


  CHAPTER ONE


  The heavy velvet draperies in Miss Pink’s Macon home held out the sun just as surely as their owner held out against any concession to the modern world. The ancient family retainer, Leila, who appeared to be as old as her mistress, still waited upon the doyenne and her guests. Miss Pink reigned over her dinner table while, girlishly and monochromatically dressed, she coyly smiled down at me, an impressionable law student who had always been more comfortable in Miss Pink’s era than in his own.


  I didn’t dare pick up my fork until Miss Pink did, and as she showed no sign of doing so, I sat attentively while our mutual friend prompted her to relate stories that were by then well-known to him. As she lost her train of thought, she would turn expectantly and say sweetly to our friend, “And what did I do then?”


  “Something marvelous,” he’d reply as he refreshed her memory.


  Hattie Tracy King Hartness, called “Pink” her entire life because of a steadfast devotion to the only color she would wear, often crossed College Street as a girl and walked up the block to the beautiful white-columned mansion of Lillian Dunlap Stevens. There the older woman, who had every treasure except a child of her own, would read aloud to Pink as they sat on the veranda tightly hugging three sides of the house.


  One day a neighbor related a bit of gossip to Pink’s mother, within hearing of the little girl, about Pink’s own cousin. Pink walked to Mrs. Stevens’s house and, after listening to her reading for a while, conveyed the tale. When Mrs. Stevens told her that the story wasn’t true, an incredulous Pink asked, “Do you mean she told a lie?”


  The older woman only smiled and replied, “Pink, if people believed half of what she said, Macon would be nothing but a boiling cauldron.”


  When I knew Miss Pink, she was well into her eighties and was still living in the house on College Street in which she was conceived and brought into this world—the sole survivor of three well-born King sisters with a distinguished lineage. Although she lived in her adult years in a home in Starkville, Mississippi, furnished with Miss Lillian’s gilded French furniture, she remained part of each year in those familiar surroundings on College Street among her family’s things. While she spoke, I glanced at the imposing silver compote on her sideboard, monogrammed with the initials “LDS.” It had, like many of the furnishings in the house, been left to her by the same Lillian Dunlap Stevens who warned her about Macon’s propensity to exaggeration—an affliction shared, if not exceeded, by most of its Southern counterparts. Having grown up in Savannah, I had always looked upon Macon as some sort of poorer country cousin: nice to visit for brief inter-ludes when one felt somewhat charitable. No one taught me such a prejudice—surely not my parents—but it was there just the same. My mother moved to Savannah as a young bride and soon subscribed to the belief that its residents were much like the Chinese: They ate a great deal of rice and they worshipped their ancestors. Until I entered law school and took up residence on College Street directly across the street from the imposing mansion earlier owned by Lillian Dunlap Stevens, Macon was little more to me than a stopping point on the way to Atlanta. And by then the Dunlap mansion had become a restaurant. The past was past, it seemed.


  Macon doesn’t suffer the inferiority complex of Augusta, whose inhabitants always seem so envious of Savannah, nor the edifice complex of Columbus whose architecture can make little claim to rival that of its sister cities. Modern Atlanta, where General Sherman was so careless with a match, embraces its hubris, and it is increasingly difficult to find any natives there except those huddled together in a few ancient gathering places, content in their belief they could still repel the Visigoths who long ago took control. If Savannah has become, in life imitating literature, merely a staging area for John Berendt’s book, Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, then Atlanta relishes itself as the embodiment of Tom Wolfe’s A Man in Full. It is a sort of Houston, Texas, but with manners and blood-lines. And what of the Georgia of Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind? If it survives at all, it seems relegated to a long-abandoned movie set stored somewhere in the suburbs. While the white-columned mansions still exist, either they survive as restored and expensive bed-and-breakfasts, or, as is far more likely, they rise as neo-McMansions on postage stamp–size lots in modern neighborhoods with such marketable names as Tara Estates or Smoke Hill Rise.


  Macon’s near neighbor, Eatonton, produced both Joel Chandler Harris, who made famous the Uncle Remus tales of Brer Rabbit and Brer Fox, and The Color Purple’s Alice Walker, and Macon shares that seemingly incongruous mélange. Where else but Macon can boast Little Richard, Otis Redding, and even Lena Horne for part of her childhood, and yet also offer as native sons The Allman Brothers (whose first album cover was photographed on the steps of the Dunlap mansion) and half of the band R.E.M.? Such curious mixtures must be understood if one can hope to fathom the enigma of Macon, Georgia.


  Such distinctions, however, would not have concerned Miss Pink. This was home, and that was all she needed to understand. I did not know then that the mahogany dining table on which we were eating was a gift from Lilly Dunlap Stevens, as were some of the furnishings, which seemed grander than the Victorian home that now held them. Even Miss Lilly’s famous jewels—the Dunlap sisters were always known for their impressive jewelry—had been left to Miss Pink.


  But not the money. While the Dunlaps were generous in their bequests to friends, the family capital was inviolate. It was passed from sibling to sibling until no more Dunlaps remained.


  And therein lay the opportunity for one Mr. Chester Burge. 


  Miss Pink finally took up her dilatory fork. Her first bite, however, brought the response, “But it’s cold!”, and she stretched her leg to reach the servant’s bell hidden under her foot. Her trusted servant Leila (who would end her days murdered by her own granddaughter—but that is a separate tale) emerged and returned the food to the kitchen. Finally dinner was adjudged to be acceptable, capped by homemade sherbet served at a soupy consistency in Miss Lilly’s silver compote, and accompanied by “just a bit of sherry wine” according to Miss Pink, who professed never to have tasted it before this one special occasion. A claim she was to make each time I saw her, she seemed to believe it anew with each telling.


  Eventually, not too long after my dinner with her, Miss Pink’s jewelry would be doled out one by one to those who preyed upon her in her declining months, with the last several pieces stolen by her nursing aide during her final illness. The house, left to two young men who loved her in her dotage and laughed anew at her stories, would be sold, and some of the neighboring mansions on College Street repeatedly altered in a pattern that mirrored Macon’s post-War evolution: first divided into apartments, then adapted for commercial use, and finally torn down in a misdirected attempt at progress.* And so the Dunlaps rest forgotten, though in permanent splendor, in their expensive mausoleum, the first inside the gates of Macon’s historic Rose Hill Cemetery. It is an end that would have been unthinkable to the founder of the clan, Captain Samuel S. Dunlap, with whom the story of Chester Burge truly begins.
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  After the War Between the States, old money in Macon had evaporated like rainwater in July. Certainly there was a spring or two remaining—William Butler Johnston, former comptroller/treasurer of the Confederacy’s Public Depository (established in 1863 because Macon was adjudged more secure than Richmond), still lived in his Italian Renaissance Revival mansion, which was rumored to hold what remained of the Confederate gold. But for the remaining populace all their Confederate bonds and currency were rendered useless by General Lee’s forced capitulation. They remained nothing more than souvenirs of a grand gesture gone hideously awry.


  Unlike the well-known northern captains of industry who had almost to a man hired seconds to take their place in the War, the aristocracy of the South would not have dreamed of such a demurrer.* Such a surrender of duty would have brought certain disgrace for a Southerner. And the result of such gallantry? The decimation of the educated gentry of the South. The old families lost their sons, brothers, fathers. For most, only a grievous honor proudly worn as a permanent funeral shroud remained.


  Those who made it back walked home nursing their wounds, many of which were invisible. My own great-great-grandfather, John William Jones, shot through the thigh at Petersburg, spent the remainder of the War at Point Lookout, Maryland, a prison that rivaled Georgia’s own Andersonville in its squalor and deprivation, with his wounds untreated. He walked home to Georgia after the War and, although a farmer, he refused for the remainder of his life to wear blue overalls, the color of the Northern army.


  The end of the War brought not only the purposeful destruction and humiliation of Reconstruction† but also the opportunity for advancement for those willing to risk the disdain of their peers. The Southern prototype, Scarlett O’Hara, incurred scorn and ridicule, and a resulting fortune, by her willingness to trade with unscrupulous carpetbaggers and to employ methods of which her proud father would never have approved. For those willing to take such risks, the rewards could be great.


  Samuel Scott Dunlap was such a man. Though never a scalawag who cooperated with the hated carpetbaggers, Dunlap was an example of the “New South,” forsaking agriculture for commerce after the War. Born in humble circumstances in rural Jasper County, Georgia, in 1830, Dunlap and his ambitions could not be constrained by such narrow parameters and, recognizing the opportunities afforded by a larger town, he moved to Macon in November of 1849 and accepted a job as clerk in a grocery store for $96 per year, with board. That meager income he saved ferociously, and after three years he entered his own hardware partnership that would become Johnson & Dunlap.


  When the War came, he volunteered for the Confederate Army and served for six months as a first lieutenant before resigning that commission to return to Macon and assemble his own company. So successful was he in business that he had sufficient resources to outfit his entire company at his own cost. He went to the front as a captain of the Bibb County Cavalry and fought in the Battles of Second Manassas, Harpers Ferry, and Sharpsburg. Wounded by a Federal officer in hand-to-hand combat at Gettysburg, Dunlap was sent to the Richmond Hospital and then home to Macon to recuperate. For his gallant service he would forever be known as Captain.


  In 1864, as Macon was sending small arms, cannon, and supplies to the Confederate Army in Atlanta, Northern troops under the command of General Sherman were dispatched on their infamous march to the sea to break the back of the South. On July 30, 1864, General George Stoneman’s troops were approaching a defenseless Macon, intent on freeing Union soldiers in Macon’s Camp Oglethorpe and then at Andersonville some seventy miles to the south. Stoneman occupied Captain Dunlap’s country home, known as Dunlap’s Hill, to serve as his headquarters and from there plan his attack on Macon.


  He had seriously underestimated the few men and boys left to defend their hometown. The still-ailing Sam Dunlap rode out from Macon as a scout and came so close to the enemy troops at Clinton that he was discovered and barely succeeded in escaping capture. Dunlap was able to make it back to Macon and report to General Cobb the location of the approaching army. Cobb moved all available troops to the eastern location Dunlap advised, and thus Stoneman’s raid was successfully repelled. General Stoneman went on to Griswoldville and Sunshine Church before he found himself imprisoned at the same Camp Oglethorpe he had intended to liberate. He was the highest-ranking Union officer to be captured in the War, and his men were sent to Andersonville prison.*


  Meanwhile, Sherman’s remaining troops spread their devastation throughout the soon-to-be-conquered Georgia. Burge Plantation near Covington, owned by cousins of Captain Dunlap’s wife, was ruled by the widow of Captain Thomas Burge. She was Dolly Sumner Lunt Burge, originally from Maine and a cousin of well-known abolitionist Charles Sumner, and she witnessed the savage raping of the Burge Plantation. (Her diary’s first-person account of Sherman’s army leaves little doubt for those revisionist historians who insist that Northern troops destroyed only military targets.)


  Those troubles were visited upon Macon within days when the same troops who burned Burge Plantation appeared with similar aims. Planned by the North to serve only as a diversionary tactic to move General Sherman’s main troops through central Georgia, the attack failed—partially because the bridge over the Ocmulgee was out and the Home Guard was reinforced by troops who happened to be passing nearby. Macon was ready this time, having installed a twelve-pound Napoleon gun and eight others at an earthwork on the Dunlap farm. As a Union cavalryman later wrote, the Southern guns “ . . . were in a redoubt, completely blocking the road, there being room only for two horses to enter the works abreast . . . Seeing that the guns could not be removed, and that there was barely time to withdraw the regiment before the rebel infantry would be upon us, I ordered the column to retire under fire from enemy guns.”*


  Thus Macon was spared.† And the Dunlap family’s place secured—for a time. Captain Dunlap, given partial credit for saving Macon from Sherman’s troops under Stoneman’s command, was declared a legitimate hero. Needless to say, his subsequent business career was greatly enhanced as a result. Eventually he was able to buy out his partner and operate his hardware business, the S. S. Dunlap Company.


  But his wisest decision may have been made prior to such heroics: his choice of a wife. At a time when few women were afforded an education, Wesleyan College in Macon was established in 1836 as the first college in the world to grant degrees to women. Dunlap’s future wife, Mary Ann Eliza Burge, was nine years younger than he and already a student at Wesleyan, where girls could matriculate as young as their early teens. She entered her preparatory studies in 1851 and was a college freshman at the age of fourteen in the fall of 1853. Dunlap’s marriage into such a family with the will and means to send their daughter to college was definitely an upward move for the clever young man whose background could not equal his bride’s. Sam and Mary were given as a wedding present by her family the large farm east of Macon that was called Dunlap’s Hill and would be so integral to Macon’s survival of the War.* While Sam worked at his hardware business, Mary ran the farm’s dairy and, according to some, delivered milk on a cart pulled by dogs.†


  Captain Dunlap became a pillar of Macon’s Mulberry Street Methodist Church and at his death was its longest-enrolled member. The Dunlaps’ first child was born on his father’s twenty-seventh birthday in 1857. Named for his maternal grandfather, John Lee Dunlap lived barely past his seventh year. Sam and Mary’s six daughters came next (Daisy died as an infant) and, finally, a son to bookend the brood.


  Armed with money and education, the girls were suited for fortunate marriages, and they did not disappoint their parents. The fact that none married Macon boys can perhaps be attributed to their wider ambitions or, more accurately, to the fact that the Dunlaps were never completely accepted by what passed for Macon society. Maybe it was their mother’s having driven a dogcart, perhaps jealousy that they were among the few Macon families with money after the War, or merely something intrinsic that made them unacceptable. For whatever reason, the Dunlaps were never embraced by Macon society.* As Miss Pink said of them, “to the manner born they were not.”


  They would build a grand narrative nonetheless. Clara, the fourth daughter of Captain and Mrs. Samuel Dunlap, would come to play an integral part in the saga of Chester Burge. She was a Philomathaen at Wesleyan—the forerunner of Phi Mu sorority—where she graduated in 1884. Clara married a partner in the chemical firm Charles Pfizer and Company, converted to the Episcopal church, joined the Daughters of the American Revolution and the Daughters of the Confederacy, and moved to New England. But the youngest daughter, Ilah, was the most resourceful. Although her sisters graduated from Wesleyan College (Nettie in 1875, Florine in 1878, Lillie in 1882, and Clara in 1884), Ilah attended Wesleyan but graduated from Salem Female Academy and College in North Carolina.† Considered a great beauty, she must have been viewed by her older siblings as their best opportunity for success. She did not look far for a husband, marrying a much older successful planter from nearby Milledgeville. The twenty-one-year-old Ilah married the sixty-six-year-old Colonel Leonidas A. Jordan, a childless widower,* one of central Georgia’s largest landowners, and a founder of the Middle Georgia Railroad. Jordan, who lent Georgia’s provisional government (at 7 percent interest) the money to keep it afloat immediately after the War, was said to be one of only two men in the South during Reconstruction who could write a check for one million dollars and possess the capital to have it honored. Although his bank account must have made him a highly desirable matrimonial catch, Captain Dunlap was not willing to let his youngest prize out of her family without something unheard-of in Macon—a marriage contract signed the night before the wedding guaranteeing that Ilah would receive all his vast fortune.†


  Perhaps the Dunlaps had pretensions to nobility, for this was the era of highly publicized weddings of American heiresses sacrificed on the matrimonial altar to impoverished European titles. The decade of Ilah Dunlap’s wedding was the apex of these transatlantic alliances, as great publicity was afforded to the exchange of dollars for titles. In the Dunlap-Jordan marriage, however, it was the groom who held the fortune, which must have made him suitable to Captain Dunlap, who, no doubt, drove a hard bargain for his youngest daughter. But the Captain’s hand was to reach even further into the marriage. When the newly married couple left for one month in New York City before an extended European honeymoon, the bride’s younger brother, Sam Dunlap Jr., accompanied them.


  Upon their return, Colonel Jordan remodeled the Nathan Beall House at 315 College Street for his young bride, and she furnished it lavishly. His money held out longer than his health. In less than five years, the beautiful young Mrs. Jordan was a very wealthy widow. Her mother and young Sam, the same brother who had accompanied her on her honeymoon, moved into Ilah’s College Street mansion. Ilah gave her brother not only her house but one of her late husband’s plantations in south Georgia, and helped her sister Clara purchase an adjoining plantation. When Lilly Dunlap Stevens’s husband died, she moved from her own home at 267 College Street, now demolished, into her sister Ilah’s house, where she presided with her mother and brother. Their other sister, Nettie Dunlap Wortham, had her own mansion, now known as the Caldwell residence, farther down College Street.


  Their proximity in Macon was not the group’s only expression of family solidarity. Three of them soon owned adjoining plantations in rural Lee County, near Albany, Georgia. Ilah inherited Oakwood, her husband’s four-thousand-acre plantation there, complete with a Lutyens-style country home and dependencies. Her siblings soon presided over their own acreage in the area, creating a “family compound” long before the practice became fashionable. At their rural idyll, the Dunlaps retreated from the cares of the world, which in their case consisted of receiving stock dividends and lamenting their continued lack of social acceptance. As one Maconite remembers, their money made them a force to be reckoned with, but their force was economic, not social.


  And then the family founder, the Macon legend, Captain Samuel S. Dunlap, died on March 8, 1902. His death was front-page news. The afternoon newspaper carried a photo graph of him with the headline MACON MOURNS LOSS OF PROMINENT CITIZEN. The doors of both the Exchange Bank and the Union Savings Bank were draped in black, and their offices closed in respect of their vice president. His out-of-town daughters had been called to Macon, and his wife and children were at his side when he departed the earth and left his land and name to those circling his bed.


  His funeral was nothing short of a tearful holiday and a somber parade, impressive both for its size and its display of influence. The body was escorted from his home on High Street by the board of stewards of Mulberry Street Methodist Church, the Macon cavalry company, the employees of the Dunlap Hardware Company, and the directors and employees of both banks with which he was associated. Not only were the doors of Dunlap Hardware closed for the day, but the competing two establishments, Etheridge & Baker and the Merritt Hardware Company, suspended business as well. Prominent among the floral displays were five white wreaths from his daughters amid a “purple mass of violets.” The Captain’s pallbearers were the undisputed business leaders of the day. One, C. L. Bartlett, would eventually host President Taft in his Tattnall Square home when Macon received one of several presidential visits. Another pallbearer, Augustus O. Bacon, was Georgia’s United States senator from 1895 to 1914.*


  Without her father’s hand to guide her, the beautiful and very wealthy young Ilah almost made a tragic mistake. Ilah’s account books confirm that she always kept at least one-half million dollars in liquid assets at any time in addition to her extensive stock holding and real estate. Rich young widows were particularly susceptible to fortune hunters who held some claim either to a noble title (often impoverished) or power. Ilah fell under the sway of Luis F. Corea, the Nicaraguan ambassador to the United States who was head of his country’s mission. She wrote from Paris to her family to inform them that she and the ambassador would be married at her Macon home on November 1, 1904. But dark accusations were made, among them that her swarthy South American fiancé was not a Spaniard. When the wedding date had come and gone, it was left to Ilah’s brother-in-law, Claude M. Badgley, to issue a statement that “the attacks made upon Luis F. Corea . . . evidently inspired by malice, were absolutely false and had no weight upon Mrs. Jordan and her family, who had had for some time in their possession documents from the most reliable sources which left no doubt in their minds as to the ancestry, honor, and standing of Señor Corea in his own country and abroad.” The ambassador issued a public challenge to a duel with anyone casting aspersions upon his character, then secured a suite in New York City’s Waldorf-Astoria Hotel the following January, where Ilah arrived with her sister Clara for the postponed nuptials. But Ilah must have come to her senses as the wedding never took place.* Instead Ilah was to marry in 1906 at her brother’s Macon home an Atlanta attorney, John D. Little, formerly Speaker of the Georgia House of Representatives from 1898–1901.*


  With the death of the head of the Dunlap family in 1902, Samuel Jr., the only son, was thrust into the forefront. His father’s will made certain that young Sam would have a majority control of the business even though the eldest Dunlap daughter’s husband had been at the company almost from its inception. Young Sam was known as articulate and well traveled. He had a plantation near those of his sisters in south Georgia and traveled so frequently to Europe that he was a welcomed guest at any dinner on his journeys.


  Before “Deacon” James Ray (so called because he proudly held that position in his African-American church) came to work for the wealthy Massee family, he was employed by young Sam Dunlap and his mother when they lived on College Street. Jordan Massee remembers Deacon’s telling him that the Dunlaps had “great mastiffs—giant dogs. They were fairly ferocious. Two of them knocked the old lady down and scratched her face up, so Sam made her wear a black veil until the scars had healed. He told her to stay upstairs if they had company. We weren’t sure if that was because of the scars or because he wanted Mama out of sight like Marcel Proust did his parents. My parents thought it was the latter.”


  Sam was a sometime-host for his mother and wealthier sister. But he was missing one important ingredient. Alone among the Dunlap children, Sam was unmarried. It was unusual for someone of his stature not to have a wife, and it was also cause for rumor. Both then and now there were insinuations that he shared his sisters’ interest in men. It had often been said that Sam Jr. hosted Oscar Wilde when he visited Macon.


  But there was a different and seemingly incongruous rumor about Sam, equally as shocking and in the final result far more important. It was whispered that he was the father of an illegitimate child, a boy born to a married woman in Macon on January 31, 1904. The mysterious boy would eventually become so enmeshed in the financial dealings of the last of the Dunlap sisters that it was only natural to assume that he must be their illegitimate nephew. That was far more plausible than the explanation that he was, by law, their first cousin once removed. There would never have been any thought of his being received by Miss Pink, no matter how close she had been to the Dunlap sisters, although she was certainly aware of his existence.


  The boy legally was the great-grandson of Mary Burge Dunlap’s parents. He would one day own one of the great Dunlap properties, “Listenin’ Hill,” formerly part of Clara and Ilah’s compound in southwest Georgia. He would live not far from the mansions on College Street that had served as Dunlap homes for a century. And eventually the long and spidered family would draw back into itself, and the name that began with the marriage of a brave, beloved Captain and a well-educated Wesleyanne would be left to a slumlord and a liquor runner, a man whose wife was strangled in her bedroom while she clawed desperately for her life.


  The boy was Chester Burge.

  
 Footnotes

 
 * Two of the Dunlap mansions on College Street survive intact as does their father’s house on High Street.


  * J. P. Morgan continued to stay in touch with his hired replacement and to keep him on the payroll for years as a talisman of the luck he had brought to his master.


 † Generally agreed to be one of the most grievous misnomers in the history of domestic affairs.


 * Macon’s only ill-effect of the Battle of Dunlap Hill was that a cannonball fired across the river, aimed at the home of Confederate Treasurer William Butler Johnston, instead hit the home of Judge Asa Holt. Today’s visitors to the home, now a museum, can still see the cannonball. General George Stoneman, whose roommate at West Point was future Confederate General Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson, was governor of California from 1883 to 1887.


 * National Park Service: http://www.nps.gov/archive/ocmu/Civil-War.htm.


 † To that good fortune, as well as an eventual lack of funds to enable the misguided construction of new buildings, does Macon owe its intact downtown. Macon has more historic districts than any city in Georgia including 6,000 buildings.


 * Their modest home, spared because it served as General Stoneman’s headquarters, still stands at the entrance to the grounds of the National Park Service’s Ocmulgee Indian Mounds, where it was until recently the home of the park superintendent and his family.


 † That experience was later cited as a reason to deny her access to the social position to which her husband’s new-found wealth should have entitled her.


 * At least two Maconites from old families who remember them well agree. Says one, “It wasn’t because they were new money—the only money that existed in Macon then was new.” Laura Nelle O’Callaghan, still vibrant into her nineties, lived in Shirley Hills for more than sixty years and said of the family, “Everyone said the Dunlaps were from the wrong side of the tracks, but I thought that was just ridiculous in Macon. Well, they wanted to be introduced into society. They were too good for anybody . . . They thought they were just the greatest people . . . They had many airs but they were very nice.”


 Jack Caldwell, who now lives in the College Street home where both Nettie Dunlap Wortham and, later, her sister, Clara Dunlap Badgley, once held court, clearly remembers a conversation he had with his neighbor across the street, Miss Pink, who agreed that the Dunlaps were never socially accepted. She told him that Captain Dunlap “was a merchant and he was from across the river. That shouldn’t have made any difference, but it did.”


 † A few decades later, the famous Soong sisters also graduated from Wesleyan. Ai-ling would marry the richest man in China, H. H. Kung, while sister Ching-ling would marry Sun Yat-Sen, President of the People’s Republic of China and the father of modern China. Youngest sister Mei-ling entered Wesleyan at the age of fifteen but graduated from Wellesley, then became the most famous sister as Madame Chaing Kai-Shek, wife of the President of the Republic of China.


 * His first wife, whom he married in 1868, was Julia Hurt (1842–91), daughter of Early Hurt.


 † One of the Dunlap sisters’ fellow Macon belles was Nanaline Holt, born in 1869 (the same year as Clara Dunlap), who attended Wesleyan, married James B. “Buck” Duke in 1907, and in 1912 became the mother of tobacco heiress Doris Duke. Nanaline Holt’s family home is still occupied in Macon.


 * At Senator Bacon’s death, he left his home, “Baconsfield,” and its surrounding acreage as a public park and recreation area for the “white women and children” of Macon. Decades later, ensuing civil rights laws made that stipulation illegal and, in a decision that went all the way to the United States Supreme Court, the property reverted to his heirs and was commercially developed. Even today, the park is remembered by some with great fondness for an era of segregated gentility.


 * Ambassador Corea wed instead in 1907 another wealthy young American heiress, India Bell Fleming, whose mother was a second cousin of Nancy Hanks, the beloved stepmother of Abraham Lincoln. U. S. Secretary of State Elihu Root attended the ceremony. In 1916 the ambassador would be party to a bizarre robbery at which a group of six men befriended by a handsome young Mexican were supposedly bound and robbed while guests at an all-male dinner party in New York City.


 * He was a named partner in what is now the Atlanta law firm of Powell, Goldstein.





  CHAPTER TWO


  At 5:30 p.m. on August 20, 1912, Charley Burge had finished up a day’s plumbing work at the home of DeWitt McCrary and began walking through the Macon humidity to his wife and son, Chester, who awaited him at home. Just past A. T. Small’s store on Main Street in east Macon, he stepped off the curb without noticing an oncoming car. Witnesses say he tried to jump back but was struck by the automobile, which stopped immediately, with Charley Burge pinned partly beneath.


  The automobile was among Macon’s first chauffeur-driven cars, and belonged to prominent citizen B. T. Adams, though its owner was not present at the time of the accident. The driver, identified by newspaper reports as “Ira Louther, the negro chauffeur of the Adams automobile,” was arrested on the spot.


  There was marked disagreement over the chauffeur’s fault in the accident. Three young women who were riding in the “tonneau,” or open rear seat of the automobile, Mrs. Jennings Adams, Miss Mary Willingham, and Miss Helen Barnes, stated that the driver was not going more than eight miles per hour. But witnesses on the street insisted that Louther “was progressing at a good clip up the hill.” The three ladies bolstered their contention by pointing out that the car was stopped over Burge’s body and, had the driver been speeding, Burge would have been dragged along the street. The newspaper reported that Louther the chauffer was taken to jail, where he “seemed much frightened by the accident but professed with great vigor that it could not have been helped.”


  Four hours later, at 9:30 p.m., Charley Burge died at the same hospital where his son would eventually be a patient when his wife was murdered.


  Suddenly, Sarah “Sallie” Pullen Burge was a twenty-seven-year-old widow with an eight-year-old son. She was forced to return to work and to depend upon her extended family to take care of little Chester. She managed for a time, and barely a year after she was widowed, Sallie Burge took the necessary steps to manage for a long time to come: She married again and became Mrs. Ben Durden. And Chester’s unexceptional life continued well into his teens.


  On March 18, 1922, just a few weeks after his eighteenth birthday, Chester was married by Rev. J. D. Ellis to Laurine E. Dupriest whose family was active at Mulberry Street Methodist Church where the Dunlap family was so entrenched. The bride was twenty-three and seemed happy. Later she would say that she had been deceived by young Chester’s mother, who told her that her husband-to-be was nineteen at the time of their meeting. Their marriage would prove a particularly disastrous one.


  Chester had already begun what he called “investments” (actually petty loan-sharking) while still in his teens and after his marriage continued to operate from home, which his young wife found particularly annoying. Less than two months after their marriage, Laurine moved out. She filed for divorce on August 8, and her
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  Although several sources insisted upon anonymity, I am grateful to the following for their valuable contributions: Brian Adams, the late Hal Anderson, Albert Billingslea, Ed Bond, Mike Burrows, John Lee Burge, Tommy Bush, Jack Caldwell, Dr. Lisa Davis, Dot and Rex Elder, Joe Gaffney, Dr. John Gerin, the late Harry Harris, the late Hattie Tracy King Hartness, the late P. L. Hay III, Jean and the late Dr. Jasper Hogan, the late Marion and the late Gus Kaufman, Leon Kennington, the late Erma Lanneau, Joe League, the late Willard McEachern, Frank McKenney, Buck Melton, the late Filomena Mullis, Gerald Mullis, the late Laura Nelle O’Callaghan, Kitty Carmichael Oliver, Thom Phillips, Carey Pickard III, Kay Lanneau Putnal, Macon-Bibb Fire Chief Marvin Riggins, Ed Sell III, Mary Knight Sheridan, Bibb County District Attorney Howard Simms, Marie Lanneau Stepter, Anne Gerin Warren, Mrs. Ed Wilson, and Ann Dunlap Youmans. I am also indebted to Dr. Ivan Allen, the archives at Wesleyan College, and to the Special Collections Department at the Ilah Dunlap Little Memorial Library at the University of Georgia.


  Hugo Vickers has never wavered in his encouragement and support. Jim Barfield offered his valuable historical knowledge as well as his friendship. Phil Comer shared an audiotape of an interview with the late Dr. Herman Westmoreland. Willard Rocker, Muriel Jackson, and the staff of the Washington Memorial Library in Macon were always helpful and accommodating.


  My agent, Jason Allen Ashlock, revived my literary concentration as well as my faith in agents, while Keith Wallman was an excellent and enthusiastic editor at Lyons Press.


  My wife, Katherine, and our daughter and son, Katy and Martin, have generously given way to deadlines, false starts, and occasional despair. I owe them more than love.
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  The wealthy and powerful Samuel S. Dunlap family held one of Macon’s few fortunes at the turn of the century. Their black sheep cousin, Chester Burge, was determined to get his hands on it. He finally saw his chance with Clara, the last one alive, seated here at far left next to her father. The older woman seated in front, Mrs. Samuel Dunlap, was born Mary Burge, a daughter of Chester’s great-grandparents. Standing left to right: Lillian, Ilah, and Florine. Seated left to right: Clara, Captain Samuel Dunlap, Samuel, Jr., Mrs. Samuel Dunlap, and Nettie. Courtesy of Jack Caldwell.
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  The wealthiest Dunlap of them all was Ilah, who inherited a large fortune after the death of her first husband whom she married when she was twenty-one and he was sixty-six. She later married John D. Little, former Speaker of the Georgia House of Representatives. They are pictured here at her South Georgia plantation. Her large bequest built the University of Georgia library. Courtesy of Hargrett Rare Book and Manuscript Library / University of Georgia Libraries.


  [image: bck_fig_003]


  Anna Dickie Olesen was the first woman nominated to the U.S. Senate, by the Minnesota Democrats in 1922. She later helped kidnap her own granddaughter as a wife for Chester’s son, John, but eventually regretted her decision and helped her escape. Although Anna was eighteen years older than he, she became Chester’s last wife in 1961. Courtesy Prints & Photographs Division, Library of Congress.


  [image: bck_fig_004]


  Chester tried to mimic the way he thought the upper crust acted and usually got it wrong. Here he and Mary publicize their planned trip to Europe in the same year he hired a photographer to capture the guests at his annual Christmas party. Courtesy of the Middle Georgia Archives, Washington Memorial Library, Macon, GA.
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  Called “an ambitious redneck” by a contemporary, Chester filled his home with fine antiques and desperately tried to be accepted as a social leader. Chester’s annual Christmas party was a brazen attempt to force his way into the upper echelons of society although his guests often laughed at his pretensions as they consumed his food and liquor. Courtesy of the Middle Georgia Archives, Washington Memorial Library, Macon, GA.
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  Chester was always careful to invite attractive young people to mingle with his older guests. More than one became aware that he wasn’t seeking only friendship, and there were stories of assorted sexual liaisons arranged at his parties. Courtesy of the Middle Georgia Archives, Washington Memorial Library, Macon, GA.
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  When Mary was brutally murdered here, the Atlanta papers referred to the Burges’ “lavishly-furnished” home in “fashionable Shirley Hills.” Just weeks before Mary’s murder, the Ku Klux Klan tried to burn a cross on the lawn. Courtesy of the Middle Georgia Archives, Washington Memorial Library, Macon, GA.
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  Chester found in the handsome young Fritz Phillips the kind of upper-crust background he so desperately craved. Chester planned to take Fritz to Europe and to live with him in Florida until Mary Burge objected. Courtesy of Fritz Phillips.
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  This portrait of Mary Burge, wearing her expensive diamond necklace, graced the front parlor of the home where she would be brutally murdered after visiting her husband in a local hospital. Her noisy pet parrot died only hours ahead of her. Photo by Hank Griffin of Drinnon studio for the Telegraph (Macon).
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  Chester was lying in his hospital bed when he heard on the radio that Mary had been murdered. He was brought home still in his pajamas and robe, which the public became used to seeing during the early days of the investigation. Photo by Hank Griffin of Drinnon studio for the Telegraph (Macon).
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  Chester had a double hernia operation and was given two doses of sedatives only minutes before he sneaked out of bed unseen to murder his wife, if the Macon police were to be believed. Courtesy of the Middle Georgia Archives, Washington Memorial Library, Macon, GA.
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  Even Chester’s surgeon thought it highly unlikely he could have accomplished what the police alleged so soon after major surgery. His attorneys had this photo taken to support their defense. Courtesy of the Middle Georgia Archives, Washington Memorial Library, Macon, GA.
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  Louis Roosevelt Johnson (seen here with the maid who found Mary’s body) came to work for Chester as a chauffeur and sometime butler, although his eventual duties often brought him to Chester’s bedroom even while Chester’s wife and mother were in the house. Photo by Hank Griffin of Drinnon studio for the Telegraph (Macon).
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  Olivia Kyle was a cousin of Chester’s mother. She and her husband, who were staying with their children in the Burges’ guest cottage at the time of the murder, both testified against Chester in his two trials. Photo by Hank Griffin of Drinnon studio for the Telegraph (Macon).
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  Chester Burge knew what he wanted and had no intention of letting anyone get in his way. As far as he was concerned, rules were meant for other people. Many agreed that he got what he deserved in the end. Photo by Hank Griffin of Drinnon studio for the Telegraph (Macon).
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