Hawthorne Street to secure payment, to buy goods from the widow of a local merchant; then, he opened his own shop. Already his uncles Lowry and Eason were in debt and had sold their homes to raise money. An R. G. Dun & Company official surmised that Eason and Lowry had been extravagant in the purchases, lacking in good judgment, and had granted “too much indulgence to their customers.” Earnest Allen was a young married man who was known in Dalton “as honest and energetic,” according to the Dun & Company official, though “in our opinion, is honest but too sanguine—risks too much.” This assessment proved true. In November 1875, Allen and Lowry both filed for voluntary bankruptcy. Only days before they had borrowed money from widows and poor men, conduct that R. G. Dun & Company termed “very questionable. Their failure is a very serious affair in the community.” From Tennessee, Isaac Allen paid 25 percent of his son’s creditors.

Across the South, the planter’s power would begin to shift to the manufacturer and merchant in the growing urban areas. Atlanta rebuilt from the ashes with a renewed fervor: 150 stores were back in operation by the end of 1865 and real estate values in the city in 1870 were triple those of 1860. Meanwhile, city leaders lured the state capital away from Milledgeville in 1868 by promising to build, free of charge for ten years, any state government building required, much to the chagrin of The Southern Recorder. “The people are not such a set of asses as to listen to such an idea,” the Milledgeville newspaper suggested in March 1868. Later, the Recorder offered an alternative: “Atlanta may have the penitentiary if she wants it; as it is an institution that will not come amiss to many of her population.”

The freedmen rushed to Atlanta, many to flee brutal treatment in rural areas. C. C. Sibley, director of the Freedmen’s Bureau in Georgia, a federal program to aid emancipated slaves, reported from Atlanta in 1867 that “the spirit of oppression is to be found almost everywhere.” Whites were perpetrating serious outrages against the freedmen. In Jefferson County, Georgia, Sibley reported, a black man accused of raping a white woman was burned alive by whites. Within twenty miles of Atlanta, two freedmen were tied and whipped by whites and another was abused and had his home burned; in some cases, freedmen defended themselves and killed white predators.

Having taken the surname of his former master, Wesley Dobbs, with his wife, Judie, and their large brood, remained in Cobb County during Reconstruction. For him, freedom had its costs. Never was he able to rise above hardscrabble living. In 1895, two years before his death, seventy-six-year-old Wesley Dobbs needed to borrow $75 to purchase a black mule. As one of freedom’s spoils, though, he registered to vote for the first time as an American citizen on July 29, 1867. Though unable to read or write, Wesley Dobbs signed his name with an X. On that same day, ex-Confederate Thomas Dobbs, Josiah’s third son, registered at the same location.

The Old South was peeling away. In the spring of 1868, Dr. John Miller McAfee died reportedly from tuberculosis and was buried in the Marietta cemetery beneath an ornate nearly fifteen-foot obelisk on which the McAfee family crest was engraved. McAfee’s epitaph reads, “Boast not thyself of tomorrow for death is everywhere.” Sixty-four freedmen living on or near his plantation in Woodstock assumed the McAfee name, according to the 1870 Census. Soon, Martha and Minnie McAfee would pass through the plantation’s front gates again, this time not to turn back but to start their lives anew.

By 1879 even General Sherman was ready to close the wounds of war. As his train pulled into Atlanta, one man playfully called out, “Ring the fire bells! The town will be gone in forty minutes!” Clark Howell, a young reporter for the Constitution, asked Sherman that day why he had burned the city fifteen years earlier. The retired general took Howell’s hand in his own. “Young man, when I got to Atlanta what was left of the Confederacy could roughly be compared to your hand. Atlanta was the palm and by destroying it I spared myself much further fighting,” Sherman explained. He hastened to add, “But remember, the same reason which caused me to destroy Atlanta will make it a great city in the future.”

In the fall of that year, a gravely ill Earnest Allen and his wife returned to east Tennessee. Their hope was that the familiarity of Greene County and a gentle wash of family affection would restore him to health. Though thirty-one, Earnest Allen looked much older. One portrait of him reveals a slump-shouldered man with a receding hairline and goatee. Already, he had done a lifetime’s worth of living—and losing. His father, Isaac, would only live five more years; on his deathbed in 1884, Isaac would call his family to his bedside and then die with the name of Jesus on his lips. “Few Tennesseans were better acquainted in the Southern markets than he,” the Greeneville newspaper reported upon his death. Yet the magnitude of the Allens’ fall from antebellum grace was spelled out in the sparse inventory of Isaac Allen’s personal holdings at the time of his death: a mowing machine, two wagons, one cart, seven calves, six horses, six steer, one red cow and a half interest in a bull. His brothers James and Robert would die insolvent as well.

As the sun set behind Bays Mountain on September 14, 1879, beyond the fertile lands of Lick Creek, Earnest Allen died in his father’s home. Susie Allen placed her husband’s body in a pine box and carried it back to Georgia on a wagon. She buried him in the family plot in Dalton, on a knoll overlooking a Confederate burial ground.

To honor her husband, she decided to change the name of their four-year-old son. Instead of bearing his grandfather’s name of Isaac Anderson Allen, he would now be known as Ivan Earnest Allen. The story later passed down through the family was that Susie Allen had discovered the name Ivan while reading a Russian novel.







PART II THE PATRIARCHS ARRIVE [image: ]



“If Atlanta could suck as hard as it blows it would be a seaport city!”

—Favored barb of Savannah leaders, 1900










CHAPTER 4 [image: ]


Typewriters brought the first Ivan Allen to Atlanta. He could sell ’em. In the big city, he reckoned, he could sell lots of ’em. He came to town from Dalton, full of ambition.

Atlanta was like no place the country boy had ever seen: the columned mansions that lined Peachtree Street, the eight-story Equitable Building at Five Points, the energy of the people.

Henry Grady also brought him here. Grady, the late editor of The Atlanta Constitution and eminent New South spokesman, had led to Atlanta, virtually by the hand, thousands of white southerners. He promised a golden tomorrow. In December 1886, the month after the Statue of Liberty opened in New York, Grady told the New England Society in New York, and its guest, retired general William T. Sherman, “From the ashes he left us in 1864, we have raised a brave and beautiful city; somehow or other we have caught the sunshine in the bricks and mortar of our homes, and have builded therein not one ignoble prejudice or memory.”

Grady spoke a booster’s language. No greater lie could be told than Grady’s on Atlanta’s purity from prejudice. Ivan Allen’s parents hated the Yankees, as he would say in his final years, “wouldn’t sell them the boxwood out of the yard no matter how much we needed the money.” In the Civil War, Allen’s family—his mother’s and his father’s—lost not only their slaves and much of their land but, in a few cases, their lives. His uncle William C. Harris was shot dead on the Confederate retreat from Petersburg, Virginia, three days before the surrender. His father’s cousin James Allen died on the field at Chickamauga. In their hallowed memory young Ivan’s world took shape. Raised without a father, he worshipped his schoolmaster, Gen. Bryan Thomas, who had fought at Murfreesboro and later was taken prisoner at the Battle of Mobile. Known to his students as “Cotton Top,” the general thought his students ought to forget about books by Jules Verne and his flying machines (“He said that was too visionary and we should be spending our time on mathematics”) but to remember always the glorious men of the Cause. Young Ivan’s widowed mother, Susie Allen, a dignified southern lady, became a charter member of the United Daughters of the Confederacy, formed to remember those “in the sanguinary struggle for the Lost Cause, fought not for a sentiment but for a principle.”

Ivan Allen could forgive Henry Grady for the elasticity of his spoken truths. He knew about sales pitches and, in Atlanta, the sales pitch was working like magic. Between 1880 and 1910, the tired, poor and huddled masses across the vanquished South—the plowman and the freedman, the broken former master and his rootless former slave—poured into Atlanta, nearly quadrupling its population, to more than 150,000. With them came the carpetbaggers from the North, seeking to exploit their own new freedoms.

Allen had arrived at a historic moment. The Cotton States and International Exposition was being held at Atlanta’s Piedmont Park. Its bold mission was to portray the New South as a prosperous and industrializing region with Atlanta as its vibrant commercial hub. The Exposition lasted about one hundred days and drew more than 800,000 visitors, including Ivan Allen. Yet it almost never happened. In May 1894, a group of Exposition officials from Atlanta had appeared before the House Committee on Appropriations in Washington, hoping to land $200,000 in federal funding. “How many states grow cotton?” one northern congressman asked. “Ten or twelve,” replied Charles Collier, chairman of the Atlanta Exposition. “Do you mean to say that the whole nation should spend its money for something that benefits only a few states?” another congressman asked. Only then did L. F. Livingston, a congressman from Atlanta, save the day with a vintage sales pitch: “Mr. Chairman, this exposition is for the benefit of all those who grow cotton and all those who wear cotton.” Booker T. Washington, the black educator from the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute in Alabama, spoke on behalf of the Exposition that day. He told congressmen that he had long avoided politics, and now was urging blacks to do the same. Washington said that the best way for the black to obtain political rights was through practical and industrial pursuits: raising crops, remaining free of debt and purchasing property. His tone soothed and impressed his white listeners. The federal funds were granted to the Exposition, though with one caveat: organizers had to place a Negro exhibit in a separate building and not, as proposed, inside the government building on the park grounds.

What would resonate most powerfully from the 1895 Atlanta Exposition was Booker T. Washington’s speech on the Opening Program. Many whites on the organizing committee had expressed grave concerns about inviting a black to speak for fear that the mere appearance of equal status would alienate, perhaps even enrage, southern whites. Yet, as he called for self-help among blacks, and accommodation with whites, Booker Washington was the sort of black spokesman whites willingly would embrace. Only months before, Frederick Douglass, a symbol of black hope and racial pride, had died. Now, Washington called out that the time had come to heal divisions between the races, and between North and South. On September 18, the ex-carpetbag governor Rufus Bullock, who in 1868 had become the only Republican governor in Georgia history (and later was forced to resign under pressure in the days of Radical Reconstruction), introduced Washington by saying, “We have with us today a representative of Negro enterprise and Negro civilization.” As Washington rose from his chair, correspondent James Creelman of The New York World took notice and later wrote of how “a Negro Moses stood before a great audience of white people and delivered an oration that marks a new epoch in the history of the South.”

In what became known as his “Atlanta Compromise” speech, Washington spoke of a racial bargain in which southern blacks would concede social and political rights already lost to white supremacy in hopes that southern whites would remove obstacles to economic progress, particularly in the areas of small business, industrial education and the trades. To southern whites that day, Washington said:


As we have proved our loyalty to you in the past in nursing your children, watching by the sick bed of your mothers and fathers, and often following them with tear-dimmed eyes to their graves, so in the future, in our humble way, shall we stand by you with a devotion that no foreigner can approach, ready to lay down our lives if need be, in defence of yours, interlacing our industrial, commercial, civil and religious life with yours in a way that shall make the interests of both races one. In all things that are purely social, we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.



When Washington finished, whites in the audience threw their hats into the air and waved handkerchiefs. Bullock raced across the platform to shake Washington’s hand. Clark Howell, successor to Grady as publisher of The Atlanta Constitution, told Creelman, “That man’s speech is the beginning of a moral revolution in America.” Creelman wrote that even the legendary Gladstone could not have “pleaded a cause with more consummate power than did this angular Negro, standing in a nimbus of sunshine, surrounded by the men who once fought to keep his race in bondage.” President Grover Cleveland, after reading Washington’s speech, sent his congratulations. The Constitution glowed that “his effort was most happy.” Certainly, Washington’s words pleased southern whites: Separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand. It was pure New South dogma, Gradyesque. (“What God hath separated let no man join together,” Grady had said in 1887. “The white race must dominate forever in the South, because it is the white race.”) The call to retain a strict separation of the races would be affirmed one year later in 1896 by the U.S. Supreme Court in the Plessy doctrine. Though it is uncertain whether Ivan Allen attended Booker Washington’s address that day, he, as a young man with traditional southern views on race, certainly agreed with its spirit and would have thrown his hat at least as high, and waved his handkerchief at least as happily, as any of the cheering listeners.

In Atlanta, at the firm of Fielder & Mower, Allen began at a salary of $40 per month. He was a smooth talker, self-confident, a salesman to the core. Soon, he sold Yost typewriters to ex-governor William J. Northern, the rural statesman Tom Watson and Asa Candler, who recently had purchased the Coca-Cola Company. In short order, he was earning $60 per month, enough to send some home to his mother, “Mumpsie.” Years earlier, Mumpsie had prodded him to study law in Dalton, and he had, in the office of Colonel Starr. He had prepared the papers for local farmers whose cows had been killed along the railroads. “The Cow Coroner” was how he was known at the Whitfield County courthouse. But now, with his wavy brown hair parted cleanly in the middle, young Ivan wore tailor-made suits, top-of-the-line derbies and pointed shoes with high-buttoned tops. More than merely a ladies’ man, the salesman was becoming an Atlanta man.

In 1899, he lived in a boardinghouse, near Peachtree Street, around the corner from the Capital City Club where he sometimes spotted local luminaries such as Candler, Howell, Samuel Inman, John Grant and Robert F. Maddox. As Atlanta’s leading men, they were his role models. With money in his pocket and big dreams in his head, Ivan Allen’s address was 6 West Ellis Street.



In June 1897, less than two years after the salesman had arrived, another train pulled into Atlanta, this one from Savannah. Sitting in the Jim Crow car was a precocious fifteen-year-old black named John Wesley Dobbs. A boy on the brink of manhood, already he knew the hard costs of freedom for his race. Raised without a father by freed slaves who had seen Sherman march through north Georgia toward Atlanta, Dobbs heard them sing their spirituals and felt the profoundness of their odyssey.

Decades later, he would stand before a mirror in his fine Atlanta home, button his vest, knot his tie and smack cologne onto his smooth ebony face, which, with high cheekbones, hinted vaguely at Indian ancestry. Then he would throw out his chest and jab his index finger into the air in front of his gathered grandchildren who stood at the foot of the man the way the man, as a boy, once had stood at the foot of Kennesaw Mountain. “It wasn’t always like this!” he would remind his flock. His grandchildren thought him Herculean in every way, loving, respecting and, at times, fearing him. In a distant day one grandson nervously would drive behind Dobbs’s car, as commanded, and even followed Dobbs as he made an illegal left-hand turn. “I’d rather face the judge than Grandpa,” the grandson explained later.

The poverty of Dobbs’s youth, on the farm in Kennesaw, twenty-five miles north of Five Points, was severe. He ran barefoot in the fields and collected spent shells that remained from the battle on Kennesaw Mountain. The daily monotony of farm life occasionally was broken by passing trains. There were days when the only white faces John Wesley Dobbs saw were those peering from the club cars with what he took to be curiosity and pity. At almost any moment, Dobbs could put his ear to the red clay and hear the thrumming and feel the rumble of the locomotive in the distance. Sometimes, workers in the dining cars tossed out banana peels. Not knowing better, Dobbs ate the lining inside the peels, a story he would tell with gusto to his children and grandchildren so they would understand he had never forgotten his humble beginnings. From these early years Dobbs developed the principles that would guide him throughout his life in Atlanta: the importance of family, and the need to rectify the sufferings of his race.

His mother, Minnie Dobbs, his safety net as a child, was only fourteen years old in 1876 when she had married Will Dobbs, a twenty-nine-year-old freedman. Their marriage produced a daughter, then a son, but broke up after eight years. A tempestuous and aristocratic mulatto seamstress, Minnie Dobbs acted as if her light complexion made her superior to darker-skinned blacks. In 1884, she left for Savannah to work for a white family; Will Dobbs went in a different direction to marry another teenager and to have more children. For the next seven years, John Wesley and his older sister Willie were cared for by their grandparents, Wesley and Judie Dobbs. The Dobbses had fourteen children of their own, with too many grandchildren to count. A horde of Dobbs family members lived with them in Kennesaw in their two log cabins, each with three rooms and a hall, reminiscent of the old slave cottages. John Wesley Dobbs’s uncle Jesse, only eight years older, became like a brother during these years. His grandfather demanded that John Wesley have the wagon ready on time each Sunday for the trip to the Noonday Baptist Church for blacks. His grandmother, whose complexion was as white as chalk, the result of a white master imposing his will on a slave, made their clothes by hand and baked ashcakes in the open hearth.

Minnie Dobbs promised her children that she would return to Kennesaw, and she did, visiting once or twice a year, sometimes bringing clothes for them.

Fearing abandonment, John Wesley Dobbs cried each time she departed: “Mama, don’t go! Please don’t go!” She left with his whimpers echoing in her ear.

Not until 1891, when Dobbs was nine, did his mother fulfill her promise to bring him and his sister back to Savannah to live with her.

Only now did his education begin in earnest. Instead of attending a school for blacks only three months each year, as he had in Kennesaw, he attended the West Broad Street School in Savannah for the full term. Yet due to unyielding poverty his mother wanted to remove him from the fifth grade. She could not afford to buy him clothes and shoes. A white woman intervened. When she offered him a job so that he could continue his schooling, young Dobbs cried again—this time for joy. He vowed never to stop working. He shined shoes at a Savannah barbershop. He delivered The Savannah Evening Press and did it so well he won a contest, the prize a watch. It was the first watch he ever owned. Suddenly, at the age of twelve, he had earned enough money to buy his own clothes and shoes. He shopped at B.H. Levy and Company on Broughton Street, paying one dollar down on every purchase. “Then I would pay one dollar until I got them out,” Dobbs recalled years later. He finished grammar school in 1897, a time of mounting racial tensions, when the number of lynchings in the South increased to 123 from 78 the previous year.

He came to Atlanta because of his mother. According to one family legend, Minnie Dobbs had moved first, in pursuit of a love interest. As much as he wanted to be with his mother again, John Wesley also knew that Atlanta offered him more than Savannah ever could: namely, education. The brilliant social scientist W. E. B. Du Bois taught at Atlanta University, a school for blacks. Atlanta University’s faculty included a number of Yale-trained whites; living on or near campus, they created the only nominally integrated area of Atlanta. A west side seminary for blacks founded by northern missionaries recently had changed its name to Atlanta Baptist College. Here, at the future Morehouse College, where Confederate earthworks had remained until only a few years before (Rebel skulls were said to have been dug up when the seminary began clearing the land), thirty-year-old blacks sat in the same classroom with fourteen-year-olds; all came in search of a new beginning. The college president, George Sale, dismissed northern arguments that blacks were too poorly equipped for geometry, Greek, logic or church history. “If these studies have educational value for the white students,” Sale inquired, “why should they not have the same value for Negroes?”

Dobbs saw an Atlanta that Ivan Allen never saw. Most blacks lived on the east side of town, in shanties. Darktown and Niggertown and Shermantown (in honor of the Union general) were slang names used by whites for the poor black districts. Nevertheless, Dobbs also discovered black culture and enterprise: black druggists, grocers, undertakers and educators. A colored aristocracy arose in Atlanta, predominantly light-skinned, the children of freed mulatto house servants. These aristocrats built lives around the First Congregational Church, social clubs and the black colleges. Atlanta’s preeminent black man, the freed slave Alonzo Herndon, owned an elegant barbershop for whites. Herndon added a life insurance company for blacks. Soon, he became the city’s first black millionaire, proof that in Atlanta anything was possible, even for blacks.

Dobbs worked barefoot on a farm in the summer of 1897, picking peaches and chopping cotton. He planned to attend the Atlanta Baptist College’s academy that fall. Minnie Dobbs became ill, though, and her son’s earnings went to her care. Rev. E. J. Fisher of the Mount Olive Baptist Church took Dobbs to the Baptist academy, with his own children, and paid his tuition. Dobbs secured a job with the school’s black physician, Dr. James McDougall, working at his drugstore at the corner of Piedmont and Houston streets. He opened the store at six o’clock every morning, worked two hours, then sprinted on his bicycle to school, about two miles. In years to come, he often told the drugstore/bicycle story by way of illustrating the glories of hard work and ambition. Every time he told the story, the young John Wesley pedaled that bicycle with greater fury.

“They’d liiiiiiiiiiine up to waaatch me!” he always said, his body twisting, his hands sweeping in broad arcs. “And I’d come down that Fair Street Hill and I’d sliiiiiiiiide in to class just before that morning bell!”



In 1900, Minnie Dobbs, her two children and her daughter’s four-year-old son, Joseph Eaves, moved into a boardinghouse at 226 East Ellis Street where their neighbors were black waiters, mail carriers and blacksmiths. On that street, seven blocks to the west, Ivan Allen had boarded the year before. In 1900, Allen lived in a boardinghouse at 84 West Peachtree Street, joined there by his older brother, Will, recently moved from Dalton.

Like virtually all rural southerners rushing into the city, Ivan Allen and John Wesley Dobbs saw in Atlanta their own family hardship transformed into hope: a ruined city, burned to the ground, now rebuilding, robust and alive.

At the dawn of the twentieth century Allen and Dobbs lived in parallel universes that would intersect in time and in ways they could not imagine.







PART III NEW SOUTH CAPITAL [image: ]



“Shall we permit ourselves to go down in history as a nation of traders simply like the Phoenicians and the Carthaginians, or shall we aspire to something like the measure of Athens and Rome?”

—“Important Steps for Atlanta’s Future Progress,” WILLIAM J. SAYWARD, architect, 1918

“I grew up in Plains during the Depression. To make a trip to Atlanta was like—I don’t know how to describe it—it was like going to Moscow or Beijing. It was a totally different world…. My father and my uncle were avid supporters of the Class D Georgia-Florida League, which had a team in Americus. Our main excursion to Atlanta was on the weekends when there was a doubleheader…. We lived off Sears-Roebuck, buying stuff that wasn’t sold in Plains. A highlight of going to the games [in Atlanta] was going across the street to Sears-Roebuck. The remarkable thing was that you could place your order on the first floor and thirty minutes later you could pick it up. It was like a dream!”

—JIMMY CARTER, former President of the United States










CHAPTER 5 [image: ]


John Wesley Dobbs had known little stability or order in his life. His aim was to break free as no one in his family ever had. He thought he had laid the foundation in the fall of 1901. Upon graduating from the academy, he enrolled at the Atlanta Baptist College. But several months later, when Minnie Dobbs again took sick, he had little choice but to drop out of school and get a job.

To get the job he wanted, he studied intensely for the civil service examination, even with a sense of gravity, and passed. In September 1903, he began his career as a railway mail clerk for the Nashville & Atlanta, Railway Postal Office (RPO). His salary of $800 per year allowed him to support his mother and to hold on to his dreams. He sorted envelopes into complicated schemes inside the mail car and heard the hissing of air from the steam locomotive as it moved through the mountain cuts and alongside the rivers and streams of north Georgia and middle Tennessee. It was a job he would keep for thirty-two years.

Dobbs’s choice of the United States government as his employer was no fluke. The economic panics of the 1890s and the 1900s made the security of federal jobs alluring, particularly to blacks whose economic opportunities were limited by segregation. A federal job allowed a black to buy a home, educate his children and achieve a status within his community that was comparable to that of the professionals. His government-issue Colt revolver elevated Dobbs’s status even further.

In these early years, Wes Dobbs, loud and brash, and just returned to Atlanta from his train run, strode down Auburn Avenue, passing the shoeshine stands, churches and small groceries. He wore a white shirt and khakis, a silver-plated badge with his government number, a long brass chain with keys for mail locks and the Colt revolver, unseen, holstered on his hip or carried inside his satchel. He had smooth facial features and brown eyes perpetually alight with curiosity. Handsome, of average height and build, about five foot ten, he projected as a much bigger man. His voice had not yet developed its husky texture of later years; still, its volume was such he might be trying to be heard over the roar of the train. Already Dobbs had developed that forward lean to his walk that suggested a man of supreme self-confidence, certain that he was on the rise and someone to behold. His satchel was heavy with books: Shakespeare, Francis Bacon, Frederick Douglass. Though his formal education had ended forever, he read at a pace that would have impressed even a college professor. He borrowed the books from Fisk University in Nashville, a black institution, because the Atlanta Public Library prohibited blacks from taking books home. (Blacks were permitted only to read in a room reserved in the basement.)

Early in 1905, Dobbs sat in a barber’s chair on Auburn Avenue and noticed two women passing on the street. In a story he would tell many times over the years, he rose from the barber’s chair.

“Great God A’mighty!” he bellowed, pointing through the barbershop window. “Who is that?”

A man in the shop said it was the wife of Ed Wright, a tailor who lived on Auburn. “No it’s not,” said another. “That’s Ed Wright’s wife’s sister. That’s Wright’s wife with her.”

“Well,” Dobbs said, shaking his head and sitting back in his chair, “I got to find out.”

Irene Ophelia Thompson, a twenty-year-old from Columbus, Mississippi, was visiting her sister, Carolyn, Ed Wright’s wife. She was well-raised and carried herself with a quiet dignity. Fair in complexion, she looked to her daughter Renie almost like a bright-toned Indian.

Dobbs began his pursuit of her almost at once. Their courtship blossomed in what W. E. B. Du Bois would term “the Black World beyond the Veil.” From his desk at Atlanta University, Du Bois was at work on a social study of the black condition in America that would total several thousand pages when completed and was unparalleled for its time. Admired by northern intellectuals for his challenge to Booker T. Washington’s supremacy as spokesman for the race, Du Bois was fully ignored by white Atlanta. That summer three of Du Bois’s closest friends in Atlanta’s elite light-skinned colored society—educators John Hope and George Towns and businessman Alonzo Herndon—joined him and twenty-five other national black leaders at the Niagara Conference in Ontario, Canada, where they produced a controversial declaration against racial injustice.

In the marriages of many successful black families, an ambitious dark-skinned man often married a woman of light complexion, usually better educated and from a more established family. Such a marriage amounted to a social asset for the black man eager to climb the economic ladder; light-skinned black women, knowing this equation, often chose the suitor with the greatest promise. Soon Wesley Dobbs and Irene Thompson were locked arm-in-arm as they took walks along Auburn Avenue. She called him Wesley. He called her Miss Thompson. She had an elegance and understated respectability that Minnie Dobbs could only dream of.

In a letter written past midnight in April 1905, John Wesley Dobbs put his emotions into words:


Dear Irene, I hope you will forgive me for addressing you in this manner, but the name sounds so good to me that although I could not muster courage to call you by it I have dared to write it…. It is past bedtime but I feel as if I could sit here till morning trying to tell you how I feel and what is buried in the recesses of my heart. But day would break and still I would not have finished…. Really and truly I feel that I am unworthy of the love of one so good and true as I know that you are. This thought nearly drives me mad. But still God in His Omnipotence has ordained that I should love only you…. If you should tell me that you love another or that you could not love me, although you may think well of me, I should think none the less of you, but should love you always and say, “Thy will be done.”… [Then, apologizing for quoting Washington Irving, he wrote] “Your heart has become my world; it is there my ambition strives for empire, it is there my avarice seeks for hidden treasures; I send forth my sympathies on adventure, I embark my whole soul in the traffic of affection, and if ship-wrecked my case is hopeless—for t’will be a bankruptcy of the heart.”… Sincerely Yours, Wesley.



She had been raised a Methodist, he a Baptist, and together they attended the First Congregational Church on Houston Street, a church established in 1867 by white missionaries. At First Congregational, elite blacks of Atlanta prayed in the rigid New England tradition. Pictured in the stained-glass windows were the likenesses of Jesus Christ and Abraham Lincoln. Sunday sermons at First Congregational were not intended as emotional cloudbursts. Members expected sermons to be rational and principled. According to good-humored lore, a preacher at First Congregational could be fired if his noun and verb did not agree. Wesley and Irene Dobbs were married in this church by the Rev. Henry Hugh Proctor on June 6, 1906. Dobbs had joined the church out of deference to his new wife, though one attraction was Proctor, a Yale-educated minister and friend to Booker T. Washington who in 1894 became the first black pastor of First Congregational after a long line of whites. An eloquent race leader, Proctor brought a new prestige to the church so that when President-elect William Howard Taft and former President Theodore Roosevelt visited Atlanta both stopped by First Congregational. (“When you can get the best types of both races, then all friction will disappear,” Roosevelt said during his 1910 visit.)

John Wesley and Irene Dobbs spent their honeymoon in Kennesaw, a place that warmed Dobbs’s heart like few others. His uncle Jesse Dobbs, with whom he had spent much of his childhood, picked up the newlyweds at the Kennesaw train station and drove them by wagon back to the small farm where he and his brother, George Dobbs, had worked as sharecroppers for the past six years. Known as the Butler Place, it was owned by a white railroad engineer named Jesse Butler; Butler blew the whistle each time his train passed and Jesse Dobbs, in the darkness, waved a lantern or lit a match in response. The farm featured a weatherworn L-shaped farmhouse where the Dobbs brothers lived with the family matriarch, Judie Dobbs, then in her eighties. The house had been designed without plan, additions made haphazardly. White clean-swept dirt surrounded the farmhouse on all sides except in front where a few blades of grass sprouted. A wooden bucket and gourd hung from the nearby spring well. Hams cured in the smokehouse. Wooden washtubs and rub boards were set beneath the trees. The Dobbses used a heavy paddle and battling block to pound stubborn soil from their handmade clothes before the scrub, boil and blue rinse. A few cattle drank from a trough. A sweet potato patch covered the hundred yards that led to the N.C. & Saint L. tracks.

Far removed from the fray, John Wesley and Irene shared quiet moments in the soft summer moonlight of Kennesaw. With Jesse Dobbs and his wife, Lizzie, they laughed about stories from their youth—the many nights in which they had sneaked outside and sat atop the chicken coop to play the card game 5 Up, which Judie Dobbs had forbidden, and the sly execution of their favorite prank of sticking cotton between the other’s toes while he slept, then setting a match to the cotton. A hot foot, they called it.

With a federal job and a young, beautiful wife, the pieces of Dobbs’s dreams began to fall into place. He and Irene planned on having children and buying their own home, though for now they would live with Ed and Carolyn Wright at 446 Auburn Avenue.

Nowhere else in the South in 1906, Dobbs believed, could a black man have managed all of this.

Only in Atlanta.



At this moment, a racial conflict brewed in Atlanta, a product of an acrimonious gubernatorial race in which the candidates attempted to use negrophobia in Georgia to their favor.

The leading gubernatorial candidates were Hoke Smith and Clark Howell, two of Atlanta’s most prosperous citizens. Howell published The Atlanta Constitution; his father, Evan P. Howell, once a Confederate infantry captain under Gen. Joseph Johnston and later Atlanta’s mayor, was one of the city’s most admired men. Smith, a lawyer, had sold his interest in The Atlanta Journal in 1900 for a handsome profit. In his Journal columns, he had advocated the presidential bid of Grover Cleveland; Cleveland rewarded Smith by naming him secretary of the interior. Both Smith and Howell were champions of white supremacy. During the campaign, The Journal fell in stride with Smith, mocking Howell by suggesting he “appears to be unable to understand why it is that we wish the legal disfranchisement of the 223,000 male negroes of voting age in Georgia…. Because we are the superior race and do not intend to be ruled by our semi-barbaric inferiors.” As Howell’s mouthpiece, the Constitution charged Smith with appointing blacks to federal positions while a member of Cleveland’s cabinet, an accusation he denied. Smith lobbied intensely for the support of Tom Watson, the south Georgia demagogue, support he later earned. With a fear of black domination sweeping the southern states, Watson wrote in Tom Watson’s Magazine, “What does Civilization owe to the negro? Nothing! Nothing! NOTHING!” Viewing Smith’s inevitable victory with resignation, Negro leader Benjamin J. Davis, a Republican National Committee member and publisher of The Atlanta Independent, a black weekly, wrote, “It matters not with him whether his scheme of disfranchisement disfranchises every decent and helpful negro citizen and enfranchises every venal and vicious white thug.” In August, Hoke Smith easily defeated Howell and several others in the Democratic primary en route to the governorship.

Into this hostile environment one month later came the newspaper extras.

On Saturday, September 22, 1906, the shrill sound of newsboys pierced Five Points:

“Extra! Third Assault on White Woman by a Negro Brute!”

“Extra! Bold Negro Kisses White Girl’s Hand!”

“Extra! Bright Mulatto Insults White Girls!”

Atlanta newspapers had been publishing sensationalized accounts of black vice for a week. One day earlier Atlanta police had swept dives frequented by blacks along Decatur Street and removed photographs of nude white women from the walls of one parlor. The Georgian suggested that eleven assaults had been made by blacks against white women during the past seven weeks alone. The accounts were lurid and dramatic, including one in The Evening News: “With his yellow lips forming insulting phrases, Luther Frazier, a young negro, attacked Miss Orrie Bryan, the pretty 18-year-old daughter of Thomas L. Bryan, in her home.” The Evening News sent out an emotional call in that same edition: “Men of Fulton, what will you do to stop these outrages against the women?… Shall these black devils be permitted to assault and almost kill our women, and go unpunished?”

Four more assaults against white women reportedly had been made that afternoon. Liquored up on a Saturday night, a mob of whites gathered in the city’s streets. A colored bootblack from Alonzo Herndon’s barbershop at 66 Peachtree was chased down and beaten to death with fists and clubs. A voice then cried out, “There goes another nigger!” The mob set off in a new direction. By nine o’clock, frenzied whites near Decatur Street shouted, “Save our women!” “Kill the Niggers!” Wild rumors of an impending black uprising spread across the city. In black communities, horrifying tales were told of widespread lynchings. Mayor James Woodward tried to calm the whites: “The honor of Atlanta before the world is in your hands tonight.” But he and James English, head of the police commission, were met with cries of “Nigger lover!” A black messenger was assaulted. Gunshots rang out. An occasional rebel yell was heard. Woodward called for police and fire units. Fire hoses were turned on the white mob, with little effect. Several hundred blacks, seeking strength in numbers, congregated near Decatur Street and they, too, faced the fire hoses. What followed was a scene of terror: several thousand white men, with an assortment of weapons, attacked the group of blacks. The blacks attempted to fight back, fists against clubs, but quickly turned and ran. Sketches of this scene were displayed in newspapers across the world, beneath the headline: “Race Riot in Atlanta.”

Soon the white mobs ruled the streets of Atlanta. Policemen did little to stop the carnage; in several instances they aided the rioters, who stalked blacks past midnight. Streetcar lines were cut and several blacks were dragged from the cars on Peachtree and clubbed to death. A black woman was said to have “fought like a wildcat,” using her umbrella as both lance and shield. The mobs moved past Ivan Allen’s office supplies store at 61 Peachtree, a few doors down from Herndon’s. Along Decatur Street, the mob shattered plate-glass windows of black restaurants, clubs and dives. In the darkness, black maids, draymen and messengers fled the city. Presidents of Clark University and the Gammon Theological Seminary for blacks collected frightened black women and children and gave them refuge on campus. Reacting with patrician instincts, many white families in the city offered shelter to their colored servants. The Aragon Hotel and Silverman’s restaurant locked up their black workers overnight to keep them from harm. On the street, a black tailor was beaten with iron bars. Another black man was trapped by two large mobs and murdered with hatchets and knives; souvenir hunters are said to have sliced off his toes and fingers and paraded through the streets, holding high the blood-smeared digits. A couple of black bodies were dropped on Marietta Street at the foot of the Henry Grady monument, a symbolic punctuation mark to his New South credo. Frank Smith, a black messenger for Western Union, made it to the Forsyth Street bridge but not a step beyond. “A mob of poor white crackers caught our friend Frank Smith… and stoned him to death,” a grieving friend, J. L. Black, wrote the following week in a letter published in The Atlanta Independent. “It was said in one of the white papers that he was a self-important ‘colored gentleman’ meaning he thought more of himself than anyone thought of him, but it was only a mistake…. We do not know a single person who would or could say Frank ever did them harm.”

Sporadic violence broke out in the city over the next three nights. Because of the sensationalized reports, a precise count of casualties remains difficult to discern, though several whites and about two dozen blacks are believed to have been killed while hundreds more were injured. “Some times I doubt if there is any spot in this country where one with Negro blood can plant a home free from prejudice and scorn & molestation,” Adrienne McNeil Herndon, the wife of Alonzo Herndon, later wrote to Booker T. Washington. After the riot, Mrs. Herndon left the city for several months, taking her son Norris to a school in Philadelphia. She added, “I should like to hide from the eyes of the white man, or any rate the Southern white man the things I, as a Negro woman hold most sacred for fear they pause & look to jeer and ridicule.” The future author Margaret Mitchell was only five years old and spent that night with her father, Eugene, at their home on Jackson Street, about a mile east of Five Points. She would recall hearing neighbor John Slaton, the future governor, warn everyone to ready their guns. Since he did not own a gun, Eugene Mitchell stood inside his front door, holding an ax and an iron water key. To young Margaret, “No sight has ever been so sweet to these eyes,” as the appearance of the state militia marching up the street.

Hearing the news of the riot, Du Bois rushed home to Atlanta by train from Alabama, where he was on a research assignment. He armed himself with a shotgun and sat on the steps of South Hall at Atlanta University, protecting his wife and daughter. Walter White had a similar experience. The future executive secretary of the NAACP, White, then thirteen years old, was handed a gun by his father, a postal carrier, as a white mob approached the family home on Houston Street. “Son, don’t shoot until the first man puts his foot on the lawn and then—don’t you miss!” A black neighbor fired first, though, causing the mob to scatter. A member of First Congregational, Walter White was affected profoundly by the experience: “I knew then who I was.”

Several blocks away, John Wesley Dobbs sat, in a fright, inside the bolted front door of 446 Auburn Avenue, gripping his Colt revolver. His ammunition was set neatly on the floor next to him. Dobbs often practiced his marksmanship at a local shooting range, as was the custom among railway mail clerks. He had been issued the gun to protect the U.S. mail, though now he would not hesitate to use it to protect his family.

The white mob swept down Auburn Avenue, marauders searching for blacks to abuse, silhouetted in the dim orange and blue glow cast by their torch lights. Dobbs peered out the front window, watching and waiting, his heart pounding. When the mob turned from the deserted street before reaching the Wright home, between Randolph and Boulevard, he breathed a sigh of relief. He spent the next several nights in the same spot, in his role as family sentinel, just to be safe.

In black Atlanta, the scars were deep. In the days that followed the riot, more than three thousand white families were without black servants too fearful to return. More than one thousand blacks are said to have left the city, not to come back. Atlanta’s streets emptied for several days. Business at the Herndon barbershop on Peachtree, which averaged about $30 per day, plummeted to $4.75 on the Monday that followed the riot. Blacks gained small solace when white leaders admitted later that newspaper reports of black assaults on women had been exaggerated three- or fourfold. Booker T. Washington, who participated in the negotiations between the races after the riot (along with Reverend Proctor and Alonzo Herndon), maintained that never before had he seen the leading white men of a city gathered “at the mourner’s bench to the extent that these people are.” The riot prompted many small black-owned businesses to relocate from the central business district to the security of their own race on Auburn Avenue.

Over time, memories in Atlanta would prove segregated, too. The unspeakable horror of the 1906 race riot lurked in the recesses of black families in Atlanta for generations, passed on, as in the Dobbs family, with a spellbinding definition that time could not reduce. If white families in the city retained any memories of the riot—and few seem to—it typically centered on how some paternalistic whites had saved black servants from the mob, or how the riot had prompted a new cooperation between the races. “There has been no more hopeful or courageous movement in the South since the war,” Ray Stannard Baker wrote in American Magazine in April 1907, “than this effort of the good men of Atlanta to get hold of the monumentally complex negro problem in a new way.” His optimistic conclusion was unwarranted.

The lingering fear in black Atlanta was reflected in a proposal by the city editor of the Independent, who, shortly after the riot, called for a city ordinance to prohibit whites from riding on elevators designated for blacks. (Oftentimes, whites who were too impatient to wait for crowded elevators designated for whites instead boarded black elevators.) “Suppose, accidentally some colored man should stumble and fall against some white lady while getting on or off the car, what would be the outcome?” the editor wrote. In the Independent, Benjamin J. Davis asked “the proud Caucasian for a square deal and such opportunities under the law as a child race just verging from slavery deserves and ought to have in the light of Christianity.”

“What is the ultimate end?” John Temple Graves of The Georgian asked, rhetorically.

“Separation of the races—the only possible logical, inevitable solution. These two opposite antagonistic races can never live together in the same government under equal laws—never. Help us to separate.”

The tone of race relations in Atlanta was set for the next fifty years.

As a precaution, John Wesley Dobbs kept guns and bullets hidden in his house for decades to come.



As Dobbs’s family grew, he reveled in its growth. The first child, a namesake daughter, Irene, was born in the Wright home on Auburn Avenue in the winter of 1908; to distinguish from his wife, Dobbs called her Renie (pronounced Ree-knee). Two more daughters, Willie and Millicent, followed in 1910 and 1911. Irene gave birth thrice more: to a fourth daughter, Josephine, in 1918, and to Mattiwilda and June in 1925 and 1928. Six children spread across twenty years—all girls. Their names were full of harmony—Irene Carolyn, Willie Juliet, Millicent Doris, Josephine Ophelia, Mattiwilda and June Selena—though by household nickname they became Renie, Willie, Millie, Josie, Geekie and June. Named for her maternal grandmother (Mattie Wilda Sykes), Mattiwilda’s nickname was coined when her younger sister, June, unable to pronounce Wilda, called her Weekie, which soon became Geekie, a playful name that stuck. The wide range of ages—Renie was a Spelman College junior when June was born—made the Dobbses seem almost like two families. Renie didn’t even know her mother was pregnant, until she opened her skirt to show her rapidly expanding waistline. “People are all saying we’re gonna have another Spelman girl,” Irene Dobbs told her eldest daughter. “We’ve decided to make one last try to have a son to go with you five girls.” Among the elite black families in town, the only couple to exceed the Dobbses was Henry and Annie Long Rucker—he, the former collector of internal revenues in Georgia (appointed by President William McKinley) and she the daughter of Jefferson Long, Georgia’s first colored congressman during Reconstruction. They had six daughters and two sons.

A son of his own remained one of John Wesley Dobbs’s unfulfilled dreams. “We kept thinking the next one would be a boy,” Dobbs wrote a friend years later. “I guess that is why we have so many girls.”

He adored his daughters. Before he departed for his train run the older girls lined up at the front door. “The Dobbs Goodbye” became a family tradition. Pronounced and genuine, their hugs and kisses seemed to last forever.

“Remember,” Dobbs often said before leaving, “you girls are pretty but none of you are as beautiful as your mother, right, Babe?”

Each time, Irene blushed and rolled her eyes. “Oh, Wes…”

With bursting pride, Dobbs purchased a fine home at 400 Houston Street (later renumbered 540). To a German woman named Bertha Steinechen he paid $2,767 in 1909 for a home that featured ornate plaster and terra-cotta molding throughout, including lacy fairies dancing beneath the mantel next to the fireplace. So stylish was the molding that one of Dobbs’s daughters later would liken the home to a New York museum; friends wanted to come inside just to see it. The transition in the old Fourth Ward neighborhood, from German-Jewish to black, was nearly completed and the changing disposition was manifest in the prevailing architectural style of the street, a hybrid mishmash that hinted at Victorian. The Dobbs home had three bedrooms, a large back porch where the smell of oven-baked cornbread and fried fish soon filled the air, and an exquisite living room, which Irene called The Parlor. There she and her husband placed their Cable Company piano, a fixture they viewed as necessary to any household as a bathtub. Set on a ridge about a mile east of Five Points, the house provided a view of the Candler Building peeking over a distant tree line. From his home, Dobbs could walk to the heart of Auburn Avenue in ten minutes. The house represented another tangible sign of his ascension in the black community. Colored men of standing now became his neighbors—a bishop, a school principal, another railway mail clerk. No one in John Wesley Dobbs’s family had ever owned a home. This first home also was his last; Dobbs lived there the next fifty-two years.

In time, he became the sun and moon rising over his daughters’ daily lives. “He was the king, the president, everything,” Renie says. He placed restrictions and made demands upon them. He taught them about life, love and literature and mandated that each daughter take ten years of piano lessons, beginning at the age of seven. He sought to nullify any self-doubts that segregation in Atlanta might create. He fed them self-respect on a continuous basis as if it were one of the basic food groups. You are equal to anyone, he told them. You will succeed. That neither he nor his wife worked for a white family enhanced their credibility in the eyes of their daughters. He prohibited them from attending segregated events in Atlanta; never were his daughters to sit in the balcony seats reserved for blacks at the Fox Theatre or the Loew’s Grand, the prized movie palaces in the city. They would go instead to the Royal Theater or the Ashby Street Theater, colored movie houses that showed films months after they had completed runs at white theaters. He took them on trips north to point out the greater freedoms that blacks had in public transportation and accommodations. History mattered to him. At Plymouth Rock his daughters were not merely to observe it, they were to touch it. At the Statue of Liberty, they climbed every step to the top. This, he believed, would make their experience permanent. He insisted that they outperform, outdress and outclass their peers in Atlanta. They were to get ahead and stay ahead. Quick to hug (often he returned from his train run with small gifts and trinkets), Dobbs was just as quick to criticize. He taught them about sexuality and the menstrual cycle. (“Oh, Wes, don’t talk about that,” Irene said. “Well, Babe,” he replied, “the girls need to know these things.”) He had a chivalrous code in the house, refusing to enter a room if his daughters were in a state of undress. Later, when boyfriends began to show up, he sized them up, methodically. He worried about an early pregnancy. His mother had given birth at sixteen, his sister at seventeen, and he determined to keep his daughters from the same path. His power over his family was absolute, undoubtedly a reflexive response to his own childhood when the absence of his father caused great hardship.

He ruled his daughters as he would attempt to rule all people and circumstances—with total fidelity to his sense of rightness. The personalities of his daughters varied, though each would develop an inner strength. At times they challenged, or defied, him, though it was a risky proposition. Challenges usually took the form of sneaking away to smoke a cigarette, or to apply lipstick, or to listen to blues music, things he considered beneath them. Millie so often challenged him that, naturally, she was said to be most like him.

In Dobbs’s view, a woman was feminine and cultured, beyond reproach yet somehow restrained. One of Dobbs’s granddaughters explained the idealized image he wished for his daughters: “If you took a very refined, sophisticated European woman who had the best upbringing… and made her black.” These were the qualities Dobbs’s mother lacked but that he believed his wife possessed. Irene taught Sunday School and became a deaconess at First Congregational; she played whist and joined the Inquirers Club, a literary group, with some of the leading ladies of black Atlanta; she set out her finest linens and china for a Sunday family dinner, and she soothed her husband when he needed soothing. John Wesley Dobbs wanted his daughters to fit such a mold. Their future became his private crusade.

Alongside the blast furnace of her husband, Irene Dobbs seemed a cool summer breeze. The Thompsons were a prosperous family on the black side of Columbus, Mississippi. A co-owner of two barbershops in town (one for whites, one for blacks), her father, Kelly Thompson, was a mulatto born in 1856 to an Irish mother and black father. Upon graduating from a colored academy in Columbus in 1901, Irene intended to teach. When she met Dobbs, her plans changed. Dobbs did not want his wife to work. In time, part of her role as mother was to serve as a buffer between her daughters and her husband. She nurtured her children like the roses in her garden. Innately sweet yet devilishly coy, Irene knew how to hold her ground with John Wesley.

“You’ve got to fix the fish in lard, Babe!” he commanded once. She raised a kitchen fork at him. “It’s time to leave, Wes,” she said, biting off each word. He did.

“We’re just like the big engine pulling the little engine,” Dobbs once told her.

“Yeah, but who’s the big engine?” she replied. “And who’s the little engine?”

They had been married for a decade when Irene Dobbs, visiting her family in Mississippi in the summer of 1916, wrote to her husband. “My Darling Boy,” she began. “I have been away from my Big Boy long enough. I do miss my sweet goodnight kisses and that strong arm that has carried me along through these ten years. Really, Darling if I should lose you for good, life would indeed be dreary for me, for I do not see any one else who interests me as you do, and I fear that without your sweet words of comfort, advice (and criticism, too, sometimes) I should be like a ship without a rudder…. If ever children devotedly loved their Daddy, ours do. Millie Doris [then four] is still worried lest you should be forced to go to the woods to eat worms.”

Even on paper she tamed him. “Mama is quite well,” she wrote, concluding her letter, “and tells me every day that I should lick you all over every day (as a cow does her calf) and thank the Lord every night for such a good sweet husband as you are.

“I told her I know you deserve it but I think the latter will be quite sufficient.”



Barreling across the open spaces of Georgia and Tennessee, Dobbs feared a few of his more antagonistic white colleagues would push him from the moving train. He didn’t know when it would happen. Maybe somewhere out in the countryside or perhaps on a bridge over a river during the humid summers. He worried that he might never make it home.

“They’ll push me off when no one is looking, Babe,” he told his wife, “and say it was an accident.”

The number of postal jobs given to blacks in the south increased under Republican administrations in Washington, usually as a result of a patronage system guided by national committee members. But blacks encountered other problems once in the railway mail service. Few were allowed to rise to the rank of clerk-in-charge. Racially mixed crews were plagued with bickering over small matters, such as sharing closets and washbasins. Some rail lines were segregated intentionally, becoming “black lines.” At one point the Atlanta & Birmingham, RPO had sixteen clerks, all black. Black postal clerks complained bitterly of “Bossism”—white superiors who gave preference to white clerks over blacks. L. D. Cunningham, a black Atlantan, spent a brief time in the mail service and surmised in 1906: “Colored men are put on daily duty and are not given any time for study, hence when they are called up for examinations, they fail and are dropped…. If a colored clerk has any trouble in the car with any of the white clerks, there are three white clerks to the one colored and they go into collusion and swear that he [the colored man] was to blame.” At a convention in Chattanooga in October 1913, black railway mail clerks from across the South gathered to form the National Alliance of Postal Employees (NAPE). Within a few years, Dobbs became one of its more vocal members.

During these years Dobbs joined the Prince Hall Masons, a black organization that would become the centerpiece of his public life. Founded after the American Revolution for charitable and social purposes, the Prince Hall Masonic fraternity traditionally attracted a large portion of the black elite and became a bulwark of the black middle class. Its colorful rituals and long-winded language helped solidify socially conscious leadership within the black community. Between 1908 and 1924, the membership of the Georgia jurisdiction grew nearly fourfold to 24,000. Initiated in 1911, Dobbs became grand warden in Atlanta three years later. Masonry filled voids in his life. He thrived on its camaraderie and male fellowship, having been surrounded by females most of his life. If segregation denied his ambition to lead, Masonry provided an outlet to rise among those of his own race.

On his layover nights in Nashville, Dobbs usually could be found in his boardinghouse, reading. Much of what he read related to the race issue. He inscribed in a small black notebook some of his favorite phrases, those that spoke to the essence of the black plight. In later years he would draw from those notes in speeches to the Masons as well as in impromptu soliloquies on Auburn Avenue. On the cover of one notebook, he wrote: “J. W. Dobbs 400 Houston St. Atlanta, Ga. If found please notify.” On the back: “My Armory Of Ideas.”

Now thirty-five, a husband and father of three daughters, Dobbs was transforming himself into a “race man,” a leader devoted to uplifting the black race. Some of the quotations in his notebook came from the Greeks, others from Lincoln, Du Bois, Grady and anonymous authors and soldiers.


“The problem of the 20th century is the problem of the color line.”

DU BOIS.

“The interest of Miss., not the African, dictates my conclusion.”

JEFF DAVIS.

“If I forget these people may an infinite God forget me.”

HENRY GRADY.

“In all things purely social we can be as separate as the five fingers and yet one as the hand in all things so essential to mutual progress.”

BOOKER T. WASHINGTON.

“The fly sat upon the axle-tree of the chariot-wheel, and said, ‘What a dust I do raise!’ ”

AESOP.



Interspersed with these quotations he tried a few self-truths.


“I cannot conquer age; all other fights I win.” J.W.D

“In the big cities you find both extremes—the most cultured and intellectual as well as the most perverted and depraved. It is a long drop from the top to the bottom of this abyss; yet, many are the souls that make the leap, and find too late, eternal woe.”

J.W.D.

“Freedom is here but the spirit of slavery is also here.”

J.W.D.



He made numerous visits during these years to the Kentucky birthplace of Abraham Lincoln in Hodgenville. These visits amounted to pilgrimages, for Dobbs admired Lincoln more than any other man, not only because he had emancipated his mother among the more than three million slaves but because he had risen from humble rural origins. Lincoln was the reason Dobbs was a Republican. Each time he left the Lincoln birthplace he felt a little freer and stronger and more optimistic about the white man.

John Wesley Dobbs visited the Lincoln birthplace so many times he claimed the tour guides knew him by name.



He tried to convince Jesse Dobbs, his young uncle and childhood playmate, to leave Kennesaw and move to Atlanta. “How can I support my family?” the sharecropper replied. Farming was all he knew. But Jesse Dobbs allowed his seven-year-old daughter, Isabel, to move to Atlanta to live with John Wesley’s family so she could attend school for nine months instead of the three-month session in Kennesaw’s one-room, one-teacher schoolhouse.

John Wesley Dobbs’s devotion to family was pure. From Houston Street to Atlanta’s Terminal Station, each week he carried a small woven basket containing Isabel’s laundry and a letter to her parents. In these days before diesel fuel, all northbound trains from Atlanta stopped for water in Kennesaw. Jesse Dobbs usually was waiting when the train pulled in; he took the woven basket from his nephew. When the Nashville & Atlanta, RPO passed through Kennesaw on the return trip, he handed to John Wesley the same small woven basket—now filled with clean, folded laundry, freshly dug and cleaned peanuts, a pound of fresh butter, cut joints of syrup cane and a letter to his daughter. If Jesse Dobbs arrived a few moments late, he ran behind the train as it pulled away slowly. For five years this ritual continued. (Not until 1920, after the boll weevil left its signature across the South, did Jesse Dobbs move his family to Atlanta. His worldly goods atop his wagon, his sons atop the chicken coop, he made the twenty-five-mile trek several times; the last trip, he marched his cow straight up Lena Street in southwest Atlanta. John Wesley helped him obtain a job as a janitor at the lone black branch of the Carnegie Library and later at the Citizens Trust Bank.)

In late summer each year, Dobbs took his family to Kennesaw to help with “laying-by” time, a period of difficult chopping, plowing, banking and fertilizing. Elbert Dobbs, another of John Wesley’s uncles who lived nearby, also brought his family. Jesse Dobbs had become the superintendent of the Sunday School of the Sardis Baptist Church and each summer coordinated the Sunday School picnic. Piling Renie, Willie and Millie and his own children atop the fresh hay, pillows and quilts, Jesse Dobbs drove his two-mule wagon on the five-mile trip to Marietta where he purchased hundreds of pounds of ice blocks to use for soft drinks and ice cream at the carnival. On the return trip, the Dobbs kids broke off small pieces of ice to quench their thirst.

Nearly ninety, Grandma Judie Dobbs seemed as fragile as crystal to her great-granddaughters, a serene old ex-slave in a taffeta dress. There was something mystical about her to Renie and something unsettling, too. Judie Dobbs’s skin seemed as white as cotton, her hair straight and long enough to sit on. A precocious eight-year-old, Renie asked her mother, “Why is my grandma so white?” Irene Dobbs’s answer came years later when her eldest daughter was valedictorian at Spelman College and capable of understanding what a slave woman’s life had been like. Though only a child, Renie couldn’t help but notice how the members of her extended family were of different shades, with hints of the African, the Cherokee and the white. “There was a whole lot of stuff and people would shut you up,” Renie says. “They wouldn’t let you talk—or listen, either.” Grandma Judie Dobbs often asked Renie to sing hymns with her: “…steal away to Jesus! Steal away, steal away home; I ain’t got long to stay here! My Lord, he calls me by the Thunder! The trumpet sounds within my soul!”

Once Judie Dobbs, an unlettered woman, handed Renie an old Bible. “Teach me,” the freed slave said.

“Okay, Grandma,” Renie said. Then she opened to the first page. “ ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth…’ ”

Emancipation had come more than a half century before. No one knew an ex-slave in Kennesaw older than Judie Dobbs. Her teeth had decayed and fallen out and her lips seemed to collapse into her mouth when she spoke. She was an aged woman from another time. She shook her head. “How do you know it?”

“Because, Grandma, you have to go by every letter and certain combinations of letters make words. You have to learn the alphabet first.”

Renie picked up two pencils and gave one to Judie Dobbs. “Try to follow,” she said patiently, and began to write the letters of the alphabet.

Grandma Dobbs, she says, never did learn too much.



The Houston Street School was a conflagration waiting to happen. A dilapidated wooden structure without indoor plumbing or heating, fire drills were part of the daily regimen. On May 21, 1917, Renie and Willie heard the sirens from inside their classrooms, loud, piercing wails that seemed to draw closer by the minute. School let out early that day, and as their classes were escorted, single file, to the front of the building, the girls were surprised to see their mother out front, amidst a crowd of other parents, waving frantically to them. “Here I am! Come to me!” Irene Dobbs was a stickler about her appearance and, until now, her daughters never had seen her wearing her house dress outside. She had run the entire distance, about eight blocks, and now she raced back to the house with her daughters. As they ran, they saw police cordoning off streets behind them.

The Fourth Ward was engulfed in flames. The black section from Auburn Avenue to Old Wheat Street was wiped out. By one P.M. flames had swept north past Houston Street into the white residential areas near Ponce de Leon Avenue. At Five Points, John Wesley Dobbs heard the firebells sounding, saw the state militia marching to the northeast and felt soot falling from the sky. The fire had started near the Oakland Cemetery about noon. High winds carried sparks across the Georgia railroad toward Ponce de Leon Avenue. Hundreds of one- and two-story frame homes near Auburn Avenue were lost, as was the Wheat Street Baptist Church. Black refugees moved toward Peachtree. On Ponce de Leon twenty stately mansions were dynamited by firefighters in an attempt to contain the blaze. In a frenzy, Dobbs rushed for home but could not get past police barricades. As the flames approached Boulevard, Irene gathered important papers. She placed valuables in boxes and dragged them into the yard. Only six weeks earlier President Woodrow Wilson had declared war on Germany—and now rumors spread that the fire was part of a German conspiracy. (“Absolutely without foundation,” the Constitution declared the next morning.) Dobbs had circled east, then backtracked through police lines to his home. When he arrived, he took out the hoses immediately and sprayed water on the roof. For eleven hours the fire raged. The Dobbses saw fine black families standing outside their gutted homes with nothing saved but a few portraits and papers. Nearly two thousand homes were destroyed; insurance companies estimated damage in excess of $5 million; more than ten thousand Atlantans, mostly blacks, were homeless. John Wesley Dobbs considered himself blessed because that night the inferno was halted at Boulevard, less than two blocks from the wife, three daughters and home he treasured.






CHAPTER 6 [image: ]


In the fall of 1907, only months before Henry Ford introduced his Model T automobile, Ivan E. Allen took a respite from the business grind to marry Irene Beaumont in the drawing room of her widowed mother’s home at 282 Rawson Street in Atlanta. Several hundred guests sat before an altar decorated with tall palms and ferns. The Confederate widow Susie Allen of Dalton wore black silk and duchess lace, and her son Will served as his brother’s best man. The new Mrs. Ivan Allen was an Atlanta native who carried herself in a stately manner, her appearance immaculate, never a hair out of place. At seventeen, Irene Allen seemed a child bride, particularly since her husband already was thirty-one, older than most men on their wedding day. She had married a man of her own social class who was on the rise and made no secret of his ambition to crack into the city’s social elite. Her devotion to his ambition was total. “Mr. Allen is socially well-liked in Atlanta, and has a wide acquaintance in the east and west,” The Atlanta Constitution wrote in its account of the wedding. “He is prominently known in business as a member of the firm of Fielder & Allen.” Ivan and Irene Allen traveled to Cuba on their honeymoon and, in one striking photograph, he is wearing a black derby and holding a walking stick and she is wearing a flowing white dress and a dark hat with velvet flowers. Their smiles reflect a fresh, shared awakening.

They purchased their first home at 874 West Peachtree in 1910 in a booming residential section for young white families three miles north of Five Points. Here, in March 1911, their only child, a namesake son, Ivan Jr., was born. Because Dr. Nicholas Earnest did not arrive in time for the delivery, a black midwife named Bertha Lewis assumed his role. That the first hands to touch their son were black made little impression on the proud parents. The delivery was physically taxing on Irene, not a strong woman; she decided not to have any more children as a result.

Though the automobile age was dawning and he was among the city leaders lining Peachtree Street with New York–style skyscrapers—maybe not in brick and mortar, but certainly in grand vision—Ivan E. Allen remained rooted in his family’s past. At times, his mother became his personal compass, reminding him of who he was, where he had been and where he aspired to go. He wrote to Susie Allen often. On Mother’s Day, 1912, he sent a Western Union telegram: “Your Son, Grand-Son and Daughter in Law, Wish you every Joy and Happiness that you so richly deserve.” He had compelling reasons to admire her: she had raised three children without a husband; she also had given him money to start in business in Atlanta. When infirmity made letter-writing impractical for Susie Allen, he sent a self-addressed, stamped envelope and asked her to fill it with petals from a flower in her garden—just to let him know all was well.

In November 1912, he was called back to Dalton for the dedication of a monument to Confederate general Joseph E. Johnston. Erected by the Brian M. Thomas chapter of the United Daughters of the Confederacy, of which Susie Allen was a charter member, the monument was unveiled by Allen’s young niece, Suesylla Thomas. More than five thousand people filled the streets of tiny Dalton, including one hundred Confederate veterans. “General Johnston was the one who first took up arms in the defense of the South and the last to lay down arms after the great struggle was over,” one speaker said. “And had General Johnston been left in command there would have been no ‘March to the Sea.’ ” Twelve southern crosses of honor were handed out that day by General Johnston’s grandniece. Allen rose from his seat next to his mother and accepted a cross for D. Earnest Allen, the father he had barely known, who a half century earlier had answered the call of southern honor.



As cities flourished across America, so did the Chamber of Commerce man with his signature calls of devotion to God, country and community. Sinclair Lewis’s classic 1922 novel, Babbitt, created a vacuous real estate man/civic booster in a town he called Zenith. “It’s the fellow with four to ten thousand a year, say, and an automobile and a nice little family in a bungalow on the edge of town, that makes the wheels of progress go round!” George F. Babbitt said in one civic speech. “Here’s the new generation of Americans: fellows with hair on their chests and smiles in their eyes and adding machines in their offices. We’re not doing any boasting, but we like ourselves first-rate, and if you don’t like us, look out—better get under cover before the cyclone hits town!”

A cyclone in his own right, Ivan E. Allen spoke the Babbitt language and had similar civic impulses. He had arrived at a realization early in Atlanta: “The more I gave to altruistic work, the more my business seemed to grow.” As a guiding principle, this amounted to civic paternalism—or what some Atlantans came to know as “enlightened self-interest”—and gave sharp definition to Allen’s life. What was good for Atlanta was good for Ivan E. Allen, and vice versa. Like the fictional George Babbitt (born in April 1874, two years before Allen), he chased money by day and civic improvement by night. Allen’s entrée to the Atlanta business community was recorded in the minutes of the Chamber of Commerce on March 5, 1901, when, among the newly elected members, were: “Atlanta Daily News… Stewart and Ray, Excelsior Steam Laundry… Fielder & Allen.”

In 1910, Atlanta was the second most populous city in the old Confederacy, trailing only New Orleans. As New South descendants of Henry Grady, the men of the Atlanta chamber created slogans and propaganda, made speeches and held committee meetings. In Atlanta, more than in most cities, the Chamber of Commerce was an aggressive body whose urban promotive schemes—and successes—gave rise to an exalted position in the community. Several Atlanta chamber presidents, including Robert F. Maddox and Asa Candler, later became mayor. The salesmanship of these Atlantans pushed their city toward the national mainstream and further from the rural traditions of Georgia. As a commercial hub, Atlanta became the South’s first city of national import.

Ivan E. Allen looked the part of a man in a hurry. Taut and expressive, his face featured the deep-set dark eyes that had made his mother so alluring to a young ex-Confederate cavalryman. His brown hair turned prematurely silver. His chin had a determined upward tilt—the same as President Woodrow Wilson’s, according to one Atlanta Journal story.

The Fielder & Allen office stood in front of the Henry Grady statue at 44 Marietta Street. Allen sat behind a large mahogany glass-top desk and dictated to his assistant the minutiae of the day—bids, checks, general correspondence—while he concentrated on the big picture, namely expansion. Allen’s commands came with the sounds of an automatic weapon: “Biff! Biff! Biff! Steady, sure, no foolishness about it.” Fielder & Allen sold pencils, pens, paper clips and carbon paper as well as ornate desks and steel safes. In a city on the make—with a Chamber of Commerce seeking to lure companies from the North and Midwest—office supplies seemed just the right sort of business. Whenever a business moved to, or sprang up, in Atlanta, Allen invariably was among the first to offer a hearty welcome and ask casually about office needs. Already in 1913, Allen was promoting Fielder & Allen as the largest office outfitter south of the Ohio River. He understood that his future was tied to Atlanta’s commercial growth.

He sounded every bit the politician during the summer of 1912 when he wrote a story for The Atlanta Journal, beneath the headline “What Atlanta Really Needs.” Among his suggestions were a central market, more parks, reduced water rates for families that used only one faucet, and curiously, a mausoleum. “Sentiment, everywhere,” he wrote, “I believe, is turning toward the mausoleum.” Over the next eight years he sold his city and himself with extraordinary single-mindedness. In December 1913, he led a two-week fund-raising campaign that netted more than $250,000 for Atlanta’s Oglethorpe College. Earlier that year Allen joined the sons of Henry Grady and Joel Chandler Harris, author of the Uncle Remus tales, to found the Atlanta Rotary Club (“Service Over Self!”). In 1913, he became president of the newly created Atlanta Convention Bureau, inviting to town farmers and dentists, insurance men and automobile salesmen (“Tersely expressed, I might say that the Southeast is on wheels and Atlanta is the hub around which the wheels revolve,” Allen wrote). The Convention Bureau pitched every imaginative advertising scheme to bring annual conventions to Atlanta, “The Convention City of Dixie Land.” In his four years as president of the bureau, the city attracted nearly $4 million in convention business while spending just $30,000. “Beautiful, hustling, sunny Atlanta,” Allen wrote in one brochure. (Though he did not promote it, he would learn of his city’s darker side during this period when, in 1915, he sat on his front porch on West Peachtree and held a gun in case the mob rushing toward Gov. John Slaton’s home turned on innocent bystanders. Slaton had commuted the death sentence of Leo Frank, a Jewish businessman convicted of murdering a factory girl named Mary Phagan; Frank vehemently denied guilt. Though Slaton was spirited away from Atlanta until emotions cooled, the vicious anti-Semitism around Atlanta did not quiet until months later when Frank was abducted from a jail in Milledgeville by vigilantes who drove him to Cobb County and hanged him from a tree. To Jews in Atlanta, the name Leo Frank carries the same haunting spirit today as the 1906 race riot for blacks.)

By 1916, the name Ivan E. Allen—he never wrote it without the middle initial—appeared in the newspapers with regularity. Always a civic do-gooder, Allen helped the Boy Scouts get a foothold in Atlanta, became a trustee of a local museum, president of the Southeastern Fair and director of an anti-tuberculosis society. “Here’s the secret,” he said. “To me, public business is private diversion. Now, every man must have some diversion, some slight let-up from the grind, or he goes stale. My let-up is in work that counts for public well-fare. That’s my hobby. The hobby of some men is golf, some others bridge [or] whist, some others turkey-trotting. Well, it’s no credit to me, but I just happen not to care for these diversions.”

Before delivering a speech at the Ansley Hotel in the fall of 1913 on “The Value of Organized Effort in Convention Work,” Allen heard friends suggest he might become Atlanta’s next mayor. “You boys are kidding me?” Allen said. Soon, The Dalton Citizen boasted of its native son, “If Atlanta elects Ivan Allen as its chief executive, Atlanta will have one of the most wideawake, progressive mayors of any city in the South.” The Atlanta Journal called him “the embodiment of ‘The Atlanta Spirit,’ that militant genius which has brought Atlanta from the ashes bequeathed by Sherman to her present status.”

Allen opted not to run for mayor, though he waited a month before withdrawing. That was enough time to allow the compliments to pour in—good advertising for his business.

His immediate future was planned. On the list of chamber presidents, Allen in 1917 succeeded Victor Kriegshaber, owner of a building materials concern, and preceded William White, chief executive of a meat-packing company, and Sam Candler Dobbs, the Coca-Cola executive who not only was Asa Candler’s nephew but a descendant of Josiah Dobbs’s brother Elijah. “More smokestacks for Atlanta” was Allen’s pledge as incoming president, though the First World War forestalled most of his plans. He devoted himself to the needs of the 43,000 military personnel in Atlanta’s Camp Gordon and Fort McPherson. That number included foreign prisoners, whom he judiciously called “the guests at the German Barracks.” He crafted his enthusiasm to meet the needs of the times. “Let us fly both the flag of our country and the flag of business optimism,” Allen told the chamber membership.

Ivan E. Allen was an optimistic fellow, crisp and energetic, a southerner, and proudly so. He walked briskly and tipped his hat to the ladies on Peachtree. In the parlance of his day, he was a business engine. He liked good cigars and closing deals; he abhorred Bolsheviks and any criticism of Atlanta.

His friends called him the Atlanta Spirit, incarnated. The Atlanta Spirit was a phrase Allen used lovingly, and often, to describe what made his city great. He didn’t argue the nickname because, if he had to say so himself, he thought it apt. The Atlanta Spirit, he once said, “is the love of home and civic loyalty that will, can and is building the greatest, cleanest, most prosperous city in all this glorious southland.”

In a city that would become famous for excessive civic boasting, Ivan E. Allen’s praise for Atlanta could have filled a fleet of balloons. He had verve, pep, self-love, civic pride, ambition, pluck, a namesake son, a colored cook, a devoted wife, Irene (whom he sometimes called Reno), a rambling frame house and a gasoline-powered Reo convertible automobile that he loved to drive through the leafy neighborhoods of his city as the summer sun beat warmly upon his face. Though a prohibitionist, he didn’t mind a splash of bourbon in the privacy of his own home. His business was office supplies and, to make the right impression, he wore dark suits and clean white monogrammed shirts that proved not only that he had style but that he had all but cornered the market on vowels (“I.E.A.”).

“How do you find business?” someone once inquired.

“By going after it!” Allen replied, with considerable voltage.

A man of commerce, Allen also was a Presbyterian, a Rotarian, a staunch Woodrow Wilson Democrat, an Ad Man (“Atlanta Always Ahead!”), a member of the Gridiron Club and, fraternally speaking, a Shriner, Mason, Knight Templar and Elk.

He defended Atlanta as though it were his family name, which in a sense it was. “An Atlanta man feels that he cannot say too much about Atlanta not only to an Atlanta audience, but any gathering in civilization,” Allen said in 1914. Two years later a friend toasted him by saying, “If you should walk up to any Atlanta man and ask, ‘Whoinell is this Ivan Allen I hear so much about?’ you would be classified at once as a stranger from a very great distance.”

He was typical of the chamber presidents leading Atlanta into the modern era. A Protestant born in Georgia who came of age during Henry Grady’s years of sway, he arrived in Atlanta as a teenager and sculpted himself into the sort of highly specialized manager that American business was celebrating. His mentors were recent chamber presidents Mell Wilkinson, who owned a fertilizer and feed business, and Frederic J. Paxon, the local department store man. Allen shaped his public life in their image. His initiation into the Piedmont Driving Club in 1917 was another reflection of his rise. Already he had joined the Atlanta Athletic Club and the Capital City Club, where he lunched, smoked cigars and played gin rummy. At these clubs, Allen shared fellowship with peers from the chamber, except, of course, Victor Kriegshaber. The lone Jew to crack the chamber hierarchy, Kriegshaber was denied membership to Atlanta’s elite social clubs and instead joined organizations created principally for Jews.

The recorded minutes of the Ivan Allen administration of the Chamber of Commerce in 1917 reflect a continuing passion for raising the stakes in the competition for commercial leadership in the south with Birmingham and New Orleans, but only one reference to elevating the living standards of local blacks. In February, two chamber officials solicited the support of the Fulton County commissioners to build a Bath House and Wading Pool for blacks. They appealed to the commissioners that little had been done for blacks, particularly in recreation and amusement. They said the chamber would contribute $2,000 to the new facility. But white citizens in the Sixth Ward, site of the proposed pool, were outraged. The notion of blacks splashing about in clear water in their midst had little appeal. The chamber backed away from its plan.

White supremacy was implicit in the chamber’s continuing neglect of black Atlanta and this neglect would last for several more decades. The civic engines of Atlanta revealed only nominal interest in lifting the veil and offering solace to those behind it. Apparently, the Atlanta Spirit was not intended for blacks.

Ivan Allen believed in segregation. Separate but equal was the law of the land, established two decades before by the U.S. Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson. He used the word “Nigger” freely in private conversation. “But Daddy didn’t use the word with malice,” Ivan Jr. recalls. His daily contact with blacks extended to his cook, Alvie Mobley, and a few other family servants, but that was all. His mother and father had been raised with blacks in their home and so had he. He liked the continuity of having blacks care for Ivan Jr. In Ivan Allen’s eyes, black servitude was the way things had been, were and would be. Like his patrician peers, Allen believed black Atlantans had a living standard superior to that of blacks in other cities. Sometimes, the chamber even boasted of the black colleges on the west side. “Could it be true that these people, these earnest students are but one or two generations removed from the darkest jungles of Africa,” The City Builder, official publication of the Atlanta chamber, wondered. “Where is the mother college which produced this negro culture? Is it Africa or Asia? No it has grown on Atlanta soil.” The tone was typically self-congratulatory: “Here must be decided once and for all the vexed problem of race…. If the Christian spirit of Atlanta cannot settle the question then it is impossible of settlement.”

As the sirens sounded for the Great Atlanta Fire on May 21, 1917, Allen rushed at once to the center of the crisis, as was his custom. With Mayor Asa G. Candler, he helped with the fire hoses, directed arriving soldiers to their places and, according to the morning paper, “in a hundred other ways lent aid to the fire fighters.” He dispatched two men to Peachtree Street where they were instructed to redirect passing automobiles to nearby hospitals, in case patients required evacuation. The next morning, at an emergency relief meeting at the Chamber of Commerce, nearly $50,000 was raised, the sort of charitable response that Allen viewed as yet another example of the Atlanta Spirit. The donations were called out so rapidly, Allen repeated each one aloud so that the secretary had enough time to record them. Most of the city’s leading men attended this meeting. Candler, the Coca-Cola Company magnate who had agreed only reluctantly to run for mayor, made a $1,000 personal contribution, as did banker Ernest Woodruff and businessman Edward Inman. Former mayors Robert F. Maddox and James English pledged sizeable donations as well. At one juncture, colored citizens were allowed to make contributions; Bishop Joseph Flipper and Rev. Henry H. Proctor pledged $100 and $50, respectively, amidst great applause. Ivan E. Allen announced plans to transform some of the burned-out areas in the Fourth Ward into a public park, ostensibly to allow for more breathing space and superior protection from future fires. He had an ulterior motive, though he allowed the Constitution to state it for him: such a park would settle “for all time the embarrassing problem of the ‘fourth warders’ of negroes living on the same streets as whites,” the paper wrote.

“In a very few weeks,” said Allen, who by now knew well his city’s history, “I expect to see Atlanta rising from the flames, more progressive, more confident and more beautiful than ever.”

In his patrician enthusiasm, he was not alone. Indeed, Ivan E. Allen was only one cog in a large well-oiled local machine.

The Atlanta chamber also was unresponsive during these years to the revived order of the Ku Klux Klan. Announcing Atlanta as its “Imperial City” in 1915, the Klan had set up its headquarters in a loft in the Georgia Savings Bank. Attracting a mostly lower-middle-class membership, the Klan held contempt not only for Jews, blacks, immigrants and the Catholic church but also for commercial clubs and “the autocratic Chamber of Commerce.” In 1921, The New York World estimated that as many as forty-thousand Klansmen lived in Atlanta; undoubtedly an overestimate, this would have represented nearly 30 percent of the city’s white population. As founder and imperial wizard, William Joseph Simmons of Atlanta preached a “one hundred percent Americanism,” a theme popular across the country with a working class that felt an increasing dislocation in cities, often losing jobs to immigrants and blacks. At Klan meetings, Simmons placed two revolvers on the table before him and shouted, “Bring on your niggers!” His members rewarded him with a $30,000 house on Peachtree. The Klan’s newspaper, The Searchlight, could be found at Atlanta newsstands and sometimes included advertisements placed by Coca-Cola and Studebaker. Klan initiations were held at nearby Stone Mountain and in Piedmont Park where Booker T. Washington had delivered his Atlanta Compromise. In 1922, Walter Sims, an avowed Klansman, was elected mayor of Atlanta and his victory capped a Klan sweep in Georgia: two Klansmen, Walter George and Clifford Walker, had been elected U.S. senator and governor during the preceding week. The Klan’s baseball team played in an amateur league in Atlanta, wearing crosses over the left breast of their uniform. The Klan team defeated the Baptist Tabernacle to win the 1924 Dixie League title in the city. The Chamber of Commerce did little to deter Klan activity in the city undoubtedly because the Klan pumped revenue into the city’s economy. Not only did the Klan have several hundred employees, it also held “klonventions” and “klonvokations” in Atlanta.

In the summer of 1918, Allen was a politician without title, but that was about to change. The lure of public office proved irresistible. He entered the Democratic primary, which for the past decade had excluded blacks; in a one-party state such as Georgia, the Democratic primary was the only election that mattered, so Georgia’s blacks effectively were without a political voice. Allen’s campaign announcement read:


As a native Georgian, always a democrat, in thorough accord with the administration’s plans for full and complete victory over the Central Powers, thus forever putting an end to scientific savagery; with a sincere love for my state and a determination to further help in the upbuilding of our institutions, I announce myself a candidate for the office of State Senator from this, the 35th District, consisting of the counties of Cobb, Clayton and Fulton, subject to the vote of the White Primary…. I solicit your vote and influence for a plain business man.



He pledged better roads and better schools. He set up a campaign committee to contact every registered voter in the district. Already, Allen served as director of War Savings for Georgia and led the Liberty Loan campaigns across the Southeast. On September 18, 1918, when U.S. forces in Europe under Gen. John Pershing smashed through the concrete-reinforced first lines of the enemy in German Lorraine, Allen followed a long-standing tradition by appearing that night outside the offices of the Constitution to monitor election returns. At eleven o’clock, he telephoned Irene to give her the good news: he had won convincingly.

Once in the state legislature, he discovered a rural disdain for Atlanta and thought it wise to have his own bills introduced by legislators who were not from Atlanta. He chaired the Senate Appropriations Committee. His proudest moment—one he celebrated at cocktail hours for the next half century—occurred in 1919 when he helped stave off an attempt by Macon legislators to move the state capital from Atlanta to Macon. Allen researched the history of the capital carefully, and stated his case on the Senate floor. “If Macon is anxious to do something for Georgia, why doesn’t she do something for the School of the Blind, which is located there?” Allen said. Some legislators broached the idea of separating the state into North Georgia and South Georgia. By evacuating Atlanta, Allen surmised, the state would give up a statehouse building worth $6 million. Ultimately, the bill was tabled, not to be revived.

Allen served in the legislature only two years. In 1919, his partner, James Fielder, sold his interest to Allen and longtime employee Charles Marshall. The two men changed the name of the firm to the Ivan Allen-Marshall Company. Even to his eleven-year-old son this name change sparked a realization. “That was the first time I realized that Daddy was very proud of his own name, and that he wanted to build his reputation around his name,” Ivan Jr. says.

Certainly the name Ivan E. Allen was easy to remember. Yet the retiring state senator simplified matters further by dropping the middle initial.

Ivan Allen, he knew, was a name Atlantans would remember.

As much as he liked the sound of his name, though, he preferred being called Senator.



The second Ivan Allen remembers the day in 1926 when his father announced in the living room that he had purchased a mountain. A frugal woman, Irene Allen blanched. She said, “You’ve got to be kidding, Ivan.” As a boy, the Senator had been told of the mysteries of Fort Mountain, which rises two thousand feet in the Cohutta range in north Georgia, about twenty miles from Dalton. In truth, the Senator did not buy the whole mountain, just the 119 acres at its crest, which included the stone ruins of a fort that some (including the Senator) believed had been built by Spanish explorers. He thought his mountain might be converted into a fine resort, with a golf course; Irene thought the whole matter excessive. In 1934, he donated the mountain to the state and it has been used as a park for more than sixty years.

From an early age, Ivan Jr. understood that his was a family of privilege. He grew accustomed to having a black servant in his home as a cook, gardener or handyman. He was an only child of a prosperous businessman and a doting mother living in a growing southern city with big dreams, a place that began to tout itself as the New York of the South. “Life couldn’t have been much more pleasant,” Ivan Jr. says. “We had what every American cherished. We had no calamities in the family. Mother and Daddy were very compatible. Things were always improving.” He showed his sense of industry as a boy by operating a drink stand on the corner of Peachtree and 17th streets. Sometimes, the family cook, Alvie Mobley, made potted ham sandwiches, which Ivan Jr. sold for a nickel, profiting three cents on each. From the streetcars making the turn at 17th, the conductor, motorman and passengers became his regular customers. At the Tenth Street Elementary School and later the Spring Street School, Ivan Jr. developed what would become lifelong friendships with classmates such as the future bankers Ed Smith and Jack Glenn. Watching their fathers, these boys one day would assume that civic mantle and serve Atlanta with a keen sense of history, gratitude and noblesse oblige.

By 1925, Ivan Jr. already had developed a sense of presence. With his parents he traveled to London where his father served as American representative to the annual meeting of England’s stationery industry. The British asked the fourteen-year-old to say a few words. “I’d just like to say this,” Ivan Jr. said. “You’re all such a fine bunch of gentlemen that you make me right proud my father is a stationer.” It was his first public statement and was received with applause.

A dynamic transition was afoot in Atlanta as the city broke from the past and leapt into the future: Monk, Prince, Dan and Rabbit, the police department’s old and trusted horses, were retired, victims of a newly motorized force; businessman Samuel DuBose placed the city’s first transcontinental telephone call to Paris; and upon the advice of a jug-earred city alderman named William B. Hartsfield, the city purchased the three-hundred-acre Candler racetrack in 1929 to transform into an airfield, the first step toward ensuring Atlanta’s southern supremacy in aviation.

The Senator’s own prosperity during the 1920s exceeded that of his city. Ernest Woodruff’s Trust Company of Georgia, which in 1919 had transacted the $25 million sale of the Coca-Cola Company from Asa Candler to a syndicate headed by Woodruff, named the Senator as one of its directors in January 1923. Recalling his own inability to secure a loan from local banks decades before, the Senator urged the Trust Company to take more risks by making loans based on “character, energy and ability.” The Ivan Allen-Marshall Company, meanwhile, celebrated its twenty-fifth anniversary in 1925 (dated to the founding of Fielder & Allen) and the Senator boasted how the original group of four employees had grown to forty-eight. In 1927, the Senator built a stylish brick English Tudor home in a shaded district beyond the trolley lines, six miles north of downtown. His new address was 2600 Peachtree Road. Among his esteemed neighbors were the former judge Shepard Bryan, publisher Clark Howell, Jr., businessman Clarence Haverty and Col. Robert Jones, father of the golfer Bob Jones, who in 1930 would win the celebrated Grand Slam of his sport.

Holding his cigar, squinting behind his wire-rim glasses and wearing his conservative suits, the Senator bubbled with robust self-satisfaction. At fifty his hair had turned fully gray, and he had become portly, the result of too much work and too little exercise. His rising affluence could be tracked by the history of his family automobiles—from a Willis-Knight to a Studebaker and then, by the time Ivan Jr. was at Boys High School in 1927, to a Cadillac. On Sundays, the Allens attended the First Presbyterian Church on Peachtree, a congregation that included some of the city’s most influential families, such as the Inmans. In 1927 the Senator finally cracked into the Social Cities Register, the annual list of elites in Richmond, Atlanta, Charleston, Savannah and Augusta. At the Piedmont Driving Club, he and Irene danced on the terrace on warm summer nights. There, Ivan Jr. learned to swim and to play tennis in a quaint exclusivity.

When the city suffered a malaise of pessimism during the middle 1920s, brought on in part by the Millionaire-a-Minute boom in south Florida (even the Senator’s brother, Will Allen, left his job as a buyer for Davison-Paxon to move to Fort Lauderdale), the Senator was among the businessmen to step into the breach. The competition with Birmingham, for sustained growth, intensified. Located about 150 miles to the west, Birmingham’s population in 1920 was slightly less than Atlanta’s 200,000. Unlike Atlanta, however, Birmingham did not have an indigenous business leadership. A steel town with absentee owners living in Pittsburgh, Birmingham lacked the necessary core group of civic visionaries with a vested interest in commercial development, arts and education in their city.

The Atlanta chamber in 1926, recognizing a critical need for the infusion of northern capital, began a nationwide “Forward Atlanta” campaign to sell the city. To the businessmen of the nation, the chamber touted Atlanta’s advantages in distribution and manufacturing. The Senator was a natural choice to chair the campaign in 1926. The strategy was to inundate the nation’s newspapers, trade journals and magazines, including Forbes and The Saturday Evening Post, with the same messages: namely, that the South had become the nation’s fastest growing region; that central offices in the North no longer could serve the entire nation without the aid of regional branches; and that Atlanta, by virtue of its location and transportation facilities, was the most sensible and fiscally prudent city from which to serve the South.

The Forward Atlanta advertisements tolled the virtues of modern business Atlanta:


Are you geared to modern conditions?

Why did they all choose the same city?

Freed from the Yoke of Cotton’s Domination.



The Senator and his chamber colleagues bullishly promoted Atlanta’s climate (“No extremes of heat or cold”), its schools, its cost of living (“7.5 percent below average for the country”), its capability to reach seventy million Americans with one day of travel and its laboring workforce—“Intelligent, adaptable, Anglo-Saxon,” the latter serving notice that neither immigrants nor blacks would stand in the way of prosperity.

Lasting until 1929, the Forward Atlanta campaign lured 679 new factories, warehouses and sales offices during the four years, bringing seventeen thousand employees and payrolls that totaled more than $30 million. As part of this campaign, the Senator wrote a book in 1928, Atlanta from the Ashes, dedicating it to “the men in commerce and industry who have made America great.” Sitting at his desk at 2600 Peachtree Road, he pulled out a typewriter, the instrument that first brought him to the city, and began: “In 1864 the city of Atlanta lay in smoking ruin.” He filled his book with his trademark optimism as well as with evidence that justified Atlanta’s “utmost importance to American business.”

Just as Ivan Jr. knew of his father’s energy and optimism, he knew of his explosive temper. Rarely did that temper reveal itself at home, but he had heard the stories about his father’s fury being unleashed at the office by the smallest signs of incompetence or tardiness. His business success had not been forged by indifference. The Senator’s wrath could be definitive, as in a 1928 dispute with a renter operating a small restaurant in an Allen-owned building at 240 Spring Street. When the renter complained that he needed more heat during evenings and weekends, the Senator told him he had enough heat already. After several months, with no additional heat forthcoming, the renter balked on his rent payment. The Senator promptly hauled the renter’s furniture, fixtures and merchandise to a warehouse and locked the doors. In the ensuing lawsuit, the courts sided with the Senator.
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Daniel Allen Mary “Polly” Baker Allen

b 1791 in Greene County, TN b 1793

d 1857 in Greene County, TN __| dJan 19, 1865, in Greene County, TN

Farmer (brother of Sam Allen) Homemaker

Ran family plantation; owned 4,500 acres in Married March 1, 1813; had 12 children;

1850; at death, 23 slaves kept in family. died several months before the end of Civil War.
Isaac A. Allen Sarah Earnest Allen
b Oct 21, 1820, in Greene County, TN b 1822 in Greene County, TN
d Oct 21, 1884, in Greene County, TN d Feb 1, 1852, in Greene County, TN
Farmer/livestock trader —| Homemaker
Prosperous early, went bankrupt in 1866 From elite Greene County family;
from speculation in Confederate notes; had 3 children, then died in childbirth;
died insolvent. Isaac Allen remarried, had 7 more children.

Daniel “Earnest” Allen

b Dec 19, 1847, in Greene County, TN

d Sep 14, 1879, in Greene County, TN
Merchant in Dalton, GA (filed bankruptcy)
Enlisted Confederacy in 1862 at age 14; died
of dyspepsia at 31; buried in Dalton, GA.

__| dMar6, 1936, in Dalton, GA

Susan Harris Allen
b Feb 6, 1859, in UNKNOWN

Homemaker
Had 3 children; changed name of son Isaac
to Ivan after reading Russian novel.

Ivan Earnest Allen, Sr.

b Mar 1, 1876, in Dalton, GA

d Oct 16, 1968, in Atlanta, GA

Owned business: Ivan Allen office supplies;
Arrived in Atlanta in 1895; prominent civic
leader, aristocrat, state senator, booster.

Irene Beaumont Allen
b Apr 25, 1890, in Atlanta, GA
d Feb 27, 1972, in Atlanta, GA

Homemaker

Honeymooned in Cuba; had 1 child; lived
at 2600 Peachtree Road for nearly 50 years.

Ivan Allen, Jr.
b Mar 15, 1911, in Atlanta, GA

President, Ivan Allen Company
Atlanta mayor, 1962-70; championed civil
rights; lured pro sports, built skyline.

Louise Richardson Allen
b Jan 12, 1917, in Atlanta, GA

—| Homemaker/civic fund-raiser.

president of Jr. League; met Clark Gable

at GWTW affair.

Descended from Inmans, elite Atlanta family

Ivan Allen III Beaumont Allen H. Inman Allen
b Oct 4, 1938, in Atlanta, GA b Mar 3, 1951 b May 9, 1941, in Atlanta, GA
d May 17, 1992, in Franklin, GA
President, Ivan Allen Com-  [==| Businessman: real estate —=| Businessman; became chairman
pany Married, 2 children; UGA gradu- Ivan Allen Company in 1995;
Civic leader; Atlanta Chamber ate, former radio station pro- married, 3 children; chair of

president, 1975; raised the city’s ducer in Atlanta.

Egleston Children’s Hospital.
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Wesley Dobbs

b 1819 in UNKNOWN

d Feb 5, 1897, in Kennesaw, GA

Slave farm hand/sharecropper

Owned by Josiah Dobbs; as slave, valued at
$800 in 1851. Married: 14 children; Baptist.

Judie Dobbs

b UNKNOWN

d Aug21, 1925, in Kennesaw, GA

Freed slave/homemaker

Octoroon fathered by slavemaster; as child
beaten by master’s wife; lived past 90 years.

Will Dobbs

b 1847 in Kennesaw, GA

d UNKNOWN

Artisan

At 29, married 14-year-old Minnie; played
fiddle. Divorced in 1882, later remarried.

Minnie McAfee Hendricks Dobbs

b Jan 1862, in Woodstock, GA

d May 26, 1937, in Atlanta, GA
Seamstress. Slavemaster/father, Dr. John
McAfee, let her live in Big House. With

2 children, moved to Atlanta in 1897. Later
remarried.

John Wesley Dobbs

b Mar 6, 1882, in Kennesaw, GA
d Aug 30, 1961, in Atlanta, GA
Railway mail clerk

Irene Thompson Dobbs

b Apr 28, 1885, in Columbus, MS
d Jul 22,1972, in Durham, NC
Homemaker

Led Atlanta Negro Voters League & Georgia
Prince Hall Masons. Named “Sweet Auburn”
Avenue. Noted orator.

Had 6 daughters, all Spelman graduates.
Their married names: Irene Dobbs Jackson,
Willie Dobbs Blackburn, Millicent Dobbs
Jordan, Josephine Dobbs Clement,
Mattiwilda Dobbs Janzon, June Dobbs Butts.

Irene Dobbs Jackson
b Feb 16, 1908, in Atlanta, GA

College professor/homemaker

Spelman valedictorian. Earned doctorate

in France. Had 6 children. Integrated Atlanta
Public Library.

Rev. Maynard H. Jackson, Sr.

b May 3, 1894, in New Orleans, LA

d Jun 27, 1953, in Rusk, TX

Pastor, Atlanta Friendship Baptist Church.
Grandson/son of pastors; Morehouse
Endowment secretary; founded Negro
Voters League.

Maynard H. Jackson, Jr.
b Mar 23, 1938, in Dallas, TX

Valerie Richardson Jackson
b Apr 3, 1949, in Richmond, VA

Three-term mayor of Atlanta/bond attorney.
Morehouse graduate; elected the South’s
first black big-city mayor in 1973; 5 children;
2nd wife, Valerie.

Homemaker/civic roles in education and Girl
Scouts. Master’s degree Wharton School of
Finance; former advertising account execu-
tive; 2 children.
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