
[image: Images]


[image: Images]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



For Bobby and Marjorie
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Then came there two women, that were harlots, unto the king, and stood before him.

And the one woman said, O my lord, I and this woman dwell in one house; and I was delivered of a child with her in the house. And it came to pass the third day after that I was delivered, that this woman was delivered also: and we were together; there was no stranger with us in the house, save we two in the house. And this woman’s child died in the night; because she overlaid it. And she arose at midnight, and took my son from beside me, while thine handmaid slept, and laid it in her bosom, and laid her dead child in my bosom. And when I rose in the morning to give my child suck, behold, it was dead: but when I had considered it in the morning, behold, it was not my son, which I did bear.

And the other woman said, Nay; but the living is my son, and the dead is thy son.

And this said, No; but the dead is thy son, and, the living is my son.

Thus they spake before the king.

Then said the king, The one saith, This is my son that liveth, and thy son is the dead and the other saith, Nay; but thy son is the dead, and my son is the living.

And the king said, Bring me a sword. And they brought a sword before the king.

And the king said, Divide the living child in two, and give half to the one, and half to the other.

Then spake the woman whose the living child was unto the king, for her bowels yearned upon her son, and she said, O my lord, give her the living child, and in no wise slay it.

But the other said, Let it be neither mine nor thine, but divide it.

Then the king answered and said, Give her the living child, and in no wise slay it.

She is the mother thereof.

—1 Kings iii, 16-27

Thy wish was father, Harry, to that thought

—William Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part II, Act IV, Scene 5
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W. K. Patrick, New Orleans Times-Democrat, June 10, 1913
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Mark Dunbar, age twelve: Can you talk about your husband?

Marjorie Dunbar, Mark’s grandmother: Well, I got married in 1935. And when I first started dating him, I found he had been kidnapped when he was a little boy . . . Everybody was always interested in that. He was kidnapped and taken, and he was kept for nine months. He was a little over four years old, and his mother and father didn’t get him back until he’d been gone nine months.

Mark: Did they beat him a lot?

Marjorie: Yes, an old peddler was there that picked him up. And he would make him go out and beg for food and money. And when he would try to tell his name, he would whip him. He had scars on his back when they brought him back.

And he’d been dressed as a girl and . . . they had dyed his hair. And you could hardly recognize him as being the Bobby Dunbar that had been kidnapped.

Marjorie Dunbar was my grandmother, and the story she repeated on tape to my cousin Mark for his eighth-grade social studies project was the one I grew up with too. Back in 1912, when our grandfather, Robert Clarence Dunbar, was a little boy, he had wandered off from a camping trip in Louisiana and been kidnapped. Many months later, he was miraculously found in Mississippi and returned home to his parents, Percy and Lessie.

Grandma first told me the story during a visit when I was in fifth grade, six years after Grandpa had died. No matter that it had a happy ending and had happened long ago, the story frightened me. She showed me a collection of newspaper articles about the kidnapping, but the thing most seared into my memory was an illustration of the kidnapper himself: a man named William Walters. For many nights after that, I still saw his thick handlebar mustache and piercing eyes when I tried to go to sleep.

There was another part of the story that I found more bewildering than terrifying, embodied in the title of one of the articles: “A Case for a Solomon.” When my grandfather was returned to his parents, another mother named Julia Anderson had come down from North Carolina to claim him as her son, not Bobby Dunbar. After much controversy and a court trial, she was proven wrong. I couldn’t help wondering: Where was this other mother’s son? Did she ever find him? I tried to make sense of it all in a short essay for school entitled “The Lost Boy.” Apparently I failed: the teacher told me it was too confusing.

As I grew older and heard the story again and again, the mystery and questions at the edges of it wore down, and it achieved the soft simplicity of a childhood fable, complete with a moral at the end: don’t wander too far from home and don’t talk to strangers. As a mother, I even used the story as a lesson for my own children as well.

In 1999, not long after losing Grandma, my brother Robert Clarence Dunbar III was killed when the small plane he was piloting crashed in New Mexico. Afterward, I spent time with my parents, grieving and helping them through the shattering loss of their firstborn son. One day, as we were looking through old family photos and remembering Robbie, my dad handed me a thick, heavy black binder. It was a copy of the family scrapbook devoted to my grandfather’s kidnapping, passed down from my grandfather’s mother, Lessie Dunbar, to my grandmother, and when she died, passed on to her children.

The binder was stuffed with newspaper clippings, handwritten letters, and telegrams, taped in with little if any discernible order. I stopped suddenly on an editorial cartoon, dated 1913 and entitled “Fifty Years from Now.” It depicted a boy, whose shirt collar read “Bobbie III,” on the floor reading a newspaper story about the kidnapping mystery and asking his grandfather, labeled “Boy Taken from the Tinker,” the following question: “Grandpa, do you ever think we’ll know for certain what our right name is?” Next to that caption, a long time ago, someone had scribbled a confident retort: “Why sure! It’s Bobbie Dunbar.” The cartoon was a mirror to the moment I was living as I stared at it. The little boy, Bobbie III, was my brother.

The scrapbook was like a jigsaw puzzle without the picture on the box, and over the next few months, I lost myself in trying to piece it together. At first it was easier to explore a mystery in my grandfather’s past than to make sense of the aching questions about life and death in my own present. But soon the scrapbook—and the story it told—was no longer a safe source of escape. The controversy over my grandfather’s identity, hurried through in my grandmother’s retelling, in fact had been front and center in the kidnapping case for two full years after he was recovered.

And the very first time I looked beyond the scrapbook, my family legend was turned squarely on its head. One quick online search of “Bobby Dunbar” led me to the genealogical website of Tammy Westmoreland, who had posted this note about her great-grandmother, the “other mother,” Julia Anderson:

“Julia had a son from her first marriage named Bruce that was kidnapped from NC when he was six years old and taken to LA. She tried to get him back, but the people who kidnapped him won him in court and changed his name to Bobby Dunbar.”

In this version, the kidnapper was not William Walters at all, but rather my own ancestors, Percy and Lessie Dunbar. As much as I had absorbed the controversy playing out in the pages of ninety-year-old newspapers, it had not occurred to me that my grandfather’s identity—my own family’s identity—was still being challenged in the age of the Internet. Bobbie III’s question was now fully my own.

Within months, I was piecing together a broader historical record in libraries, archives, and courthouses across several states. I explored the story’s landscapes as I read about them, peering into the swampy murk of Swayze Lake from the wooden railroad trestle where little Bobby Dunbar had disappeared; wandering across the Mississippi farm where the lost boy had made friends with a fox terrier named Rambler; marveling at the lovely white mansion where Lessie Dunbar had given my grandfather a bath when he first was recovered; and roaming the halls of New Orleans’s Hotel Monteleone, where the future governor of Louisiana had examined the boy’s foot to determine that he was Bobby Dunbar—a decision, it dawned on me then and there, that had made my life possible.

With great apprehension, I ventured to Poplarville, Mississippi, to meet the descendants of Julia Anderson in person: not just Tammy Westmoreland and her aunts and uncles but also two of Julia’s own children from a later marriage, Hollis Rawls and Jewel Tarver. Right away, I could tell that for Julia’s children, two generations closer to the story than I was, the case was far more than a genealogical mystery. It was a festering injustice, reflected vividly in the childhood story that Jewel’s daughter Linda had grown up hearing:

I knew that . . . Mother’s brother Bruce had come down from North Carolina with Mr. Walters; they came on a wagon. And . . . [t]his little boy had taken missing over in Louisiana . . . [T]here was a hearing, the people in Louisiana proved that he was their child, [but] he really wasn’t. They just got him. They just took him.

For all their indignation over the past, Julia’s family was only kind and open with me. I shared my research with them, and they shared their stories. One in particular was strange and unnerving: Hollis told me that some fifty years ago, my grandfather—then a grown man—had come to Poplarville to see him. It would be years before I fully believed the story and understood its significance.

In Georgia, I met the family of William Walters, my grandfather’s alleged kidnapper. Jean Cooper and Barbara Moore, Walters’s great-nieces, recalled that long after his conviction, William Walters adamantly maintained his innocence, though his motivation in taking Bruce Anderson in the first place remained a dark mystery even to his immediate family. Jean and Barbara’s grandfather could not fathom why his brother would have carried a small boy halfway across the country. Nearly a century later, neither could I.

As far from home as I would travel, the most significant chapter of my search occurred in Lumberton, North Carolina, just a few hours from where I’d grown up. I sat at the hospital bedside of ninety-year-old Bernice Graves Hardee, Julia Anderson’s oldest living child, who had lived with her brother Bruce for the first year of her life in North Carolina, before the kidnapping controversy. Holding Bernice’s fragile hand, staring into her watery blue-gray eyes, and hearing her memories of her mother, I felt as if I were with Julia herself—the woman who might or might not be my great-grandmother. When my father, Bobby Dunbar Jr., came into the hospital room, Bernice glowed with life. Just months before she died, God had answered her lifelong prayer: her brother had returned. Neither my dad nor I dared to challenge her belief that we were kin. “It is the truth, what I know, isn’t it?” she asked before I left. All I could do was smile and nod weakly.

As much as I accepted that the descendants of Julia Anderson and William Walters had their own truths, I still believed that my truth was the right one. My grandfather was Bobby Dunbar, the lost boy who was found. But eventually, the historical record put up too many challenges to that belief for me to ignore. Everything I thought I knew seemed to be crumbling out of my grasp. And far more than a question of roots was at stake.

My brother Robbie’s memorial service, for all of the anguish I felt, had been one of the most profound moments of coming together that I had ever experienced with my extended Dunbar family. As we gathered around the smoky barbecue pit, a Dunbar ritual that originated with Grandpa and Grandma, I felt my family’s unquestioning love and embrace. Researching this story, I hoped, naïvely, that my work might somehow help to recapture that connection and bring us all closer in a new way. Instead it threatened to do precisely the opposite. I had hurled open the family closet and was yanking out its skeletons. I was betraying, and dividing, my own family.

It has taken years to come to some kind of peace with that tension, and for healing within my family to occur. An essential part of that process has been sharing this story with my coauthor, Tal McThenia, an objective “outsider,” and entrusting him to craft and write this book. During our four years of collaboration, we have demanded of each other a clear-eyed loyalty to the story’s difficult truths. And we have kept each other’s hearts open to the devastation and hope at the bottom of its mystery. Like Tal, I take great pride in the fact that our work exposes and corrects a series of century-old injustices and falsehoods. But ultimately, the most important part of this story comes after the public agony of my grandfather’s early years. It is the life he chose to live in private that makes this family story most necessary to share.

—Margaret Dunbar Cutright

In synopsis, this story invariably prompts a barrage of incredulous questions. How can two mothers claim the same boy as their own? How could there be any uncertainty, from either mother, in knowing the child she bore? The answers to these questions are complex, incremental, and cumulative, and in the end, the issue of recognition is probably the least relevant and certainly the least compelling.

This is a story of loss: one mother’s agonizing surrender to it, and another mother’s terrified, scorched-earth fight against it. It is a story of the ferocious, selfless, and seemingly irrational maternal instinct to protect a child.

But what of the boy himself? He must have known who he was.

The answer, in this story, for this boy, is not so clear-cut.

If a child’s memory, like anyone’s, is imperfect from the moment of its inception, an infinitely evolving alchemy of lived experience, imagination and speculation, cues and suggestions, then how do they know what is “true”? If a child’s sense of self depends on owning memory, on attaching to concrete and stable forces around him—home and family—and on the simple act of having a name and knowing it, what happens when all of that is challenged, when all of that is constantly in flux?

It is the boy who is the puzzle, and the quiet hero of this story.

—Tal McThenia
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THIS IS A WORK OF NONFICTION. Anything in these pages that appears in quotation marks, including spoken dialogue, is taken from authors’ interviews, written letters, legal records, newspaper reports, archival collections, books, and articles. Where critical discrepancies exist in the historical record, we note them in the text. In newspaper reports, Robert Clarence Dunbar is often referred to as “Bobbie” or “Robbie,” both of which are preserved in quotations. Otherwise, we refer to him as Bobby, the name and spelling that he himself preferred.



Chapter 1
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A. R. Waud, Cypress swamp on the Opelousas Railroad, Louisiana, Harper’s Weekly, December 8, 1866

August 23, 1912

LESSIE DUNBAR TUCKED her son’s little toes into one sandal, then another, and fastened the straps. She harbored no illusion that they’d stay on for long. She lifted his hand and coaxed his baby ring into her palm. If this came off, it would never be found, not out here.

All the while, she felt him studying her eyes. Deep blue like his own, this morning Lessie’s were swollen and bloodshot. It was hay fever season, after all, and on top of that, they’d spent last night in a silt-encrusted cabin. But being only four, Bobby might wonder if she was crying or hurt.

Lessie had no time to explain or reassure. As soon as she released his hand, he was off, down toward the lake with his father and all the other boys and men. Maybe he hadn’t been worried about her at all.

She darted into the cabin to put the ring someplace safe and then returned to cooking. The fish fry had been called for noon, and at last count, she had at least a dozen mouths to feed.

Today, a Friday in late August, was the perfect time to fish. The record-breaking spring floodwaters, which had burst over the banks of the Atchafalaya River and into its surrounding bayou basin, were receding. And the ensuing explosion of giant red river crawfish, infamous for stealing bait, had subsided as well. “Craw-fish Are Vamoosing; Fishing Is Getting Good,” read a headline in the local paper in late July. From all the narrow bayou-lakes in the area, delighted reports of fat catches of perch and trout were making their way back to Opelousas, where the townspeople were wilting in the heat, weary of the summer dust settling over their sidewalks, and itching for escape.

The Dunbars took refuge at this place on Swayze Lake, as they had in years past. Owned by Lessie’s uncle, it was a largely wooded parcel with two primitive cabins wedged between a dirt wagon trail and the bayou’s ever-shifting shoreline. There were eleven in the party in all: along with Lessie, her husband, Percy, and their sons, Bobby and Alonzo, came Percy’s cousin Wallace, his wife and two sons, Lessie’s younger sister, Rowena Whitley, a family friend named Paul Mizzi, and a servant girl. With a crowd this size, and others expected to stop by soon, they had arrived a day early to ensure an ample catch. And since the camp had been underwater for months, there was also the chore of returning it to habitability. The women spent hours scrubbing mud from the walls and windows, as the men hacked out a clearing through the overgrown canebrake down to the lake.

Nothing could be done about the shoreline, however, where the rapidly receding floodwaters had left a five-foot-wide bank of soft, deep mud. Fishing from here was a mucky, clumsy business, Percy and the other men learned quickly, and direct access to the water was utterly precarious.

In the late morning, a young black boy entered the camp, bearing a message for Percy. Mr. David Thornton, who lived a mile to the north, was finalizing a land deal and needed the deed transfer notarized back at his farm. Percy, a notary, had either accepted the job earlier, or this was an on-the-spot request. In any case, fishing would have to wait.

As his father headed up to the road with the boy, Bobby tried to tag along. But Percy turned him back. He couldn’t watch Bobby and do his job at the same time, and, besides, he’d return before noon. Bobby grew distraught, screaming and clawing at his father as Percy moved to mount his horse.

In the struggle, the rubber band strap on Bobby’s straw hat snapped. His father stopped and leaned down to face his son. He didn’t have the patience to repair the strap, so he simply pressed the hat down harder onto the boy’s head. Then he turned away, climbed onto the horse, and swung his cork leg (a prosthetic he’d had since childhood) over and into its stirrup. As Percy set out down the road, he instructed the boy to take Bobby back to camp.

About that time, more guests arrived: John Oge, a planter and well-known state politician; Dr. Lawrence Daly; and Daly’s twelve-year-old son, who were happy to join in the fishing. Ambling down to the lake, rotund Oge challenged rotund Wallace Dunbar to a contest for the biggest catch.

For Lessie, the presence of Oge and Daly injected an air of formality into the gathering, and a reminder of the time, hastening her efforts in the kitchen. Every incoming fish needed to be cleaned, fried, and then drained over a bed of Spanish moss. She had Rowena to help in this process, and the nurse girl kept two-year-old Alonzo out of the way. But swollen-eyed Bobby would have to fend for himself.

The other three boys were several years older, and though he could tag along while they made their fun, he would never be part of it. So when Bobby saw Paul Mizzi heading down to the lake to shoot garfish, he begged his mother to let him follow. Thirty-year-old Paul had a unique friendship with Bobby. He often took the boy riding at his horse and cattle farm, on a big buckskin horse. And Paul was the only one who could call stout, little Bobby by his odious nickname “Heavy” and make it sound like a term of endearment. Plus, of course, few things were more thrilling than the firing of a gun.

As soon as Lessie agreed, Alonzo inevitably wanted to follow, as did one of Wallace’s sons. Before turning back to her work, she warned the boys away from the shore. It wasn’t just the mud; the lake plunged quickly to a depth of fifteen feet.

Searching the water with Paul and the other boys, Bobby saw the flash: just beneath the surface, the razor teeth of a garfish, panicking a school of sac-a-lait. Paul kept the boys back, raised his pistol, and started to fire. The shots ripped into the water’s surface and decimated an island of hyacinth, their echoes booming against the walls of cypress that lined the lake. A dead garfish floated to the surface, its head the shape of an alligator.

Overlapping with the excitement of gunfire was the madcap commotion of the fishing contest. With the boys cheering them on, Oge and Wallace baited hooks and cast lines at a furious pace. With the gars out of the way, the catching sped up substantially.

Then someone from the cabin called for help setting up for lunch, which ratcheted up the bustle. Later, no single person could quite remember all that followed. Lessie recalled finishing up the mayonnaise in the kitchen. Wallace recollected being instructed to move the dining table and benches away from the cabins into the clearing for a better view of the lake. John Oge knew only that he was lingering down by the shore, drinking ice water and waiting for the meal to be called. Paul Mizzi remembered hoisting Alonzo onto his shoulders and bouncing him back up to camp, nearly trampling Bobby on the way.

As the newspapers would later report, “Bobby’s last words were characteristic.” When Paul warned, “Get out of the way, Heavy, or I’ll run over you,” Bobby scuttled away and shouted back, “You can’t do it! You ain’t no bigger than me!”

EMERGING FROM THE cabin with the first plate of fish, Lessie scanned the crowd of men and boys swarming around the table. It wasn’t long into setting out the meal before she put her finger on what was wrong.

She asked where Bobby was. Her question landed on Paul, who still carried Alonzo atop his shoulders, but she knew before he could open his mouth that Paul had no idea. With a quick glance at the other men, she knew that neither did they.

She called Bobby’s name. Her eyes darted from one end of the clearing to the other. She called again, louder. And when Paul finally echoed her cry, Lessie’s panic burst open. She turned from the table and dashed toward the lake. They all watched her, mute, impotent. Her shoes sunk into the mud, and she stopped, her eyes racing across the water, the weedy shoreline, and the gnarled roots of the bank.

Lessie rushed from one end of the camp to the other, calling for Bobby, and the others joined in. Bewildered, the boys watched the adults spin out of control all around them. Little Alonzo gaped in horror as his mother collapsed to the dirt.

Wallace, Oge, and Daly struck out on the wagon trail behind the camp, to the north. It was possible that Bobby had taken off, once again, after his father. The three men trotted up the road, calling the boy’s name and getting no response, scanning the dense woods and spotting no one. They ran into Percy, riding back from the Thornton place, and broke the news.

Percy raced back to camp, where flies covered the uneaten fish on the table, and his wife’s tiny frame lay crumpled on the ground. He knelt beside her and held her, as Paul and the others filled him in on the details.

Within moments, Percy was up again, scouring the area just as the others had before him. He remembered Bobby’s straw hat with its broken strap and told them all to keep an eye out. It couldn’t have stayed on long.

There were footprints in the mud everywhere, but closest to the water’s edge where the earth was soft, none the size of Bobby’s. The tangle of brush that bordered the camp seemed impenetrable, but Percy dropped to his knees nonetheless and scrambled into it. As the rest of the party continued the search in every other direction, Percy tore through the roots and weeds and canebrake on his hands and knees, dragging his cork leg behind him, searching for Bobby, his hat, or his footprints. He crawled north and south, his voice hoarse from calling, and, too close to the water’s edge, he sunk elbow deep and deeper into the mud.

Lawrence Daly and John Oge burst back into camp. After searching northward on the trail, they had just now turned south, where they came upon bare infant footprints in the dirt. They weren’t sure if the prints were Bobby’s, and they didn’t know if he had been barefoot or not. Lessie grabbed Bobby’s sandals from the ground, and she and Percy followed the men back to the road.

She knew in an instant that the tracks were Bobby’s. They matched the size of his sandals, and none of the other children had gone unshod. On this question, one newspaper would later report her sworn oath that she was “willing to lay down her life.”

The four followed the prints south along the wagon trail, all the way to its dead end at a T with the railroad tracks, just a few yards west of a wooden trestle over the lake. The footprints crossed the railroad tracks and dropped down an embankment into a sandpit on the other side. Damp sand had clung to the child’s feet, and they detected signs of a scramble or a fall on the way back up the embankment. Then on the railroad tracks, the prints appeared again clearly. Percy led the group after them, but it wasn’t long before he stopped dead, staring down. The footprints, he would later recall, had “suddenly disappeared.”

They looked everywhere for the boy’s path to pick up again: up and down the tracks and in the grass alongside, then, defeated, back to the spot where Percy had stopped. The final footprints pointed west, toward Opelousas, away from the railroad bridge. Where had the boy gone?

Speculating that perhaps the prints were not Bobby’s after all, Daly and Oge hurried to retrieve several children from the black settlement to the north. With Percy and Lessie watching, they coaxed the children’s feet into position, side by side with the footprints in the dirt. All of the children’s feet were larger than the prints.

The westbound excursion train returning to Opelousas lumbered over the bridge, and someone flagged it down. Its passengers, relaxed and happy from a day at lakes nearby, gaped down at the odd scene: a frantic, mud-spattered search party clustered around barefoot black children. When the passengers heard the news, their summer bliss fell away, and many rushed off the train to aid in the search. The engineer promised to call for more help when the train made it back to town.

Indeed, two hours later, railway superintendent Harry Flanders had dispatched a special train carrying one hundred men, all hunters and fishers who knew the terrain well. From the east, a car carrying a rail gang home from a day’s work at nearby Second Lake stopped and joined in the search. As late afternoon turned to evening, the hunt broadened for a mile through the woods and tangled shoreline of the lake. They all knew what to look for: tiny footprints, a straw hat, a scrap of blue rompers, a shivering four-year-old boy. They found none of it.

A crossbred dog owned by someone up the road was brought in to follow the scent of the footprints. It zigzagged into the woods, was detoured by a coon and a jackrabbit, then finally darted out onto a log extending from the shore into the water. There, on the log, sat a ham bone, remnants of lunch left by one of the searchers.

By dark, Lessie’s sister Rowena had been sent back home to Opelousas with Alonzo and the servant girl. Although it had begun to rain and there was nothing for Lessie to do here but worry, she could not leave. With Percy occupied, helping to supervise the crowds of searchers, she huddled in one of the cabins, paralyzed.

Last night, as she had put Bobby to bed, the swamp beyond these thin plank walls was loud with life: pig frogs grunting, nighthawks shrieking, the gurgle-laughs of a barred owl. Tonight it was a more ominous din, and not just the rain, either. The woods outside were alive with barking dogs, roaring flames, and men screaming her son’s name.

A CENTURY BEFORE, the idea of a family camping trip into the Atchafalaya River basin would have been unthinkable. Most Louisianans saw the place as an impenetrable swamp, and rightfully so. There were few inroads into the region, no roadways that crossed it, and most of its waterways were dangerous and barely navigable. In 1816 geographer and cartographer William Darby published the popular study A Geographical Description of the State of Louisiana, which afforded curious readers across America a glimpse into the basin’s dark interior. “To have an idea of the dead silence, the awful lonesomeness, and dreary aspect of this region,” Darby wrote, “it is necessary to visit the spot.” It was hardly an invitation.

For the next century, levees were built across the basin to buffer its towns from flooding by the Mississippi, which fed into it from the northeast. Massive clogs of stumps and trees were removed from waterways to create deeper channels for travel and commerce. Low-lying swampland was drained to accommodate an increasing pressure for plantation agriculture. By the outbreak of the Civil War, the Atchafalaya, as untouched and primordial as much of it still appeared, was a thoroughly designed and managed environment.

But the war ended Louisiana’s plantation system, and along with it came the destruction and deterioration of the levees. Even more significant was a series of catastrophic floods during which the Mississippi breached the levees and, with the channels clear of timber, inundated the Atchafalaya full force. In 1866, a year after the war’s end, reportorial illustrator A. R. Waud ventured into the region to capture the bayou for readers of Harper’s Weekly. Waud’s drawing is a child’s worst nightmare. Thick cypress limbs hang heavy across the entire scene, and in their dark shadows lurk grinning black alligators.

The rebuilding of the levees continued through the turn of the century. In the areas where farming had been abandoned, lumberjacks moved in to harvest the cypress. In northern parts, agriculture made a slow comeback with drainage and the planting of rice fields. And across the region, a fishing economy blossomed. Locals staked personal claims to specific streams and channels, setting up camps along the shoreline or traveling in houseboats to fish where the waters were unclaimed. Steamer service through the larger channels was on the rise. Seasonal roads were cut through the woods. And railroads were built to connect New Orleans with the bayou’s growing new towns.

In 1905 the Opelousas, Gulf and Northeastern Railway, more commonly known as the O.G., opened its tracks to Melville and linked Opelousas with “the Lakes” along the way. This chain of deep, clear bayous, partially connected and surrounded by woods, had long been a haven for the adventurous sportsman. Percy Dunbar had hunted and fished here since he was a boy. With the railroad came a new degree of civilization to the lakes, which were now accessible to whole families for single-day picnic excursions as well as for weekend campouts.

Swayze Lake was closest in, an easy hour-and-a-half ride. Besides Lessie’s uncle’s camp, there were a few other fishing shacks scattered around Swayze, none closer than a mile, and a black community to the north. Down the lake from the Dunbars’ camp, the O.G. crossed the water via wooden trestle and continued eastward to Half Moon Lake and then Second Lake after that.

Second Lake was private, open only to members of the Opelousas Rod and Gun Club. In 1912 that included political leaders and patriarchs of St. Landry Parish’s Civil War–era aristocracies: Edward B. Dubuisson, R. Lee Garland, Sheriff Marion Swords, and Percy’s business partner, Henry E. Estorge. While Percy’s name wouldn’t appear as a member until 1917, he knew and was known by all of these men in 1912, approaching that inner circle, if not inside it already. Unlike Swayze, Second Lake was a resort with amenities, boasting a new clubhouse and kitchen, a wide lawn, and manicured grounds, which the St. Landry Clarion credited to “the energy and good taste of ‘[S]ebe’ and ‘Aunt Mary,’ the keepers there.” That year, the club rolled out shooting tournaments as its latest feature. And for one season at least, the lake itself was cleared of the pernicious lavender-blossomed Japanese water hyacinth, which had been fouling the waterways of the Atchafalaya for the past thirty years.

Just north of Second Lake was Half Moon Lake, developed into a resort by O.G. superintendent Flanders to coincide with his inauguration of daily round-trip rail service. Half Moon promised most of the amenities of Second but was open to the general public. A kitchen was being built, swings and other visitor conveniences were to be erected, and grounds were being tidied for what the Clarion called “a real ‘parky’ appearance.”

So when the Dunbars ventured out to the lakes in 1912, there was nothing at all pioneering about their journey. On a Thursday in late August, the O.G.’s passenger carriages would be overloaded with families, fishing poles, and bulky gear for camping and cooking. They had every reason to believe that their excursion would be safe.

WELL INTO THE night, the walls of the cabin shook with a series of thunderous explosions. If Lessie had allowed herself to venture outside, she would have faced what looked like a battlefield. Muddy men wandered wild-eyed through the smoke-filled camp. In the dark beyond, lanterns flashed through the trees, and across the lake was a line of massive fires. The surface of the water itself was roiling with the blasts of dynamite. To the south, by the train trestle, a thick cable was stretched from shore to shore, dangling massive hooks to drag the depths.

They were looking for a body.

At last, the explosions brought to the surface something pale and white. A call went up, and a light was brought to bear: it was the bloated belly of a deer drowned in the spring flood.

The dragging and dynamiting continued through the night, in vain. With the break of dawn, men dove into the lake to search the little coves that the hooks had been unable to reach—the places where a body may have been caught up in weeds. John Oge was one of the divers; he plunged into the murk all morning, ripping through the tenuous hyacinth, scouring the dark tangle of roots underwater along the banks.

If Bobby had not drowned, searchers speculated, any number of wild animals could have killed him. Just a few miles from here, a massive black bear killed two calves in 1908. A poisonous snake might have struck, a giant loggerhead turtle might have snapped off a limb, or if Bobby had slipped into the water, a mature garfish could have devoured him. As the search wore on, some even wondered if the boy had met a slower and crueler demise, his blood poisoned from mosquito bites. But the likeliest predator of all was an alligator, well known for lurking beneath the water’s surface by the shoreline and waiting for a turtle, bird, or small mammal to make its oblivious approach. In just seconds, a gator could shoot up, snap its jaws around its prey, and recoil underwater, leaving only a splash and a fast-fading ripple. After waiting for the prey to drown, the creature would rise to the surface to swallow it whole.

Four years prior, just weeks before Bobby was born, southwest Louisiana had been horrified by an eerily similar case of a missing boy. About one hundred miles west of Swayze Lake, three-year-old Harry Frye accompanied his parents and their friends on a Saturday-afternoon fishing trip on the Calcasieu River. While the adults took spots up and down the banks, Harry first lingered with his mother at camp, then headed upstream to join a group of men. An hour later, he was noticed missing, and a frantic days-long search ensued. Dragging of the river turned up pieces of the boy’s clothing, bloody and shredded. If one believed the national wire, a tooth-punctured teddy bear was recovered as well. Almost everyone concluded that it was death by alligator, and when a fourteen-foot suspect slithered onto the banks nearby, the men raced home for guns. Though the gator eluded the angry hunt, “the search was abandoned, as the evidence seems conclusive as to [Harry’s] fate.”

But whatever Bobby Dunbar’s fate, there was no scrap of clothing to offer resolution.

By Saturday afternoon, Lessie grew physically ill. When an afternoon special arrived with more searchers, Percy boarded the train with his wife for its return to Opelousas. They fled the swamp, but its black mud clung to their clothes and skin.

When they climbed the front steps of their Victorian cottage on Union Street, they could hear family and friends gathered inside. But the Dunbars had moved here only days before, so the place did not seem at all like home. Possibly, this would afford Lessie and Percy a small comfort when they opened the front door. This was not yet Bobby’s house either, and they might not feel him in every corner.

LESSIE DUNBAR WAS born Lela Celeste Whitley in February 1886, a decade into her parents’ doomed experiment with life in Texas. Newlyweds John and Delia Whitley had settled on a promising parcel along the state’s remote southeastern coast, but the nearest town was Morales, a bloody hotbed of post–Civil War anarchy bypassed by the incoming railroad and left to die. Four years and three siblings after Lessie’s birth, the Whitleys fled back east to resettle among Delia’s kin in St. Landry Parish.

Thomas Quirk, Delia’s father, was one of the more prosperous Anglo planters in Grand Prairie, a community fifteen miles north of Opelousas whose greatest wealth and most fertile land were in the hands of French-speaking Acadians. Thomas may not have been able to offer financial support, but as John got the new farm on its feet, Delia had plenty of siblings who could help with feeding and caring for the children.

Lessie’s health may well have played a role in the Whitleys’ return. She was born with a horseshoe kidney, an anatomical anomaly wherein her two kidneys were fused together into the shape of a U. This was not a grave concern in and of itself, but Lessie suffered from a common ancillary condition: obstruction of the urinary tract, which would gradually lead one kidney to atrophy and, late in her life, the temporary failure of the other. From childhood onward, she likely suffered chronic abdominal and flank pain, vomiting, and recurring infections. At least in St. Landry, unlike in Texas, the family had professional medical care within a reasonable distance.

They also had access to quality Catholic education. In 1902 Lessie and two of her sisters were enrolled in the Mt. Carmel Academy at Washington, Louisiana, run by an order of nuns who taught in remote French-speaking settlements up and down the state’s southwestern bayous. In the academy’s tuition books, while the Quirk cousins and most other boarders paid $10 to $14 per year, the Whitley girls’ records are different: in Mother Melanie Leblanc’s delicate script is written “gratis,” “in honor of St. Joseph,” “give vegetables when they can and help with work.”

For her brief schooling at Mt. Carmel, Lessie would remain grateful to Mother Melanie and the order for her entire life. It was a rigorous bilingual curriculum, going far beyond the basics to include Louisiana history, French literature, philosophy, and astronomy. Of the “household arts,” Lessie excelled at embroidery, crochet, and sewing, specializing in clothes for dolls and people alike. Hers was a God-given talent, and Mother Melanie and the other sisters nourished it. In a 1902 school photo, Lessie stands in the rear row among the tallest girls, a commanding presence, shouldering ahead of her fellow students. Her wide face is grimly determined, betraying no trace of childhood, and her pale eyes seem to be looking beyond.

As Lessie’s final year at Mt. Carmel was nearing a close, her future husband’s career was beginning just two blocks down the street. At first Percy Dunbar didn’t have an office for his real estate business, so he tucked himself into the shop of an old shoemaker. In these early years, he snapped up tax sale bargains and turned them for a profit, negotiated timber rights for relatives and neighbors, and sold small rural tracts and lots in town, slowly but surely building a reputation. It helped that he was also Washington’s town constable, whose duties, in addition to keeping the peace, included seizure and sale of debtors’ property.

Though descended from Robert Dunbar, a successful Scottish American planter in Natchez, Mississippi, Percy had not grown up with easy privilege. Before the Civil War, his grandfather Samuel had a modest plantation with fourteen slaves in East Feliciana Parish; after the war, Samuel relocated to St. Landry, and his land and wealth were divided among his sons—Percy’s father Robert being one of five. Percy’s maternal grandfather was Felix A. King, president of the Opelousas Board of Police during and after the Civil War, but he was an accountant by trade, with nothing like a fortune. Robert and Madeline raised Percy and his siblings on a small family farm between Opelousas and Washington, and while Percy was certainly schooled during boyhood, there are no records of a college education.

What is known about Percy’s youth indicates that, like Lessie’s, it was a physical struggle. As a boy, he lost his foot and lower leg in a firearms accident. Though he spoke of the incident later, he never specified the person who pulled the trigger, which suggests it was either he himself or someone too beloved for him to name. The local papers of his youth were dotted with accounts of boys’ mishaps with guns, and even a foot peppered with birdshot, if not treated promptly, often led to infection farther up the ankle and amputation.

By the time he reached adulthood, Percy had adapted to his cork leg so fully that strangers couldn’t even tell he had it. As one family member recalled, he turned his leg into something of a parlor trick: out in public, he would put on a big show of whittling a stick, drawing a crowd close; then, without warning, he would jam the knife through his pants and into the cork, scattering the startled gawkers. A good thing, then, that his young bride was so skilled with needle and thread.

A year before marriage, Percy executed a series of shrewd career maneuvers: he relocated to the larger town of Opelousas, partnered with H. E. Estorge, and added insurance sales to the duo’s roster of services. Estorge, fifteen years Percy’s senior, was deemed by the Clarion one of St. Landry’s “noblest Creole sons,” a fixture of parish leadership and state politics. In late 1906, the new partners’ first ad was designed to attract attention: in a newspaper column flanked by letters to the editor and classifieds, the notice for Estorge & Dunbar was printed vertically in giant lettering. St. Landry was in the midst of a real estate boom, and Dunbar and Estorge cashed in, selling suburban lots around the perimeter of Opelousas, parceling off plantations, and bringing whole new towns to life along just-laid railroads.

Percy may have met Lessie (just turning twenty and fourteen years his junior) via their overlap in Washington, or even in the social circles of Opelousas, which Lessie’s sister Mary had entered via marriage into the prestigious Dupre family. As a candidate for wife, Lessie was ideal: a young, attractive, well-liked, nun-schooled Catholic, and a skilled homemaker from a family with a name.

For the Whitleys, the proposal was welcome. By now it was clear that John was too old and infirm to thrive as a planter. Lessie’s two older sisters still lived at home, unmarried and supplementing the family income with seamstress work; by 1910, the Whitleys had taken in two schoolteachers as boarders as well. From a financial perspective, marriage to Percy Dunbar was Lessie’s best hope for a brighter future.

In the cool early-morning hours of a weekday in June 1907, they were wed at the home of a Dupre relative in Washington. The wedding made the front page of one of the St. Landry weeklies and even appeared in the New Orleans Item. In one Opelousas paper, Lessie was called “a popular and accomplished daughter of our sister town,” and in another, Percy was described as “the genial and indefatigable real estate and insurance hustler.” After a honeymoon in New Orleans, the newlyweds settled into married life in Opelousas, in a rented home centrally located on Court Street and big enough for Percy’s younger brother Archie to move in too.

The indefatigable hustler threw himself into public life. In 1910 Percy was elected as board member and secretary of the recently reorganized Progressive League. He became secretary of the local Democratic Party, overseeing party primaries, and in the summer of 1912, he was appointed to the city’s board of supervisors. A year into the Dunbars’ marriage, Bobby was born, then Alonzo two years later, but given Lessie’s health issues, her pregnancies were far from worry free.

IN HIS FIRST few years, Robert Clarence Dunbar was fearless, even in the face of painful consequences. When he was eighteen months old, he bolted away from his nurse into the backyard and put his left foot directly into a pile of red-hot ashes. It was a severe burn, enough to disfigure his big toe and impair its growth. Later, a crash with Lessie’s sewing machine left a deep cut above Bobby’s right eye. Worried that her son would lose his sight, she took him to the doctor, but fortunately, the wound just left a scar.

Bobby often played with the neighbor’s daughter, Margaret Durio, but as he aged, his stomping grounds broadened well beyond the yard next door. Nearly every afternoon, he was known to dash down to the courthouse square to scare the goldfish in the fountain. Inevitably, he would fall in and soak himself, requiring Deputy Chachere to fish him out and carry him home. Bobby had also taken to racing out the gate and down the street to meet his father on his way home from the office. But when a rowdy saloon opened up along this route, Lessie grew so worried that the sight of public drunkenness would taint his childhood that in the summer of 1912, the Dunbars moved. Their new home was a modest Victorian on Union Street, a safer distance from the dangers of downtown. Apparently it was easier to relocate the entire family than to keep Bobby Dunbar inside the yard.

In mid-August 1912, Bobby accompanied his mother on a visit to her third cousin Douce Mornhingveg, wife of an Opelousas jeweler. Lessie and Douce had not spent time together since girlhood, but their reunion was marred by what Douce would later describe as Bobby’s “badness.” He was “simply outrageous,” she would cluck.

Just a week later, that same quality—call it badness or irrepressible wanderlust—finally resulted in the sort of trouble from which Deputy Chachere could offer no rescue. As Lessie collapsed into her bed on August 24, “prostrate with grief,” there were hundreds of men scouring the woods and lakes in search of her son, but there would be no dripping-wet homecoming.



Chapter 2
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Telegram, Archie Dunbar to C. P. Dunbar, September 11, 1912

SEARCHERS FLOODED IN from every surrounding town—from Palmetto to the northwest by horseback, wagon, or foot; from Melville to the northeast; and from Port Barre, Opelousas, and Crowley to the southwest—all by special runs of the O.G. By late Saturday afternoon, there were nearly five hundred men. The hunt had widened far beyond its parameters the night before: up to eight miles in any direction from Swayze Lake. As evening came, fires lit up the canebrake again.

The return of darkness brought a surge of desperation, perhaps for no one more than the last man to have seen Bobby alive: Paul Mizzi, who, along with Wallace Dunbar and John Oge, would remain at Swayze Lake for days and weeks to come. But it wasn’t just the nightmare of the boy suffering another night in the wild that animated the search. As they tramped through the woods, or clustered at camp to rest, or climbed aboard the train back home, another possibility arose in the men’s minds and in their conversations. Their hunt had been thorough and exhaustive, on land and in water, and yet it had produced no trace of a boy or a body. Perhaps, then, the wilderness was not to blame at all.

Perhaps Bobby had been taken.

Someone could have easily ferried the boy away by skiff, it was speculated, out the north end of the lake and into the wider bayou basin. Or someone could have made off with him down the trail or down the tracks. Over the past two days, searchers had stumbled across “stragglers” along the tracks, and as the idea of a kidnapping took hold, the men looked back on these encounters in a more sinister light.

As the men debated the kidnapping hypothesis, they also took an opposing theory to its logical extreme. “They even cut open big ’gators,” Percy would tell the New Orleans States. Before they cut them open, they had to shoot them, best done in darkness, with lanterns aimed at their eyes. Dragging the creatures to boat or shore before they could sink, hunters hacked the spines with axes to cease the lashing of their tails. Then came the knives. For years now, owing to the popularity of their hide for belts, shoes, and purses, alligators had been drastically overhunted, resulting in a crisis up and down the food chain. Even with a cut up the belly, these hides would not be left to rot, and the notion of profiting from such a tragedy was—to some men—unseemly. No surprise, then, that this aspect of the search would not be eagerly revisited.

Two days into the hunt, when the carcasses and the dredged and dynamited waters refused to yield a body, searchers tried another scheme to glean a clue as to Bobby’s fate. A straw hat, much like the one that the boy had worn—the hat they’d all been told to look for—was hurled onto the surface of the water. Mr. Dunbar had said that the boy’s hat strap was broken, so if he had in fact sunk to the bottom, his hat would have floated to the surface and been spotted. The hat thrower and his companions continued on with their work, but every time they returned to the lake, they found the hat still there. Its brim filled with water and it listed and curled, but it didn’t sink. Not for minutes, not for hours.

IN OPELOUSAS, THE tragedy cut summer short, and the town was shrouded in sorrow. Day after day, returning trains from Swayze Lake disgorged an army of filthy, long-faced husbands and fathers. So when they arrived with the hat story and the talk of a possible abduction, it made sense that Opelousans latched on. This bristle of speculation was their only defense against the cruel finality of a young death. And on August 26, hearing reports that Opelousas authorities had contacted police in New Orleans to search for the boy there, the town allowed itself to feel positively hopeful.

With more official consideration of a possible kidnapping came a wave of questions and speculation. If the boy had indeed been taken, what was the motive? The Dunbars, while of comfortable means, were not wealthy. Perhaps a kidnapper had mistaken Percy’s family with the better-off Dunbars of Opelousas, his cousins. Perhaps the man had intended to snatch the son of Dr. Lawrence Daly, who everyone knew was prosperous. But nearly a week into the search, no one had demanded a ransom.

When New Orleans reporters sought comment from local authorities on the kidnapping lead, they were met with silence. Nor did they get a word from the Dunbars, who remained sequestered in their house on Union Street, surrounded by concerned relatives and inundated with phone calls, cards, letters, and telegrams of sympathy.

Many of these communications prayed for an imminent return of their lost boy. But a few letters, like the one from Percy’s aunt Pam in Alexandria, Louisiana, urged the couple to prepare for the worst:

Now dear ones, should your last effort . . . fail to accomplish that one great boon, the recovery of your darling, the next thought must be your duty to your God—submission to his will—your second thought to comfort each other in your affliction. Also remember you have another dear little one to live for. God tempers the wind to the shorn Lamb, and thus it will be for you.

When the Dunbars finally broke their silence on August 29, it looked like they might be inching toward such a surrender. Via the St. Landry Clarion, they released a letter of gratitude to their fellow Opelousans and the “vast army of human beings” across the region, many of them strangers, who had helped with the search, written words of sympathy, or offered financial support. “We are well aware that all has been done which human effort can accomplish,” the letter admitted, “and it is a comfort to know that our country is filled with one of the kindest-hearted people on earth.”

But despite the letter’s past tense and hints of finality, neither Percy nor Lessie could truly accept that nothing more could be done. This many days in, the theory of kidnapping was their only hope that Bobby was alive. How could they give that up?

And in that, the refusal to abandon hope, the whole town was on their side:

$1,000.00 Reward!

One Thousand Dollars has been subscribed by citizens of Opelousas and deposited with the Planters National Bank of Opelousas, La., to be paid to any person or persons who will deliver to his parents alive little Robert Clarence Dunbar. No questions asked.

Age 4 years and 4 months; full size for age; stout but not fat; large, round blue eyes; light hair and very fair skin, with rosy cheeks.

Left foot had been burned when a baby and shows scar on big toe, which is somewhat smaller than big toe on right foot. Wore blue rompers and straw hat; without shoes. Full name Robert Clarence Dunbar.

In 1912, $1,000 was an enormous sum: the equivalent of $22,000 a century later. The reward contributors included banks and businesses across the parish, from doctors to merchants, from Shute’s Drug Store to St. Landry Lumber Company. Mayor E. L. Loeb, Judge Benjamin Pavy, and attorney Edward B. Dubuisson, three of the most well-respected men in Opelousas, pledged $25 each. It was a community effort, just like the search itself. The quest for Bobby Dunbar united Opelousans around a common purpose, and, for a moment, eclipsed the town’s long-standing civic tensions.

A BOOMING CITY before the Civil War, Opelousas was nestled on the hills of fertile prairie land where the town’s elite had made their fortunes on ranches and plantations. When Baton Rouge came under Federal occupation in 1862, Opelousas briefly became the capital of Confederate Louisiana. In late 1863, Union troops finally advanced on Opelousas, and the town fathers greeted them with surrender. Battles in and around the city had shattered its economy and way of life. Three years after the war’s end, the white citizenry of St. Landry—panicked by the threat of the black vote and violent insurrection—launched a parish-wide massacre, killing an estimated two hundred to three hundred African Americans in just two weeks. The event horrified the nation and clouded the town’s future with shame, long into its post-Reconstruction embrace of a more “civilized” law-and-order white supremacy.

Nonetheless, Opelousas and St. Landry Parish continued to be major players in state politics, sending their sons into office election after election. The town retained its well-educated professional class, with long-standing familial, social, and political ties to New Orleans, 140 miles to the southeast. With the turn of the century came the railroad and a surge in population, from three thousand to five thousand in just six years. In 1906 the New Orleans Item beamed over the town’s progress: Opelousas, “to use an expression given recently, has awakened like Rip Van Winkle from a sleep of say twenty years.” In 1911 an immense irrigation canal and waterworks was completed, allowing for an expansion of St. Landry’s increasingly industrialized agriculture. By 1912, there was a modern sewage system in town, talk of a new streetcar line, political momentum to pave the streets, and a proposed ordinance to keep livestock from roaming free within city limits. Opelousas boasted an opera house, a moving picture show, a magnificent new Catholic church, and a bustling downtown business district.

But there were impediments to the town’s resurrection. Time and time again, outside industries made overtures to headquartering within the municipality, only to be tangled in and ultimately repulsed by the internal power struggles of the town’s major landowners. While the opera house limped along, the town’s legal and illegal saloons were booming, and the 1900 census listed twenty self-proclaimed prostitutes. Though street duels and lynchings had diminished, they were not unheard of in the century’s first decade. “There are seldom pistol shots awakening the inhabitants of the city, as in days gone by,” the local paper would anxiously boast in 1913. “Something has spread a civilizing hand over those of our people who retain some vestige of the savage.”

No barely civilized savage was better known than Marion L. Swords, the portly and dapper four-term fifty-five-year-old sheriff, routinely described as “grizzled.” As parish registrar, he had once thrown himself in jail rather than register black voters. During the recent saloon wars, Sheriff Swords punished prohibitionists rather than illegal barkeepers, and when the New Orleans Item launched an editorial blitz against his lawlessness, he pistol-whipped the paper’s local correspondent, earning statewide derision and dashing his hopes for higher office. By the time he received the first credible lead in the Dunbar kidnapping, Swords was well into his twilight.

IT WAS A phone call, on the afternoon of August 30, 1912, from sixty miles to the east of Opelousas, near Baton Rouge. A few days prior, a woman had been spotted exiting an eastbound train in Port Allen with a small boy in her care. From there she dragged the boy into a skiff and crossed the Mississippi River toward Baton Rouge. The boy’s appearance seemed to match the description of Bobby published in the New Orleans Times-Democrat: blue rompers, straw hat, barefoot, fair skin. But when a suspicious eyewitness tried to flag down the boat, “the woman at the oars refus[ed] to pay the slightest attention.” Sheriff Swords rushed the clue to Percy Dunbar, and together they boarded the night train for Baton Rouge.

When the sighting hit the news, it was the description of the suspect that made the biggest splash: “Italian Woman Disembarks from Frisco Train with Child Not of Her Race,” gasped the St. Landry Clarion. Later it was reported that she was elegantly dressed in all white and perhaps even wearing a veil. At the time, Italians were just the latest Europeans to suffer suspicion, bias, and violence from the country’s earlier immigrants, but Louisiana had a more localized history of anti-Italian fever as well. The turn of the century saw scores of Italians lynched, a form of mob justice traditionally reserved for blacks. Most notoriously, when, in 1891, a jury acquitted a group of Sicilians in the shooting death of the New Orleans police superintendent, thousands of citizens, spurred on by inflammatory editorials in the States, stormed the parish prison and shot and hanged eleven Sicilian prisoners—not limited to those who’d been acquitted. One of the mob organizers was the future governor of Louisiana, John M. Parker, who would forever remain unapologetic.

But the reports of an Italian woman with a young boy most brought to mind the horrific case of Walter Lamana. Five years earlier, eight-year-old Walter, son of a wealthy Italian undertaker in New Orleans, was lured with the promise of candy into the hands of kidnappers. The culprits were the infamous “Black Hand,” the secret Sicilian gang that had been terrorizing Italian neighborhoods in cities across America since the turn of the century. The gang demanded a $6,000 ransom and moved its young hostage from one hiding place to another to evade authorities. Finally, the trail got too hot. In a swamp hut near St. Rose Walter began to cry for his parents and was choked to keep him quiet, strangled so hard that his neck broke. The body was wrapped in a blanket and dumped in the canebrake. When the police found it, the boy’s head had been disconnected from the body altogether.

Nine gang members, including one woman, were captured and brought to trial, at which point the state militia was called to stave off mob violence. The gang leader was executed, and most of the others were imprisoned for life. But the public wanted them all dead, and outrage was so extreme that in 1910 the state legislature hastily amended the law to make kidnapping (of a boy under fourteen or a girl under twelve) punishable by death, regardless of the fate of the victim.

But in 1912, state-sanctioned execution still was not as quick or hands-on as many southerners would have liked. An August 31 letter to the Dunbars from vacationing Opelousas neighbors put it in stark terms: “I only wish I had been the man who saw the boat pass and had my rifle—the dago would have been extinct and Robert with you . . . at home. A person that causes a father and mother such suffering and anxiety for their son should be executed . . . fast.”

In Baton Rouge, police drove Percy and Swords out to meet with the eyewitness, and details of the story shifted. The woman and child had taken the ferry, not a skiff. It was actually the witness’s wife and her nurse who had spotted the pair, noticed the child’s resistance, and speculated that he was being kidnapped.

Retracing the woman and child’s steps into Baton Rouge, the team learned that the pair had been seen getting off a streetcar, waiting at the railroad station, then boarding the Yazoo and Mississippi Valley train. Whether they had gone north toward Memphis or south toward New Orleans was unknown.

The trail had gone cold, but Percy could not allow his adrenaline to ebb. He turned to Baton Rouge sheriff Thomas A. Womack, who agreed to scour local orphanages and asylums, in case the kidnapper had abandoned the child. Meanwhile, Sheriff Swords contacted New Orleans police, in the event that the suspect and the boy had traveled south.

But what if they had gone to Memphis? Or farther north, to Saint Louis? A new possibility emerged: many of the seasonal workers at a lumber camp near Swayze Lake were migrants from Saint Louis. Perhaps they had kidnapped the boy and brought him, via this stopover in Baton Rouge, back up to Missouri. But the workers near Swayze were not Italians; they were light-skinned African Americans—“Octoroons.” And with that, as the Times-Democrat trumpeted, “Suspicion Turns Toward Negroes.”

By skiff, Percy and Swords traveled through the lumber camps of the Atchafalaya, built on rafts of floating logs. But among the white lumberjacks and the black laborers, they found neither kidnappers, accomplices, nor witnesses. Searching the woods, Percy’s uncle Preston King and a team of men demanded entry to a shack occupied by a family of “half-breed Negroes.” Their refusal inflamed suspicion that they were hiding a child, but by the time the searchers returned with arms and more manpower, the family—likely fearing for their lives—had fled.

At Swayze Lake, the fires roared nightly. By now state militia had been called in, with men fanning out in “pickets” for miles. And on August 30, just one week in, the search became national: “Parents Offer $10,000 for Their Missing Boy” was the eye-catching but erroneous headline in the Omaha World-Herald, which—along with newspapers coast-to-coast—ran a wire story riddled with sensationalism. Suddenly the cottage on Union Street was inundated with eager sightings of little boys across the country.

As Percy raced off to New Orleans to track a fresh lead on the veiled woman, his Biloxi cousins wrote to urge the Dunbars to hire a private detective. This matter would be best handled by professionals, they insisted, anxious that Percy was flailing himself ragged, too far from home and his suffering wife. But to Percy, waiting idly for someone else to search out his child was unfathomable. His four-day hunt in New Orleans was exhaustive—“I went into every dive, every boardinghouse on the river, and hotel, in my search for the boy,” he would later recall—but it turned up nothing. Making a weary-eyed but dramatic appearance at the New Orleans police station, he distributed seven hundred copies of a photo of Bobby and spoke at length with reporters. If nothing else, the genial and indefatigable hustler had won law enforcement and the press over to his cause.

In a September 8 letter, Percy updated Lessie and Alonzo on his plans to follow the river north to Lutcher: after crisscrossing the Mississippi back up to Baton Rouge, “home tonight or tomorrow if nothing new turns up.” Percy missed his family: “I hope my little Mama & Buddie are well and am so anxious to get back to them.” But he concluded the letter with something of a smile: “Everybody is so nice to me & I am now in Lue Prescotts Drug Store, and he found out I was at the hotel. He came & made me go home with him.” Strangers and acquaintances reminded Percy that he was not alone. The vast, anonymous public was searching for his son as well.

In his absence from home, a letter arrived from Poplarville, Mississippi, 170 miles east. It was, like much of the Dunbars’ mail these days, from a stranger:

My dear Mrs Dunbar

My heart has gone out to you ever since I saw in the Lake Charles paper the loss of your darling boy: Listen there is an old man here with a little [boy] with light hair blue eyes, and he clames that an old lady came to his hous with him and gave him the little boy. poor little fellow he crys all the time to go home. this old man is trying to tune pianos he has told so many yarns about the boy. They say he is such a smart little fellow. Oh! If I can only be the means of helping you to find your darling child, I’ll try and get him to my house this week to tune my piano. I’ve sent for him to come, for he is now in the county a few miles. I’ll do all in my power to help you. Oh! If you could only come you and your husband Just come and come right to my house and stay until you see him. No one will know what you ar hear for. come and feel welcome in my home I’ll help you all I can. I just feel like this little boy is yours. He told some of them that the little boy was three and a half years old. Your friend, Mrs. Mattie M. Smith

Though the letter was written to Lessie, it is unlikely that she read it then. If she had, its urgency might have leapt out at her; Mattie Smith’s aching hope that this crying boy with the yarn-spinning piano tuner was her son might have reignited her own. And she might have gotten up from bed and insisted, via phone or telegram, that Percy travel over to Poplarville to follow up.

But as Percy would later acknowledge, he was shielding Lessie from many of these incoming clues. In his absence, Percy’s brother Archie was in charge of mail, and when he got this letter, he contacted Percy, who instructed him to alert Poplarville authorities. If they deemed the lead worthy, Percy would go there himself. Archie did what he was told. He called the Poplarville police chief, and referred him to the description printed in the newspaper, the photograph, and the reward poster. And then he moved on to the next letter or telegram in the pile. While the Dunbars would later realize that this was a turning point, at the time, Poplarville was just one more town where one more person had seen a little boy.

Two days later, still in pursuit of the veiled woman, Percy received this short telegram from Archie: “Chief Police Poplarville Miss wires child not yours.”

IN MID-SEPTEMBER CAME a letter from J. M. Barksdale, a hotel proprietor in Century, Florida, just east of the Alabama border. Here, Barksdale reported, witnesses observed that a crippled tramp was using a child to beg for food along the railroad tracks, and the child resembled exactly the photo and description of Bobby. The sight of the two was heartbreaking and ominous: the boy’s “little bare feet struggled, despite the cruel slag which cut them, to keep pace with the man”; his “face was tear-stained . . . as though he were suppressing an outburst of grief”; and the man seemed to be cowing him into silence. Under questioning, the tramp said they were heading to his sister’s house in Pensacola, forty miles south, and off they went, down the tracks.

Percy’s response was swift and urgent: “Yours of the fifteenth received and enclosed find a photograph and description of my baby. The picture is very good of him, although taken about a year ago. He can easily be identified by the burned toe. If you know anyone between your town and Pensacola, send them one of these cards and ask them to keep a lookout.”

But the duo was not found in Pensacola. Instead, days later, they—or a pair like them—were seen due west just over the border at Atmore, Alabama, boarding a train bound for Mobile. A rail worker reported he’d seen them—or a pair like them—climbing aboard another train, still headed west. In Pascagoula, Mississippi, an alarmed reporter spotted a crippled man and a boy selling pencils door-to-door, the boy “shrinking back” from the man in fear. A day later and farther west in Gulfport, Mississippi, a deputy questioned a man and a boy resting on a bench at the depot, but did not detain them. He reported that the boy looked older than Bobby, although he did have an injured left big toe.

When the pair ducked out of sight again, the entire Gulf Coast went on high alert. Little thought was given to why the duo was headed back toward Louisiana, or to the age discrepancy. And while the toe was crucial, what most seized the public’s heart was the old cripple’s rough manner, the boy’s fear, and the compelled begging. “[H]e is forcing the child of tender years to lead the life of a tramp,” cried the Mobile Register. And there was no greater shame than that.

AS LONG AS the word tramp had been part of the nation’s vocabulary, there had been a “tramp problem.” During the deep depression of 1873, the term became popular as a way to characterize the throngs of newly unemployed, homeless transients. With the growth of rail travel, this population became more mobile and more recognizable. So-called tramp laws emerged to keep these men out of the boxcars and barns, off streets and porches, criminalizing every element of their behavior, from seeking employment to seeking food. Naturally, some members of this swelling population were eager to make distinctions: tramps didn’t work and didn’t want to; hoboes were on the road in earnest search of work; and bums were just drunks who begged and sometimes worked for drink. But in the eyes of settled and employed citizens, such distinctions didn’t matter: these men all looked the same. Alongside regular reports of tramps robbing, assaulting, raping, and killing, “the tramp evil” and “the tramp menace” were staples of newspaper editorials, reflecting and exacerbating widespread attitudes of fear, suspicion, pity, and disgust.

Two days after the last coastal sighting, the crippled man and the boy were spotted again, lunching at Brunies Restaurant in Gretna, just over the river from New Orleans. When they headed for the tracks and slipped into a boxcar, police rounded them up.

Yes, the duo had come from Mobile, the man admitted during interrogation, but their movements were innocent. He was forty-five-year-old Tom Warren, in terrible health and grossly crippled, and hobbling his way to Texas, where his brother had offered to take in him and his son John. The boy, in fact, was eight, four years older than Bobby Dunbar. When unnamed Dunbar relatives, most likely Percy’s New Orleans kin, arrived to see for themselves, they confirmed that it was not the boy. “[H]e did not tally in any way,” the Biloxi Daily Herald reported. “There was no scar on the big toe of his left foot. This is especially pointed out in the Dunbar description.”

After three full days in jail, the Warrens were sent on their way, their passage funded by contrite court officials and made safer by an official letter from the sheriff, stating their innocence in case of future stops. Yet even after Tom Warren’s exoneration, his profile remained etched into the imagination of the entire region.

In late September, an ancient “fakir” and a ten-year-old boy rode the train to Swayze Lake, where the search was finally winding down. Here, the mystic announced, he would lay the child down in an old shanty and place him in a trance. In this state, the boy would speak aloud the location of Bobby Dunbar. But if the boy ever actually spoke, the fakir kept the revelation well guarded from the public.

A string of more plausible leads also ended in disappointment for the Dunbars: a wayward boy in Ohio who matched Bobby’s description, only older; a much-anticipated photo from Oklahoma of two waifs, neither resembling their boy.

In early October, when another Baton Rouge lead went cold, it broke Sheriff Womack’s heart to report the news to the Dunbars. So on that very day, he made a brash announcement: “I’ll give five thousand dollars reward for the return to me of the little Dunbar child, and no questions asked.” On top of the thousand dollars already offered, it made nationwide news.

Womack certainly had the means to put up such a sum. The son of a prosperous planter, he ran a sugar plantation of his own for years, before becoming sheriff that June. He may have known Percy Dunbar through business or political circles already, which would explain his generosity. Or it may have simply been the sympathy of a stranger: during his campaign for sheriff, Womack pledged to allocate $100 a month to orphanages, and he himself was both a father and grandfather.

But the reward announcement had an unintended result: the Dunbar family’s mail was reclogged not just with advice from voodoo practitioners to employ charms and chants but also with menacing notes and threats. “I know where your boy is,” read one, “but I’ll see that he’s kept here forever.” Alarmed and overwhelmed, unable to discern real from fake, Percy finally heeded his Biloxi cousins’ advice.

The William Burns Detective Agency was a household name nationwide. A year before, it had successfully cracked the deadly bombing of the Los Angeles Times Building during a labor dispute. Burns himself had been the subject of over a dozen breathless stories in McClure’s magazine, and the New York Times called him “perhaps the only detective of genius whom the country has produced.” In New Orleans and across the South, the agency’s regional supervisor, Dan S. Lehon, was just as famous as Burns himself. He cut his teeth in detective work as a Pinkerton man, followed by fifteen years as a special agent for the Illinois Central Railroad, tracking down bank robbers and uncovering graft. In his few years for Burns, he had led the investigation of a labor-related bombing in New Orleans, and was fresh off another major graft exposure, this one in the city government.

Though revered as crime-fighting heroes in the popular imagination, Lehon and the agency had plenty of critics. They operated not so much on the fringes of the law as beyond it entirely, some charged. Their intelligence gathering was just strong-arming—and often union busting—by a different name. In the Los Angeles bombing case, Burns’s tactics had included at the very least unlawful extradition. During Lehon’s stint with the Illinois Central, he was thrown in jail for leading a sledgehammer-wielding mob against a competing railroad crew.

The Burns strategy for investigating a kidnapping was no less aggressive. When the Dunbars signed on with Lehon, they knew that they weren’t getting a mild-mannered sleuth. Meanwhile, the incentive for the detective, who presumably had his pick of cases, was a matter of much speculation. Asked by the States if the reward had influenced his decision, Lehon bristled. “Of course we do not work for rewards,” meaning that the $6,000 would go to whomever provided the decisive tip, and that the Dunbars were paying the agency regardless of results. Rather, he explained, “I took a personal interest in this case because it appealed to me.” Lehon was a father himself, his youngest a five-year-old daughter.

In his hands, the search immediately became more professional. The first step was to print a revised circular, one with the new reward and a photo of Bobby on Burns Agency letterhead and without the alarmist Wild West quality of the original. The new circular amended the physical description—“light hair” was replaced with “Hair light, but turning dark”; the description of the toe burn was streamlined—and it outlined the exhaustive Swayze Lake search. Most significant, it highlighted the late-August sighting of “a dark-complexioned woman, supposedly a mulatress,” in Baton Rouge.

Less than two weeks later, police as far away as Philadelphia were conducting a house-to-house sweep of the city’s black neighborhoods. In Tennessee, a white boy was spotted in the care of a black woman, who struggled to convince her accusers that she was watching the boy while his parents performed in a traveling fair. In Atlanta, a reverend spied a woman dressed as a man with a “modish Alpine hat” and “swinging a rattan cane” escorting a young lad who looked like Bobby Dunbar across a viaduct; by that evening, officers on foot and by motorcycle were turning the city upside down. The Burns Agency had blanketed police stations with some five thousand circulars, and its men were combing cities and towns up and down the Eastern Seaboard and across the South. No surprise, then, that public suspicion was flung in every possible direction.

Nonetheless, Percy Dunbar was now at least cautiously optimistic. “I believe that with the help of the newspapers of the country,” he told the Item on November 17, “that sooner or later Robert will be returned.”

In a chilling coincidence, halfway across the country and on that very day, another father’s dwindling hopes for the safe return of his son gave way to horror. In Lackawanna, New York, the body of seven-year-old Joey Joseph, missing for a full year, was found entombed in excrement at the bottom of an outhouse behind a saloon. Authorities had been led to the spot by a confessional postcard from the killer himself, who had spent the past year taunting the boy’s father with letters and postcards that detailed how he had taken, tortured, molested, and then finally strangled the boy. The killer also confessed anonymously to the 1902 murder of a newsboy in New York City, and to twelve other attacks and attempted murders on boys as well. On November 17 the shocking story made headlines across the nation, and in the Item, it appeared just a page away from the interview with Percy Dunbar. Two days later, authorities closed in on the killer, J. Frank Hickey, whose obsession with recounting his deeds in writing finally did him in and inspired his moniker in tabloid history: the Postcard Killer.

As New York authorities sought to piece together Hickey’s movements and track down other victims, investigators across the country wired in details of all their own unsolved cases of murdered and missing boys, on the slim chance that there might be a connection. Naturally, New Orleans police inquired about Robert Dunbar, whose disappearance was still an utter mystery. The Item’s report on the inquiry—“the fruitlessness of their search for the Dunbar boy necessitates the grasping of any clue that has the remotest possibility of throwing light on the case”—was far more responsible than its headline: “Fear Degenerate Slew Dunbar Boy.”

For Percy and Lessie, Joey’s demise embodied their worst and most unspeakable fears about what had happened to Bobby. There had been no ransom demand, after all. Percy had a sheaf of taunting letters not unlike Hickey’s. Their son could be long dead, his little body violated, cast off down some hole to rot, and never to be found.

It eventually emerged that Joey’s father had kept Hickey’s graphic postcards a secret, not just from authorities, whom he feared might give up their search, but also from his wife. He knew that they would shatter her, and he needed her naïve hope to survive. In this regard, Percy was no different. It is unknown whether Lessie ever learned of the Postcard Killer—whose grisly confessions, hasty trial, and outrageously lenient sentencing were splashed across the New Orleans dailies for a full month—but, undoubtedly, Percy did everything he could to shield her from this news.

The search was destroying Lessie. Though the Burns Agency was now in charge, the tide of leads arriving by mail to the Dunbar home had not diminished, and it was still Percy’s job to sort them before passing them on to the professionals. Even if he managed to keep the letters from her, Lessie often saw the photographs. Few of the boys looked anything like Bobby, yet how could each and every one not tear at her heart?

It finally became too much for Lessie; at some point as the search dragged on, she left home for a month. In an April 1913 interview with the Daily Picayune, she would mention this time, only fleetingly—not in reference to the circumstances of her departure but rather what happened upon her return: “[M]y 18-month-old baby [Alonzo] forgot me in the month that I was away from it, after Robbie was lost . . . When I went back and snatched up the little thing to kiss it, it screamed, and for a long time would do so every time I went near to it.” Coming home to Bobby’s enduring absence, her only comfort was the son she still had. But she could not hold him, either.



Chapter 3
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Reward poster, William J. Burns Detective Agency, November 1, 1912

THE EARLY DECEMBER pall upon the Dunbar home was broken by news from Mobile. Burns detective R. C. Cowen and Mobile detective Charles Berge, who had partnered up to sift through Gulf Coast sightings, had apprehended a suspect and were close to locating the boy he had been seen with. Percy was on the next train south.

In late September, the spotting of a lame man and a boy had led Mobile police to apprehend two suspects who were traveling together: Edgar Hooks, a one-legged man who made his way on crutches, and another man, a paralytic. They said they were both peddlers of pencils and shoestrings. Since their alibis were credible and they had no boy, they were released, and Hooks headed northeast up the Alabama River. But over the next six weeks, a report surfaced that a group of tramps was occupying a house “deep in the canebrake,” in the precise vicinity where Hooks had traveled—with a small boy in their custody.

Soon thereafter, Hooks reappeared, outside of Mobile at the dairy farm of Heyman Gabriel—this time with a boy, both of them hungry. Gabriel’s superintendent fed them and drove them as far into Mobile as the streetcar, but after they left, Gabriel grew suspicious enough to alert Mobile police. The boy, he felt certain, was Bobby Dunbar. After days of stalking and near misses, Detectives Berge and Cowen finally closed in on Hooks at the Mobile post office—without the boy—seized his mail, and took him in for questioning.

When Percy arrived in Mobile, he registered in a local hotel under an assumed name to avoid scrutiny and joined Cowen and Berge for the interrogation. Hooks maintained his innocence, but the investigators were doubtful. Having read his mail, they now had addresses and a photograph: a family portrait of Hooks, his wife, and a young boy that he insisted was his son. Their first stop was the farm of Heyman Gabriel, who studied first the family photo and then the photo of Bobby on the Burns circular, just under the heading “$6,000 Reward.” Without hesitation, Gabriel pointed to the images of Hooks and Bobby: this was the pair he had seen.

Suddenly everything changed. This was the first definitively confirmed sighting of Bobby yet, and Percy’s hopes surged. His son was nearby, just up the Alabama River. As the men hurried away, Percy was effusive in his thanks to Mr. Gabriel, who would take pride in his accomplishment for the rest of his life.

Farther northeast, a tipster revealed the precise location of the hideout of Hooks and his confederates: a shack, miles deep into the nearby marshland. Commandeering a gasoline skiff, Percy and Cowen wove through eight miles of braided, winding channels, unmapped and barely passable, for two full days and nights. At every opening in the overgrowth, they looked for a shanty but found no signs of civilization at all. As Percy would later recall, “We tried to find the house but failed utterly.”

Before defeat could set in, frantic new leads arrived from Lucedale, Mississippi, a timber town just forty miles northwest. On December 12, children walking home from school spotted two tramps, accompanied by a small boy. They raced to tell their parents, who alerted authorities. Elsewhere in town, a lady answered her door to find one of the tramps seeking a meal, and when she refused, he snarled a death threat. She went straight to the mayor, and within hours, a pack of concerned citizens and authorities converged on the old planer shed where the tramps had been seen camping out. No one was inside, but they did spot “a bed of freshly gathered straw and what appeared to be the impression of a child in the straw.” Just down the road, an old woman offered an even more ominous detail: she’d heard a child crying from the shed, and one tramp had come to her door for matches. She watched him return to the shed, and shortly thereafter, the crying stopped.

Before the citizens got too heated, however, they needed to confirm that the description of the boy matched Bobby Dunbar. So authorities went right to the best source, phoning the Dunbar residence in Opelousas. In Percy’s absence, Lessie took the call. She knew there had been a sighting in Alabama, but this was the first she’d heard of Bobby in Lucedale, and it was a shock. As best she could, on the spot to yelling strangers, she remembered her son: Bobby was four years old and five months, she said (though now it would be eight months); he had “light hair, turning darker, and blue eyes.”

As Lessie hung up, left to relive her loss and terror alone, an excited “posse” shot out through Lucedale in search of the tramps and the boy. By nightfall, one man had been arrested: Joseph Marshall, in his late fifties, with mustache and graying hair, “crippled in both feet, and one leg . . . considerably shorter than the other.” The next morning, the second tramp was rounded up: Robert Marshall, who identified himself as Joseph’s brother, although they looked nothing alike.

Beckoned from Mobile to Lucedale, Percy and Cowen grilled the men for hours. Afterward, they announced a few explosive nuggets to the public: the Marshall brothers had implicated Edgar Hooks as the man who actually snatched Bobby Dunbar. The Lucedale tramps and the Mobile tramps, then, were in it together. In fact, it was Cowen’s contention that seven men, if not more, were involved.

Later in the day, interrogators locked up a stool pigeon in a cell alongside Joseph Marshall. The snitch, pretending to be a kidnapper himself, extracted a coldhearted confession: the Marshall brothers had taken Bobby Dunbar into Mississippi, avoiding the trains, Joseph faking a fake leg to garner free meals. Finally, though, the child became a liability. As the Pic worded it, they “had to do away with it on account of money running short and they were about to be overtaken.”

Dovetailing with the stifling of cries inside the shed, it was Walter Lamana all over again. “Kidnappers Killed a Boy?” asked the Kansas City Star. More responsible papers noted the ambiguity of the phrase “do away with,” and officials insisted that the search for Bobby Dunbar, alive, was still on.

“I am convinced, from the statements received from Detective Cowen, that [Hooks] is the one who stole the Dunbar boy,” Dan Lehon announced to the press on December 13. Given that there had been no ransom demand, he concluded that the boy had been stolen as a tool for begging, “to arouse the compassion of pedestrians.” And apparently the description of both Hooks and the Marshalls roughly corresponded to the “stragglers” that Swayze Lake searchers had spotted back in August.

St. Landry deputy Charles Chachere roused Hooks in the Mobile jail at one in the morning, carried him across two state lines, and deposited him in the New Orleans prison to await the train to Opelousas, where these witnesses could identify him in person. But when reporters spoke at last with the accused in person, his story was far from sinister. A former railroad switchman, Hooks had lost his leg to the job, then lost the job, and was now peddling pencils to support his wife and child. “I have never done a real mean thing in my life,” he told the press. “I love my wife and baby boy, and the thought of kidnapping a child would have been the last act I would be guilty of.” Most compellingly, Hooks declared he was eager to go to Opelousas to face the Swayze Lake witnesses and clear his name.

Though Hooks was carried on to St. Landry, investigators quietly shrunk away from their bolder accusations against him, and their focus shifted solely to the Marshalls. On Saturday the fourteenth, Percy and Cowen shuffled the pair out of the Lucedale jail and onto the train, taking a secretive, roundabout route to Baton Rouge; they “shanghaied” them, as Percy would later put it, to avoid either lynch mobs or inconvenient legalities, or both, at stops along the way.

When the suspects reached Baton Rouge, jailers relieved them of pocketknives and $22 sewn into their clothes, and then placed them in separate cells. The investigators’ plan had been to bring the Marshalls to Opelousas for identification, in addition to Hooks. Instead, the most important Swayze Lake witness traveled to Baton Rouge to see the Marshalls in advance: Preston King, Percy’s uncle.

As to the details of King’s Swayze Lake sighting, news coverage varied wildly. Most papers reported that he’d spotted two tramps on the tracks near the camp the day or the night before Bobby went missing. But another paper suggested that the sighting happened afterward, during the search. For the moment, the crucial issue was more basic: were these the two that King had seen?

When King, Percy, and Cowen entered the Baton Rouge jail, all of its current occupants, including the two new arrivals from Lucedale, were lined up in front of the witness. For a silent eternity, King scrutinized every face.

Finally, he delivered his report, and hearts sank: “None of those are the fellows, as I remember.”

He was asked to look again, and failed. The Marshalls alone were brought before him. These were the suspects, he was told. Were these the men he saw?

King glanced at his nephew, who had been so certain these must be the guilty pair; so frantically hopeful that this identification would lead them to his son. It was agony to have to tell the truth.

“I’m not sure. No, I can’t say they are the tramps.”

With King’s failure, one paper observed, “the first link in the chain of evidence . . . snapped to pieces.” Noting that the Marshalls had disavowed the testimony by the Lucedale stool pigeon, another paper sniped, “This alleged confession, if it was ever made, was afterwards repudiated.”

Yet the pair were taken on to Opelousas anyway and housed alongside Hooks in the St. Landry jail. Here, at least two other witnesses reportedly fingered Joseph Marshall as a tramp they had seen on the tracks at Swayze Lake. But not Robert Marshall. So while investigators now had one viable culprit, they felt sure there were more. With all three suspects held in Opelousas, Burns detectives waged an aggressive campaign to ferret out more kidnappers, to prove the initial theory of a lame hobo and a child-snatching gang. Percy Dunbar and a ginned-up populous were all too willing to cooperate.

Another one-legged hobo, a man named Yates, was spotted on a wagon near Mobile; police staked out his route, but when they tried to apprehend him, he wielded his revolver with drunken belligerence and was summarily subdued. When questioned about the Dunbar kidnapping—in what can be seen only as the investigation eating itself—Yates implicated an unnamed Mississippi “negress” for the crime, although once sobered up in jail, he denied this completely. Percy was called back to Mobile to question him, now with Sheriff Swords, but they, too, were less than convinced that he was worthy of extradition.

On December 18 in Osyka, Mississippi, a man named Hammonds, heading home with his son on the train, was detained so many times that he decided to stop traveling until the storm of wild-eyed suspicion had blown over. From the Alabama canebrake came more gossip for Detective Berge to chase: an able-bodied man ferrying food to a one-legged man and a no-legged man in hiding. Officials in Carriere, Mississippi, telegrammed to Opelousas that “suspicious man here named Walters cripple has little boy . . . might be Dunbar child,” but when no scar was seen on the boy’s toe, the pair were released. Finally, yet another one-legged tramp was tossed into the Mobile jail where Yates still languished, prompting him to gripe astutely, “What, are you going to arrest all the one-legged men in the country?”

IN THE LATE winter and early spring of 1913, St. Landry Parish lost at least four of its children. While bird hunting in Sunset, nine-year-old Onezime Meche was shot in the head by his twelve-year-old uncle. John Earl Chachere, almost two, and Etta Pearl Kerr, seventeen, both died at home with their parents at their bedsides. On the mend from an illness, young Errol Stagg, son of one of Percy’s city government colleagues, took a sudden turn for the worse. “Pretty as a girl,” Errol was five, almost the age that Bobby would be by now. When he was laid in his coffin, Errol’s younger sister Rosa cried insistently that he was just sleeping: “I will wake him up and tell him we’ll go out to play.”

A grown woman, Lessie Dunbar certainly was not so delicate or naïve as little Rosa. If Bobby had died like Errol Stagg, she would not have wailed foolishly for him to rise from his coffin. She would have been strong enough to survive and move on, regardless of whether she could have another child or not. Young death was tragic, but it was common, a fact of life.

But the Dunbars did not have death’s certainty of mourning, and unlike Joey Joseph’s parents, they did not have their son’s body. In fact, in its absence, they had just the opposite: Bobby could be alive; he could be anywhere. The possibility of kidnapping had initially given Percy and Lessie hope, but now it seemed like a prison. And by early 1913, the Dunbar kidnapping was a cottage industry; a force utterly beyond their control. With every step they might make toward accepting Bobby’s death, the newspapers, the detectives—the entire world—tugged them back into hoping he was alive.

I will admit I have been retained in the Dunbar case . . . In fact, I have been at work on it for two weeks and am now in a position to make a public statement which will for all time settle the fate of this child. I have had hundreds of questions asked me on this matter but have declined to give any answer up to this time. So much interest has been aroused on this subject that I will make a full explanation before my audience on the stage of the Bijou Theater Wednesday night.

Thus spoke “America’s Greatest Medium,” Julian Barnsall, who had long dazzled audiences across the South with his dramatic journeys into the realm of the spirits. Onstage he appeared comatose, but his spirit voice successfully answered question after question hurled at him from the crowd: numbers, names, places where treasured things had long been lost. Who exactly had “retained” Barnsall in the Dunbar case is unknown, but during his recent Mississippi tour, the questioning on the matter had become so ferocious, and the spirits’ refusal to answer so unnerving, that the medium suffered a minor breakdown and postponed the remainder of his Biloxi engagement.

On January 15, after two weeks of “work,” the spirits were talkative. According to the Daily Herald, Barnsall plunged into his patented Occult Dead Trance and “gave some real facts” on the matter. Which facts precisely were not reported, but the thrust of the message from beyond was this: The Dunbar boy was alive. And he would be found.

IN THE NEW YEAR, Percy did his best to restart the professional life he had had before Bobby had gone missing. He focused anew on business and tried to keep just as busy outside of work. He volunteered on the entertainment committee for the State Firemen’s Convention. The Elks, of which he was a founding member, were in high social gear, with house-warming parties for their new clubhouse, a turkey shoot and banquet, and an Easter circus. In March Percy served out the second session of his term on the grand jury. That spring, he launched a campaign for a soon-to-be-vacant city alderman seat, and his run in the Democratic primary against the equally popular Dr. Jack Perrault offered St. Landry a bit of political excitement in an otherwise dull season. As the primary votes were counted, the opponents “drank coffee together, swapped jokes, played ‘crack-a-loo’ together, and one would have thought Jack was Percy’s campaign manager and Percy was Jack’s campaign manager,” reported the Clarion. Percy came out victorious, fifty-six to twenty-nine, and a month later, he was sworn into office.

From a distance, these might have looked like the signs of a man returning to routine. But Percy’s motives for hurling himself so fully into public life were borne of something far more complex and dark.

In March, with no further cause to hold the Marshalls or Hooks, Opelousas authorities at last discharged all three. Soon thereafter, without any formal announcement, the $6,000 reward for Bobby’s recovery was withdrawn from the New Orleans bank that had held it, and the funds were returned to their donors: $1,000 to Opelousas citizens, and $5,000 to Sheriff Womack of Baton Rouge.

It was over.

And then, less than a week later, it wasn’t.

Percy was unsurprised to see another communiqué from southern Mississippi. Over the past months, he had been in sporadic touch with authorities there, who had reported seeing an old man working in the area and traveling by wagon with a small boy. He was either a tinker, a piano tuner, or a peddler. But that child was said to have red hair, and there had already been at least one false sighting of a piano tuner from Poplarville back in September.

This latest report was different. It was not an ordinary letter but a telegram, arriving sometime around April 6 from a Mrs. C. C. Conerly in the hamlet of Hub. And unlike Mattie Smith, the letter writer of Poplarville, Mrs. Conerly was not alone in her suspicions. Practically the whole town seemed to think that this tinker was a kidnapper and that the boy in his care was Bobby Dunbar. Concerned citizens had attempted to check the youngster’s toe for a scar, but his foot was too covered in grime to see clearly. The tinker’s name, it was reported, was Walters.

Days later, an equally urgent and much more alarming picture arrived via a letter addressed from the “Ladies of Hub”: Mrs. Conerly, along with her neighbor Mrs. Anderson and others. When questioned, Walters had been evasive in explaining the boy’s parentage. His own child, his sister’s, another woman’s entirely—apparently he’d given residents and authorities all of these answers. And when the ladies witnessed Walters brutally whipping the child, an ad hoc “citizens’ committee” had confronted the tinker, and deputies had questioned and temporarily detained him. Mrs. Anderson’s husband, a local doctor, had even examined the boy. For all of these reasons—the evasion, the abuse, the examination—the outraged ladies of Hub were now utterly convinced that the child was the kidnapped Bobby. They offered a detailed description of the boy, and implored the Dunbars to send more details of their son’s appearance, and other photographs if possible. The reward poster photo and description that they had were not enough.

Percy shared the news with Lessie, and it was she who wrote back to the ladies of Hub. She said that their description roughly tallied with Bobby, offered more details of Bobby’s appearance, and provided two photos. If the ladies could send photos of the child there, Lessie suggested, perhaps that would make things clear. It was a dangerous path, to let her feel hope again, and they both knew it.

It is not known exactly how many exchanges passed between Lessie and the ladies of Hub, nor what features and markings they discussed, compared, or offered back and forth. But by the end of it, the ladies’ firsthand observations of this child in Hub and Lessie’s memory of her son’s body seemed to be largely harmonious.

Meanwhile, Percy and Hub’s deputy sheriff, Charles Day, spoke at least once over the telephone and exchanged several telephone messages. The deputy himself had interrogated Walters, examined the boy, and now—at the urging of the ladies and the “citizens’ committee,” which had gotten Lessie’s letter and photos—was again holding Walters in custody, awaiting word from the Dunbars. Or better yet, a visit in person.

Sometime in these volleys between Percy and Day, the likelihood emerged that Walters indeed was the same old piano tuner who had been detained and released in Poplarville last September. Hub authorities contacted the sheriff there for clarification but received no immediate word. Concluding that he’d been down this dead end before, Percy told Hub authorities that he suspected they held the wrong child.

Two days later, the photos came. They were tiny snapshots of a blond-haired boy wearing a white dress and standing barefoot in the dirt. Out of the stacks of heart-wrenching photographs of anonymous children that the Dunbars had received from all over the country, none had given them a moment’s pause. But these two were different.

Percy telegrammed to Hub to keep Walters in custody.

By that time, though, the piano tuner had already been released. No one knew where he was headed, but Day assured Percy that he could be found. He would be found.

On Friday, April 18, a telegram arrived from Hub beckoning Mr. Dunbar immediately: the apprehension of Walters and the recovery of the child were imminent. The very next day, Mrs. Conerly herself phoned Percy and repeated the command to come.

Percy hung up and told Lessie everything. The Dunbars’ guests, Percy’s first cousin Ola Fox and her husband, Harold, from New Orleans, were there to hear as well. The Foxes were childless, but in other ways their lives ran parallel to the Dunbars’. They’d married the same year, Percy was nearly Harold’s age, and Lessie nearly Ola’s. When their families joined, Ola and Lessie took to each other like flesh-and-blood sisters, and a friendship between the husbands came just as naturally. During Percy’s search last fall, whether he was staying in New Orleans or just changing trains, he had been welcome at the Foxes’ on a moment’s notice. And now, as the drama in Hub was swelling to some kind of climax, it was Ola and Harold, out of all the other family, who were at the Dunbars’ side again.

The Foxes agreed to stay with Lessie while Percy traveled to Mississippi. She could not be left alone. Over the past few months, Ola’s beloved cousin-in-law had undergone a startling transformation. Her wrists were impossibly thin, and her eyes, deep set to begin with, were like caves. She was skeletal. And now, after despair had ravaged her for months, Lessie’s hopes were once again high and fragile.


        
Chapter 4


        [image: Images]

        Wood Cowan, New Orleans Item, April 22,
            1913

        April 20, 1913

        PERCY TRAVELED ALL night without
            sleeping. On the train from Opelousas, on the hard benches of New Orleans’s
            Terminal Station while waiting for his connection, on the New Orleans and Northeastern
            Railroad up into Mississippi, and now on the spur line of the Gulf and Ship Island
            Railroad to Hub, his mind remained fixed on the child in the photographs, the child that
            these citizens of Mississippi insisted was his son. For all of last fall, this had been
            his life: staring out train windows, scouring schedules, waiting at remote depots in the
            dead of night, his body throbbing with anxious adrenaline or sagging with exhaustion,
            always imagining that at the end of his journey, his boy would be
            there. Percy had thought that this was over. And now suddenly he was in it again. There
            was cause to hope, but far more cause to dread.
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