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AUTHOR’S NOTE

One afternoon in the summer of 1994, I sat at a table in the reading room of Emory University’s Special Collections Department, on the school’s leafy, not-so-quiet campus in suburban Atlanta, awaiting a box of materials from the archives. Ordinarily, the arrival of a couple of cubic feet of documents does not occasion much excitement. But this was different.

The cardboard carton that was placed in front of me contained the private papers and memorabilia of Calvin Craig, former grand dragon of the Ku Klux Klan in Atlanta. The collection had been on Emory’s restricted list, unavailable for review, until I appealed to the head of the department and gained permission to examine the contents. The box that emerged from the stacks was lighter than I expected, and I lifted off its top with considerable curiosity, wondering what I would find. I looked inside and jumped. There, loosely folded — coiled may be the better word — was the serpent-green satin robe and hood that Craig had worn on so many memorable occasions in Atlanta’s past.

My surprise wore off quickly, and I spent the next few minutes contemplating the irony of the situation. As Klansmen go, Craig had not been especially hateful. In his heyday in the late 1950s and early 1960s, as one of a handful of rivals hoping to unite the KKK’s various splinter groups, he was best known for renouncing violence. His public career had ended in 1968, a few days after the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., when he called a press conference to announce that he had experienced an epiphany. He was quitting the Klan, he said, because he now believed that blacks and whites should work together in harmony. He seemed to mean it, too. A few weeks later he joined a biracial steering committee in the Model Cities program and made a point of befriending his black colleagues.

In a sense, Craig’s robe was like a museum piece, a relic of bygone days, a mark of progress. One of Emory’s archivists, Ellen Nemhauser, helped me shake out the hand-stitched garment, and we marveled together at its fine embroidery and elegant purple tassels. We found a pair of Klan cufflinks, or “kufflinks,” in Ellen’s suggested spelling, along with a few old George Wallace buttons that said “Our Kind of Man.” We laughed. It occurred to me that only in Atlanta, a city whose capacity for self-examination and self-absorption knows few bounds, would the grand dragon of the Ku Klux Klan donate his personal effects for scholarly research and the edification of later generations.

Yet the robe also left me uneasy. Modern Atlanta was built, in large part, on the amazing grace of its race relations in the pivotal decades after World War II. In the grand phrase of its longtime mayor, William Hartsfield, Atlanta was “a city too busy to hate.” It had escaped the riots and ugliness that engulfed so many other Southern cities in the ’60s, and the rewards were enormous: rapid growth, corporate and individual wealth, a profusion of cultural amenities, the arrival of major league sports, recognition as the unquestioned capital city of the region. How much of that bounty was due to virtue, I found myself asking, and how much to blind luck?

One of the instructive episodes of Atlanta’s early history, now nearly forgotten, was the day William Tecumseh Sherman made a return visit to the city he’d burned to the ground during the Civil War. The old general arrived back in town on the afternoon of Wednesday, January 29, 1879, at the invitation of the city fathers. It was an unseasonably warm day, and quite a few citizens gathered outside the railroad depot. Their mood was one of edgy, brittle humor, as if they were torn between old bitterness and the newer exhilaration of greeting a celebrity. “Ring the fire bells!” a man shouted as the train pulled in. “The town will be gone in forty minutes!”

During his stay, Sherman granted an interview to Clark Howell, a young reporter from the Atlanta Constitution, who asked him why he had destroyed the city. Sherman reached over, took Howell’s hand, and turned it palm up. “Young man,” he said, “when I got to Atlanta, what was left of the Confederacy could be roughly compared to your hand. Atlanta was the palm, and by destroying it I spared myself much further fighting. But remember, the same reason which caused me to destroy Atlanta will make it a great city in the future.”

Many years later, the story became a favorite of Ralph McGill’s. The celebrated editor of the Constitution told it over and over, as an explanation for Atlanta’s remarkable flowering. Yet to a skeptic, Sherman’s gesture was really little more than a gentle way of saying that Atlanta owed its being to an arbitrary act of topography. Sitting on the first stretch of level ground south of the Appalachians, the city had begun as an inevitable nexus for the railroad cars that clacked back and forth from the Tennessee Valley to the seaports of the Atlantic coast, trading crops for finished goods. Atlanta had not existed, and so it had become necessary (in 1837) to invent her. Couldn’t it be said that the very same forces were at work in the air age? How much of Atlanta’s glory was deserved, and how much of it derived from the centrality of the city’s airport? The old joke, that to get to heaven or hell you had to change planes in Atlanta, was not so funny if it reduced Atlanta’s exalted position to that of a regional switching station.

And what of the “power structure,” that self-ordained group of powerful white businessmen who ran the city during its golden era? Were they really so enlightened? Or did a local cynic have it right, that their legacy was merely “a triumph of Babbittry over bigotry?” The city, inexorably associated with the courtly, hoop-skirted, antebellum glories of the Old South by the book and movie Gone With the Wind, was actually nothing of the sort. The nearest cotton field was twenty miles to the south. Tara was fiction. The grandest mansion in town, the Swan House, had been built by a cotton broker — a financier — and not by a planter. White Atlantans had sentiment for the Confederate past, but a far higher yearning for Yankee capital.

Everyone remembered Henry Grady’s declaration of a New South, where sharecroppers were ready to leave the farm and work for good wages in factories built by northern industrialists. Few recalled that the idea originated with Benjamin Harvey Hill, a Georgia politician and orator who traveled north to New York City’s Tammany Hall in 1866, just a year after the war ended, and proclaimed, “There was a South of slavery and secession — that South is dead. There is a South of union and freedom — that South, thank God, is living, breathing, growing every hour.” Had he spoken those eloquent words, in effect, for money?

Finally, what verdict would historians return on the twenty-plus years of black political rule in Atlanta? In an uncomfortable number of instances, real juries had been finding some of the city’s black officeholders guilty of acts of corruption. Was Julian Bond right? He’d once said half-jokingly that the good government reforms of the post-Watergate era were a bane to the black community because they slammed the door on old-fashioned graft at the precise moment blacks were poised to take advantage. The “talented tenth” had become a talented half, but what of the rest? Was the black political elite gaining any ground for those left behind in the projects?

As I packed Craig’s robe back into its keeping place, I thought about the approach of the Summer Olympic Games in 1996 — an event with the potential to certify Atlanta forever as the international city it has long claimed to be. An army of journalists would be arriving to see if Atlanta lived up to her boasts, and there was no telling what boxes they would open and what surprises would jump out. It was a safe bet that no small number of reporters would discover after brief tours of the downtown streets that there were “pockets of poverty in the shadows of the gleaming skyscrapers,” and they might conclude that Atlanta’s brightly burnished image was a fraud. Yet that is not so.

I’ve undertaken this book with the goal of lending some perspective to the forces that shaped the city in the half-century from 1946 to 1996. I gained a unique, detailed view of the activities of Atlanta’s white power structure during the two years I spent researching Secret Formula, a history of the Coca-Cola Company and its longtime leader Robert W. Woodruff. Before that, I covered the advent of black political power as a reporter and columnist for the Atlanta Journal-Constitution from 1972 to 1987. And I’ve discovered fresh material in the newly released personal papers of Klansman Craig, civic leader John A. Sibley, and sociologist Floyd Hunter. Among other newsworthy items, I’ve unearthed what an archivist at the Atlanta History Center calls “the smoking gun” — a file of confidential reports on the activities of a shadowy city official who worked behind the scenes in the 1950s and 1960s to control “blockbusting,” the explosive transition of neighborhoods from white to black.

In almost every instance, I’ve found that the clichés about Atlanta mask a far richer truth — that for all of the city’s good fortune, it could not have risen to become the foremost metropolis of the American South without the hard work, hard-headedness, forward thinking, bluster, and occasional sheer brilliance of its leaders, black and white. Atlanta’s history is a tale of clever, ambitious men and women who exploited their natural advantages while leaders in other Southern cities failed to do so.

Time and again during the past half-century, Atlanta’s pathfinders managed to pick the right fork in the road. The airport would not have become the travel hub of the South without Bill Hartsfield’s “airmindedness” in the early days of commercial aviation. Race relations would not have been calm without the willingness of both “sides” to negotiate, not fight. The explosion of wealth that built Atlanta’s skyline and sodded the lawns of her suburbs would not have occurred without robust capitalism — and huge grants of the taxpayers’ money secured by City Hall from the federal government. The Olympics would not have arrived without the wild-eyed, impractical aspirations of Billy Payne and the international diplomacy of Andrew Young.

Some criticism of Atlanta is perfectly valid. Certainly the old claim of a “moderate” climate, with an average summer temperature of 78 degrees, will seem an outrageous lie to visitors melting in the steam-cooker heat of a July afternoon. (As a matter of fact, a meteorologist’s report from 1940 indicated that the summers were growing hotter, but the news was kept under wraps.) The civility of race relations in the 1990s is more tenuous than thirty or forty years ago. Even the memory of race relations has grown turbulent, typified by the controversy over the Georgia state flag. Adopted in 1956 to incorporate the St. Andrew’s cross from the Confederate battle pennant, the flag reminds blacks of the era of massive resistance, while many white Georgians revere it as a symbol of their heritage. There are pockets of poverty — whole census tracts of poverty, uncured by decades of ministration by private charity and the programs of the federal, state, and local governments.

Still, Atlanta emerged as the capital of the New South for a reason, and that reason was a willingness to embrace change. As much as anyone else, Atlanta’s spirit was embodied by McGill, whose column appeared on the front page of the Constitution for twenty years and chronicled the growing pains of his conscience. Many people who know that McGill earned a Pulitzer Prize for his writing on race assume that he spoke as a liberal from the outset. It comes as a surprise to learn how gradually he accepted the idea of full integration, how he initially opposed many of the laws that gave blacks equal rights, and how he once remarked bitterly, when Martin Luther King moved back to Atlanta from Montgomery, “I feel like a citizen of a medieval walled city who has just gotten the word that the plague is coming.”

Some of McGill’s defenders thought he deliberately held himself in check, not wanting to get too far ahead of his readers, but they missed the point. He struggled with change, just as so many other white Southerners did. He did not start off “better”; he bettered himself along the way. Change did not come easily to him, which made his evolution all the more admirable.

And the same was true of Atlanta. As World War II ended, the city was blessed with potential but no guarantee of success. To reach its goal of primacy, it would have to change, and to do that it would have to go to work.


ATLANTA RISING


CHAPTER 1
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1946

The political turmoil and racial violence that convulsed the state of Georgia in 1946 and sullied its image for years afterward began with an entirely commonplace event. Atlanta’s congressman resigned to take a job for more money working as a lobbyist.

Robert Ramspeck was a moderate Democrat who had served in Congress from the city’s Fifth Congressional District for nearly two decades. On the first day of January 1946, he gave up his seat to join the Air Transport Association of America — a career switch that made sense, reflecting as it did the growing importance of aviation and the emergence of Atlanta’s airport as a vital regional hub.

When a special election was called to fill the vacancy, Helen Douglas Mankin decided to run. She was far from an orthodox politician. “She was a cussin’, whiskey-drinking, cigarette-smoking lawyer,” in the words of one colleague, “and she could give it to you in kind.” A stocky ex-tomboy who stood five-foot-nine and weighed 148 pounds, Mankin knew how to shoot a pistol, play baseball, and fix a flat tire on a truck. Her blue-gray eyes, in the description of one newspaperman, could “look a hole through a concrete wall.” She won a race for the Georgia General Assembly in 1936 as an unabashed New Dealer and supporter of child labor reform, and ten years later, at the age of fifty-two, she had become a seasoned campaigner eager to carry her liberal convictions to Washington. Her enemies called her a communist and whispered that she was a lesbian.

Ordinarily, Mankin would not have had much chance of winning. But through a stroke of sheer carelessness, the leaders of the Democratic Party failed to call the customary whites-only primary. They scheduled a general election instead, which meant the polling booths would be open to black registered voters. At a time when restrictive primaries were under legal attack all across the South, the special election in Atlanta’s Fifth District would serve as a sort of test-case, demonstrating for an audience of anxious whites the changes that might be in store once blacks began participating in politics.

The significance of the opportunity at hand was not lost on Atlanta’s black leaders. A few thousand blacks already were registered to vote, and by the eve of the election their numbers had swelled to nearly 7,000. All of the candidates were invited to the Butler Street YMCA, a rambling, Victorian-era brick structure in downtown Atlanta, where the top men in the black community hoped to conduct question-and-answer sessions and solicit commitments for help in the coming struggle for civil rights. The stakes were considered so high that the two leading political rivals of the day, Democrat A. T. Walden and Republican John Wesley Dobbs, put aside their partisan differences in the interest of unifying the black vote behind a single candidate. Largely because she was the only one of the seventeen hopefuls who bothered to show up, Mankin turned out to be their choice.

The meetings Mankin held with the black leaders were kept a strict secret. Walden and Dobbs understood the likelihood of a white backlash should their plans become known, as did newspaper publisher C. A. Scott, whose Atlanta Daily World teasingly admitted, “There is one candidate we favor . . . but we think it will be unwise to express our preference in these columns.”

On the night before the election, the black leaders gathered at Wheat Street Baptist Church, which had one of the largest and most prosperous congregations in the city. Waiting cautiously until the final radio news broadcast of the night was over, at 11:15, Dobbs and Walden finally made their endorsement official. “Vote for the woman,” they said. Word of the “ticket” went out from Wheat Street along the grapevine, and by morning every black voter in Atlanta knew which candidate to pick. The white community was oblivious.

When the polls closed at seven o’clock the following evening and the vote-counting began, it became clear that Mankin was locked in a seesaw battle with Thomas L. Camp, the outgoing congressman’s executive secretary and heir-apparent. Eventually every precinct but one was accounted for, and Camp held a precarious advantage of 156 votes. But the remaining polling place turned out to be the largest black precinct in Atlanta, Number 3-B, at the E. R. Carter School on Ashby Street. It had yet to report because black voters were still standing in line an hour after the official closing time, waiting to cast their ballots. More than a thousand people had turned out. Many others had been turned away when the doors closed at seven.

As word spread that the ballots at 3-B were uncounted, newspaper and radio reporters raced to the school and began banging on the front door, shouting to the poll watchers inside that their ballots would be the deciding factor in the race. Clarence Bacote, a professor from Atlanta University who was serving as an election supervisor that night, later recalled his surprise at the unfolding events. He had no idea the Carter School would determine the outcome of the race. But he was pleased. He and his colleagues sent out for sandwiches, relaxed for five minutes, and then began counting. In all there were 1,039 ballots, and Mankin got 963 of them, giving her a come-from-behind victory.

The melodramatic outcome of the special election captured national attention. “The Negro vote did it,” Time reported, and Newsweek carried an item as well. Georgia had elected its first female member of Congress. For the black community and the small corps of liberal whites who believed the day of equal citizenship for blacks was at hand, Mankin’s victory stood as a triumph. That it occurred on February 12, Lincoln’s birthday, seemed a fitting coincidence.

Yet for hundreds of thousands of white Georgians, looking ahead to the regular election scheduled for the summer of 1946, the result was nothing less than a piercing alarm, a warning of the nightmare world just around the corner when blacks would invade the polling place, vote in lockstep in huge numbers and send radicals to high office. White leaders would do almost anything to prevent it.

The most powerful politician in Georgia, Eugene Talmadge, looked upon Helen Mankin with deep distaste. Known as “the wild man from Sugar Creek,” Talmadge was one of the South’s most notorious demagogues and race-baiters, a former three-term governor who wanted desperately to return to office in 1946.

Talmadge had lost the governor’s chair in 1942 after making the worst political miscalculation of his career. Largely for the sport of it, he purged some of the faculty at the University of Georgia, accusing them of advocating race-mixing. When they fought back, he packed the Board of Regents with puppets and made the firings stick, a bit of ham-fisted meddling that cost the state’s colleges their accreditation.

Talmadge learned the hard way that his natural constituents, the rural poor, who tolerated and often appreciated his antics — including his use of the state militia to rough up his political enemies — would not stand for an act that injured their beloved university. On Georgia’s farms, mothers and fathers who scratched around in the harsh red clay to eke out a living had always been able to take comfort knowing their sons had a path to a better life through a degree from the state college. The writer Sherwood Anderson, traveling by train through north Georgia in the 1940s, described passing mile upon mile of unpainted shacks, until he came to the campus in Athens and found “this magnificent institution upon her hill.” He realized that the people in the shacks had built it. No governor could survive an act that rendered its diploma worthless.

In the election of 1942, Talmadge was defeated by the state’s attorney general, a chunky, balding young man named Ellis Arnall, who promised reform. Beginning in January 1943, Arnall’s administration was marked by a burst of progressive legislation — giving 18-year-olds the vote, ending the poll tax, abolishing chain gangs, restoring the university system’s accreditation — that earned him national attention. “While old Gene Talmadge sits sourly down in Sugar Creek, still a-wonderin’ what hit him,” Collier’s magazine reported, “his young successor has been doing a job of fumigating America’s worst state government.”

With Arnall prohibited by law from seeking a second consecutive four-year term, Talmadge stood a good chance of recapturing the governor’s office in 1946, but he needed a popular issue to pump fire into his campaign and draw attention away from his missteps in the past. Mankin made the perfect target. After she won the special election, Talmadge heaped scorn on her. In his weekly broadsheet, the Statesman, he charged that she had “campaigned with colored folks . . . and won the Darktown votes in a canter.” He gave her the sarcastic nickname “the belle of Ashby Street,” which stuck.

Mankin tried her best to discount the importance of the black vote in her victory, calling the timing of the report from the last precinct a piece of “unfavorable publicity,” but of course there was no escaping the fact that black votes had decided the outcome. As he began his own campaign for governor, Talmadge set out to tar Mankin as an advocate of civil rights and to exploit her as a symbol of white voters’ fears. To a large extent, he succeeded.

The prospect of Talmadge returning to the governor’s mansion left a great many Georgians feeling intensely uneasy. His behavior during three previous terms had turned him into a caricature and secured him a place in the same rogues’ gallery with Huey Long and Theodore Bilbo — firebrand Southern populists whose violent rhetoric appalled the rest of the nation, and whose compone sentiments often embarrassed fellow Southerners. In Atlanta, especially, where so many people hungered for the trappings of big-city sophistication, Talmadge’s conduct was considered boorish because it reinforced the state’s Tobacco Road image. Among his other colorful habits, Talmadge had kept a cow on the grounds of the governor’s mansion, where it grazed in bovine bliss and made Ansley Park, one of Atlanta’s fingerbowl neighborhoods, look like a farm. The sullen indignation of his neighbors delighted him.

During an up-and-down career, Talmadge had lost two bids for the U. S. Senate, in 1936 and 1938, mostly because he made the mistake of opposing President Roosevelt. The New Deal, Talmadge once said, brought Georgia nothing but “liquor, popcorn, rat traps, skates, and bicycles, all furnished by the taxpayers’ money.” His refusal to appreciate how desperately his fellow Georgians wanted and needed the largesse of the federal government — paved roads, bridges, hospitals, electrification, farm and business loans — cost him the elections. There were many people, inside Georgia and out, who believed the state’s voters were simply too proud to send him to Washington.

On the issue of race, Talmadge had been damaged by the same question of comportment. In the better social circles, a politician who shouted “nigger” and stirred up racial animosities tended to be held in contempt for bullying a helpless minority whose members represented no real threat at all to the South’s “way of life.” From the late 19th century to the eve of World War II, blacks were so utterly and completely disenfranchised by the Jim Crow laws that attacking them was thought to be the equivalent of going to a cockfight — a cruel, lower-class amusement. Talmadge made a point of saying he had never joined the Ku Klux Klan, but in the same breath he would boast cheerfully to friends that he “used to help out with a little whipping” from time to time.

What made Talmadge’s attitude even more galling to liberals in Atlanta was the feeling that he deliberately enjoyed putting on a show. His demeanor on the stump — ripping off his coat to reveal the trade-mark red suspenders beneath, the ranting that always sent a forelock of hair tumbling down over his brow — was at odds with his college education and sharp mind. One wit dubbed him a “self-made illiterate.” For all his antagonism toward the city of Atlanta, including his famous vow that he never wanted to carry the vote in any county that had streetcars, Talmadge often sided with big business on matters of taxes and regulation. In private, he tried to cultivate cordial relations with even his harshest critics. “I believe in white supremacy,” he once wrote Ralph McGill, the editor of the Atlanta Constitution and a leading voice for racial moderation. “Your compromising position would say that you do not. But I am going to pray for you anyway, Ralph.”

In the governor’s race of 1946, the banter and occasional goodwill disappeared. Thanks to World War II, blacks were no longer tucked snugly in their place. After joining the armed forces and fighting for the United States, black GIs had returned home shed of their old deference. Many of them placed double-V signs, which stood for the slogan “Victory for Democracy at Home and Abroad,” in the front windows of their homes. On a Monday afternoon in March 1946, three weeks after Mankin’s victory, a group called the United Negro Veterans marched on Atlanta City Hall carrying flyers that proclaimed, “The average Negro Veteran has given about three years of his life to fight Hitler and returns to find Hitlerism, Racial Bigotry and White Supremacy facing him at home. We demand Negro Policemen.”

That new word — demand — became part of the black voter’s vocabulary. In an episode that typified the change of attitude, the head of the NAACP chapter at Morehouse College wrote a letter to the manager of the city-owned Municipal Auditorium withdrawing a request for renovation of the seats in the balcony. Since black patrons would now insist on full integration, he said, they would be able to sit in the good seats reserved for whites. Making his point explicitly, he warned that “Negroes in Atlanta will be voting in large numbers in forthcoming elections. . . .”

Blacks’ patience was wearing thin. Precisely one half-century after the U. S. Supreme Court upheld the concept of “separate but equal” in the landmark decision Plessy v. Ferguson, per capita spending on black pupils in Atlanta schools was a third the level for whites. Most black children in Atlanta were stacked in so-called “double sessions,” attending classes only half the day because of overcrowding, while white kids got a full six hours of schooling.

Nothing pressed more severely on Atlanta’s black community than the need for housing. The return of black veterans, the influx of rural blacks fleeing the poverty of the sharecropper’s life, the decline of live-in domestic work in white households, all combined to choke the city’s black neighborhoods, where tiny frame houses stood so closely side by side their roofs looked like a single tar-paper canopy. Inside, according to one observer of the period, were “sour mattresses, clothing, refuse in sleeping rooms, unscreened doors, windows, newspaper ‘wallpaper,’ coal-burning stoves, fumes” — in short, the elements of squalor.

Desperate for space, blacks were beginning to encroach on white neighborhoods, where the threat of “blockbusting” triggered episodes of panic. A group of working-class whites who styled themselves the Columbians (and who considered the Klan’s methods too timid) banded together one night in a vacant lot at the corner of Cooper and Glenn streets, vowing to hold the blacks at bay. When “For Sale” signs went up in border neighborhoods, the two sides occasionally confronted each other, milling around in knots on the sidewalk, glaring and muttering threats back and forth.

In the midst of this volatile season, on April 1, 1946, the U. S. Supreme Court abolished the whites-only Democratic primary in Georgia. Reacting fiercely, some of the hard-liners at the Capitol wanted to convene a special session of the Legislature and defy the federal courts. But Governor Arnall refused. Now a lame duck, casting a hopeful eye on national office, he did not wish to repudiate the law of the land. “I will not be a party,” Arnall announced, “to any subterfuge or ‘scheme’ designed to nullify the orders of the courts.” Blacks, who formed roughly a third of Georgia’s population, would be allowed to vote in the upcoming statewide primary.

Talmadge seized the opportunity for a furious counterattack. Making his formal announcement for governor two weeks later, he proclaimed a platform of white supremacy and vowed that his top priority would be to restore the restrictive primary, “unfettered and unhampered by radical communist and alien influences.” Given the wrath unleashed among many white Georgians by the court’s ruling and Arnall’s capitulation, the direction Talmadge took seemed unsurprising. Yet in truth his strategy was a dangerous indulgence.

In the view of the state’s more sophisticated segregationists, the key to maintaining white supremacy in Georgia was not the whites-only primary, but rather the state’s unique county-unit system, a strange, decades-old method of counting votes that gave immensely more clout to people in small, rural counties than those in big cities like Atlanta. Georgia primaries were not settled by popular vote. Instead, like a grossly unbalanced electoral college, each of Georgia’s 159 counties was assigned either two, four or six unit votes, depending on its population, and those unit votes (like electoral votes) were awarded to the candidate who won a countywide plurality. The result could hand victory to a politician who carried numerous tiny counties while trailing in the popular vote.

The blatant unfairness of the system lay in the fact that Fulton County, which contained most of the city of Atlanta, had a hundred times more people than the smallest county in the state, Echols, yet cast only three times as many unit votes.

As an illustration of the way the rules operated — and why they put such a blemish on Georgia’s reputation — one had only to look at the mischief Democratic Party leaders inflicted on Helen Mankin. Her congressional district consisted of Fulton and two neighboring counties, DeKalb and Rockdale. Fulton and DeKalb had six unit votes each; sparsely settled Rockdale had two. Quick calculation with a pencil showed that on a county-unit basis, Mankin could be beaten by an opponent who carried DeKalb and Rockdale and their combined eight unit votes, no matter how many popular votes she might pile up winning the six unit votes of Fulton.

Mankin was standing for re-election to a full term in the July primary, and by late May the number of registered black voters in Atlanta had more than tripled, from 7,000 to 24,000. But Mankin’s enemies decreed that the outcome in July, unlike the earlier special election, would be governed by county-unit rules. They recruited an opponent, James C. Davis, a granite-faced, archconservative judge from DeKalb County, whose campaign flyer listed his qualifications: “true Georgian, fervent Southerner, loyal American.” Davis called himself the “fearless, red-blooded, able and energetic type of man we need to give us real representation in Washington.” He would not be competing for black votes. He would not need them.

It was the county-unit system, not the whites-only primary, that gave Talmadge his real strength. Trying to revive the restrictive primary not only was unnecessary, in the thinking of many members of his inner circle, it was dangerous. Defying the Supreme Court on the primary might jeopardize the county-unit system as well, which thus far had survived repeated legal challenges. Better to leave well enough alone.

But Talmadge could not help himself. “I was raised among niggers and I understand them,” he explained from the stump one day. “I want to see them treated fairly and I want to see them have justice in the courts. But I want to deal with the nigger this way: He must come to my back door, take off his hat, and say, ‘Yessir.’ ”

A recording survives of one of Talmadge’s speeches from late in the campaign. He stood one afternoon on the lawn in front of the Muscogee County courthouse in Columbus, Georgia, trying to speak as a dark, towering storm came racing toward the stage, shaking him with gusts of wind and interrupting his words with sharp cracks of thunder. He would obey the courts on the primary law this one time, he said. “Some of the Nigras will vote — the fewer the better — but I add to it this: If I’m your governor, they won’t vote in our white primary the next four years!” The applause that followed was cut short by a fierce, ear-splitting thunderclap, very nearby, that left Talmadge muttering fearfully under his breath. Portent was in the air, literally, as if he were about to reap the whirlwind.

As the primary approached, the activities of the Ku Klux Klan began to pick up. Moribund for nearly two decades after its heyday in the ’20s, the Klan signalled its “rebirth” on the night of May 9, 1946, with a cross-burning atop Stone Mountain, the giant dome of granite east of Atlanta. How potent a force the Klan represented remains a matter of some dispute. A reporter from the Constitution who was present that night mocked the tattered clothing and obvious poverty of the few hundred men who gathered, noting that a shortage of sheets required some of the new members to cover themselves with paper and handkerchiefs.

Furthermore, the swift, thorough infiltration of the new Klan by state investigators, the FBI and the media — even by agents of the Internal Revenue Service — often lent a comic aspect to the group’s activities. Using an alias, an enterprising writer named Stetson Kennedy joined the Klan and began filing weekly reports to the authorities and to Ralph McGill, Drew Pearson, Walter Winchell, and other columnists, who gleefully published detailed accounts of the not-so-secret meetings. In one memorable instance, Kennedy supplied all of the Klan’s secret passwords to the producers of “Superman,” the radio serial, and they broadcast the information over the airwaves.

Two days after the bonfire on Stone Mountain, Kennedy sat down with McGill and briefed him on the Klan’s plan to recruit all the Yellow Cab drivers in Atlanta so they could provide transportation in the event of a race war. On another occasion, Kennedy revealed, the Klan leadership grew agitated over a rumor that the British government was planning to sneak 5,000 racially mixed babies, the wartime offspring of black American GIs and English mothers, into the United States.

At such times the “Invisible Empire” seemed laughable. So did its grandiose titles of investiture: the exalted cyclops and his various deputies — the kligrapp, kladd, klabee, and kludd (respectively the secretary, ritualist, treasurer, and chaplain) — who met in their clandestine klaverns. What wasn’t so funny was their capacity for sudden, unspeakable violence. One of Kennedy’s reports described the rage of Dr. Samuel Green, the Atlanta Klan leader, over the presence of the traitor in their midst. Should they discover his identity, Green announced, they would “split his tongue, strip him naked and nail his penis to a log, set fire to the log at both ends and give him a straight razor and tell him to cut it off or burn up.” No one could read Kennedy’s matter-of-fact recitation of this threat against him, made as he sat in the room listening, without recoiling.

The undercover agents discovered that one of the Klan leaders, Sam Roper, had served as head of the Georgia Bureau of Investigation under Gene Talmadge. A big, slow-talking man, Roper later joined the Atlanta Police Department, where he began recruiting members to the Klan’s cause. At a klavern meeting a few nights after the cross-burning, according to an informant from the state attorney general’s office, Roper discussed the question of abducting and killing A. T. Walden, the black leader who had helped deliver the vote to Helen Mankin. Roper also outlined a plan to trigger a race riot on the eve of the primary by snatching a black victim from the bus station in downtown Atlanta for a flogging. Once Talmadge was elected, Roper continued, the Klan planned to place a member in every Georgia county and pay him $125 a month to “assist” the local sheriff.

No one could say how much of this was real menace and how much just talk. Very few white Georgians advocated violence against blacks. Yet neither were many whites enthusiastic about blacks gaining the vote or achieving other civil rights. Hughes Spalding, the senior partner in Atlanta’s most powerful law firm, King & Spalding, admitted the Talmadge crowd frightened him. “It is the Negro issue with them from now on,” he wrote a friend, “and inasmuch as we Georgians are ignorant, bigoted, prejudiced and biased — so say the Yankees — it is a dangerous issue.” Poking fun at himself, he continued, “One of my reasons for saying it is dangerous is because I have mixed feelings on the subject myself, and I am enlightened, educated, broad minded and unprejudiced. So I am worrying about what effect this issue will have upon those who are less enlightened than I am.”

Talmadge’s main opponent, James V. Carmichael, was scarcely a beacon of advanced thinking. Using polite language that echoed the feelings of most white voters, he vowed never to permit the mixing of the races or other violations of “our Southern traditions.” A successful businessman and patron of the arts, Carmichael offered a progressive alternative to Talmadge for white voters, but it is hard to imagine his words exciting much support among blacks. Talmadge portrayed him as a liberal anyway and passed out a card that asked in dialect, “Honey, is you bin down to de Cote House and relished [registered], so’s we kin vote fer Jimmy Comical for Guvner?” Playing a dirty trick, Talmadge hired a substitute who looked like Carmichael and paid him to ride around the state in a car with two well-dressed black men who puffed big cigars and grinned broadly while “Carmichael” introduced himself at filling stations.

At many campaign stops, an unwary voter might have thought Talmadge’s opponent was Helen Mankin. Over and over, he denounced her as the “nigger candidate,” who could never be trusted to look after white interests in Washington. When some of her advisers urged her to repudiate the black vote, Mankin refused. “They call me the belle of Ashby Street,” she told a group of Atlanta policemen. “Well, I am proud of every one of those votes and I hope I’ll get more!”

She did get more. Stirred by the ugly rhetoric and the specter of social change, blacks and whites alike rushed to the polls on July 17 in record numbers. When the ballots were counted, Mankin had 53,882 votes, with nearly half coming from the black precincts in the city of Atlanta, and she led Judge Davis in the popular vote by more than 10,000 votes. As expected, though, he carried DeKalb and Rockdale counties and “won” the primary, eight unit votes to six. Mankin’s political career was abruptly over.

A similar pattern occurred in the governor’s race. Amid a heavy turnout, Carmichael carried the statewide popular vote, with 313,389 ballots to 297,245 for Talmadge. But Talmadge took more than a hundred of the state’s small counties and won the county-unit contest handily, 242 to 146, thereby becoming the Democratic nominee and, in effect, governor-elect for a fourth term.

In a strange concluding episode late on primary night, Talmadge arrived at the Atlanta Constitution building, where candidates traditionally spoke to the public by radio, and strode down a hallway to McGill’s office. He barged in and found the editor sitting with Governor Arnall, commiserating over the outcome of the election. “Ralph,” Talmadge said, taking the cigar out of his mouth, “I gave you a good whippin’ this time, didn’t I?” Barely paying attention to Arnall, who seemed physically cowed at the intrusion, Talmadge reached across the desk and shook McGill’s hand. In what passed for a light mood with Talmadge, he spent a few minutes reminiscing about old campaigns. Of the one that had just ended, he sighed and said, “This has been a rough ’un, Ralph. The way I feel now, it took about fifteen years off my life.” Then he turned on his heel and left.

Nationally, the reaction to Talmadge’s victory, and its reflection on the state, was every bit as harsh as McGill and others feared. The New York Times offered its condolences for “Georgia’s misfortune.” Herblock, the Washington Post’s cartoonist, drew Talmadge as an angry father dragging a schoolboy labeled “Georgia” down Tobacco Road for a switching. “Thanks, Mr. Arnall,” the caption said. “Thanks for everything!”

But the worst was yet to come. On Thursday, July 25, 1946, nine days after the primary, a terrible lynching took place in Walton County, on the banks of the Appalachee River fewer than 50 miles east of Atlanta. The details of the incident became widely known very quickly. Several days earlier, a white farmer named Barney Hester had tried to break up a domestic fight between one of his black tenants, Roger Malcolm, and Malcolm’s wife. In the course of the struggle, Malcolm had accidentally stabbed his boss, seriously injuring him. The sheriff, E. S. Gordon, arrested Malcolm and locked him up in the Walton County jail.

The dismal situation took an even worse turn when another white farmer, a prosperous and influential man named Loy Harrison, decided to intervene. Harrison had a big farm across the Appalachee in Oconee County, where he employed Malcolm’s mother-in-law and several more of his relatives, who swore that Malcolm was a good man. It was Harrison’s idea, born of a mind-set a century old, that he could pay for Malcolm’s freedom and bring him to live on his farm. Accordingly, Harrison persuaded Sheriff Gordon to release Malcolm on $600 bail — a shockingly small amount under the circumstances. Malcolm’s family told some friends about their good fortune and when word got out many of the white men of Walton County were outraged.

Late on the Thursday afternoon in question, Harrison drove to the Walton County jail to pick up Malcolm. He had Malcolm’s wife and her sister in the car with him, along with the sister’s husband. After posting bond, Harrison and the two black couples drove back toward Harrison’s farm. When they reached the one-lane iron bridge that crossed the Appalachee River, they found their way blocked by a car. As they came to a stop, another car pulled up and parked behind them. A group of rifle-toting white men, unmasked, walked up to Harrison’s car, seized the two black men, tied their hands behind them, and marched them down to the bank of the river, out of sight. The two women began crying and wailing, and one of them made a fatal mistake. She recognized one of the white men and blurted out his name.

The mob now moved to seize the women as well. Medical examinations later showed that both women suffered fractures of their arms, a result of the white men using the butts of their rifles to break their desperate clutching at the car. Harrison, covered at gunpoint, made no move to interfere. The women were taken down to the riverside with the men. Harrison heard a voice count out sharply, “One! Two! Three!” Then he heard a loud volley of rifle fire and shotgun blasts. A few moments later, the leader of the mob walked back up from the river and asked Harrison if he recognized any of them. “No,” Harrison said. He left the scene and drove home.

News of the killings made headlines across the United States. Reporters descended on the small town of Monroe, the Walton County seat. One interviewed Sheriff Gordon, who shook his head and said quietly, “They hadn’t ought to have killed the two women.” The Washington Post, which had poked fun at Georgia just a week earlier, now denounced “mobocracy” and spoke of the “sickness” that pervaded the state’s body politic. Eleanor Roosevelt wrote in her syndicated column that the killings left her “seething with righteous indignation.”

PM magazine ran a long story called “Portrait of a Lynch Town,” followed by another article that asked in all seriousness, “Should Negroes Abandon Georgia?” In fairness, PM took note that many white citizens of Walton County were appalled by the killings, and that the congregations of Monroe’s two biggest white churches voted to condemn the incident. One unnamed businessman was quoted as saying, “I hold Eugene Talmadge guilty of murder.” Overall, though, the national coverage was scathing. One columnist dismissed Georgia as “that red-soiled desert of pine scrub, swamps, sandy land, mules, ramshackle shacks . . . and just plain white trash.” He concluded, “Brother, you go out of that state thanking heaven you’re a Yankee!”

It seemed the coolest heads belonged to Georgia’s black leaders. Responding to the suggestion of leaving the state, the great educator Benjamin Mays replied staunchly, “Negroes have been battling things worse than Talmadge since they hit America. Talmadge will try to take the vote away. He will give courage to the Klan. He will wave the red rag of race. But any governor would hold to segregation. We don’t win the fight by running away.” A. T. Walden, unaware that his name had come up in a Klan meeting as a possible assassination target, took a practical view. “If Talmadge is too bad,” Walden said, “he will ruin the state and white folks will turn against him, too.”
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Talmadge did not get the chance to govern again. The weariness he described to McGill turned out to be the ravages of cirrhosis of the liver. He had other internal problems as well, the consequences of a career of heavy drinking and a poor diet on the campaign trail. He suffered a ruptured blood vessel in his stomach a month after the primary, and by autumn he was dying.

With Talmadge stricken, common sense seemed to dictate that his place be taken by the man who had just won the Democratic nomination for lieutenant governor, a mild-mannered school superintendent named M. E. (for Melvin Ernest) Thompson. But Thompson was a protegé of Governor Arnall and thus a mortal enemy in the eyes of Talmadge’s followers. So they staged what amounted to a palace revolution.

In one-party Georgia, the Democratic primary in the summer had always determined who would take office, as the Republicans did not even bother to field candidates in the November general election. This tradition now yielded an opportunity. Combing the fine print of the state constitution, the Talmadge crowd found an oddly worded clause that said if no candidate for governor gained a majority of votes in the November general election, the Legislature would meet and choose between the two top vote-getters. Making a highly inventive interpretation, Talmadge’s backers reasoned that if their man died, he could not very well be chosen governor, which meant the Legislature should select one of his two nearest rivals as his replacement. Since Talmadge was the only candidate on the ballot, a last-minute write-in campaign was organized to give a designated successor enough votes to qualify for consideration. On election day, to fulfill their scheme, several hundred of the faithful dutifully marked their ballots by pencil — and wrote in the name of Talmadge’s son, Herman.

Gene Talmadge breathed his last as dawn broke on Saturday, December 21, 1946. One of his final visitors, McGill, learned of the succession plan and disclosed it on the front page of the Constitution, saying it seemed likely to go through. Jimmy Carmichael, who had earned several hundred write-in votes of his own in the general election, announced that he had no intention of competing with Herman Talmadge for the Legislature’s designation.

But to the surprise of many, meek M. E. Thompson refused to play along. A few days after Gene Talmadge’s funeral, Thompson declared that the governor’s chair properly belonged to him. Taking his side, Governor Arnall vowed to remain in office until Thompson was sworn in. Herman Talmadge, a young lawyer and Navy veteran, promptly accused Thompson and Arnall of plotting to steal his father’s rightful office.

The devilment passed from artful sophistry to physical mayhem on January 14, 1947, when Georgia’s legislators gathered in joint session to try to sort things out. Hundreds of Talmadge supporters, some armed, some drunk, descended on the state Capitol in Atlanta and began choking the aisles of the House chamber, jeering and yelling, refusing repeated orders to clear out. The presiding officer banged his gavel for nearly an hour, trying to silence the throng, only to give up and call a recess until the afternoon. Herman Talmadge set up shop in the speaker’s suite just off the House floor, where one of his friends, a judge, relied on a pair of .45-caliber revolvers to help keep the peace.

At length the legislators were brought to order, and a committee was named to tabulate the votes in the governor’s race. The paper ballots were carted into the House in a large laundry hamper and two cardboard boxes. Five hours later, as expected, the late Gene Talmadge was certified as the first-place finisher with 143,279 votes. But in a totally unexpected development, Herman Talmadge was not among the two nearest runners-up. Carmichael had received 699 write-in votes, and a perennial also-ran, a tombstone salesman from north Georgia named D. Talmadge Bowers, had finished next with 637 votes. Herman had failed to garner enough ballots. His total was only 617. His strong-arm grab for power threatened to collapse under the weight of ridicule.

Wild rumors began spreading through the Capitol, most of them emanating from Governor Arnall’s office a floor below the House chamber. Jimmy Carmichael was reconsidering his decision, Arnall suggested, and might compete for the governorship after all. The legislators would have to pick Carmichael in preference to the hapless tombstone salesman, Arnall told an ally, although “if they are stupid enough to elect Bowers, I think I’ll surrender the office to him.”

As midnight approached, with his prospects eroding, Talmadge became the beneficiary of a famous piece of luck. The delegation from tiny Telfair County, his home, discovered that their votes had been miscounted. An additional 58 write-in ballots were discovered in an envelope that somehow had been overlooked earlier in the day. (More remarkable still, as an enterprising newspaperman discovered several weeks later, most of these new votes had been cast, in alphabetical order, by dead people.) With his new total of 675 write-in votes, Talmadge now stood atop the list of contenders, and his gambit enjoyed new life. Carmichael sealed the outcome when he contradicted Arnall and repeated that he did not wish to serve.

Just before two o’clock the next morning, a weary, boozy General Assembly voted to install Talmadge as governor. He took the oath of office and delivered a brief, impromptu inaugural address from the well of the House, then marched down the Capitol’s marble staircase with an entourage that included his mother, Miss Mitt, to claim his father’s office on the ground floor. He found the outer doors locked. Two of his supporters smashed them open, and Talmadge stood face-to-face with Arnall. Each picked his words with care.

“I presume you’ve been informed,” Talmadge said, “that I’ve been elected governor by the General Assembly.”

“The General Assembly cannot elect a governor,” Arnall replied. “I refuse to yield the office to you. I consider you a pretender.”

As a gauge of the potential for violence, it is worth noting that several dozen newspapers had dispatched reporters, including seasoned war correspondents, to cover the confrontation. They now watched as Talmadge and Arnall exchanged claims of authority. With a body of men behind him straining to seize Arnall and throw him out of the room, Talmadge ended the showdown by choosing a strategic retreat. If Arnall wished to stay in the governor’s office that night, Talmadge said, he would defer. His followers protested. One, his father’s former bodyguard, got in a scuffle with Arnall’s chauffeur and broke his jaw with a roundhouse punch. Talmadge urged calm. Eventually, about three in the morning, he led his supporters out of the Capitol.

But young Talmadge was not giving up. He returned to the Capitol the next morning, armed with a .38-caliber Smith & Wesson pistol, and set up shop in the vacant executive secretary’s office in the governor’s suite. All that day, he issued orders and made appointments, while Arnall sat nearby in his private office performing his own set of duties. Lending a chilling aura to an otherwise slapstick situation, the two men gave conflicting orders regarding control of the National Guard.

A day later, Talmadge resolved the impasse by the simple expedient of getting to the Capitol earlier than Arnall, taking over his office and changing the locks on the door. Arnall arrived to find Talmadge’s top aide, Benton Odum, blocking his way. After an exchange of insults, Arnall was reduced to setting up a desk in the Capitol rotunda, where Talmadge’s supporters took glee in taunting him. One tossed a firecracker at his feet from a railing on the floor above, scaring everyone. The same fellow occupied the desk during the lunch hour and refused to get up when Arnall returned, explaining, “It’s my turn to play governor.” Finally Arnall staged a strategic retreat of his own, back to his private law office, to pursue the matter in court.

The “two governors” fiasco, as the affair was dubbed, brought Georgia’s image to a new low. Predictably, the press excoriated Talmadge. His actions constituted a coup d’état, in the ominous phrasing of many editorial writers. The Washington Post speculated that the federal government might have to intervene to restore lawful rule. In cities and small towns across Georgia, people rallied in support of one side or the other, trading bitter insults. Arnall labelled Talmadge “King Herman” and accused him of seizing the governorship by means “that would have shamed the German Third Reich.”

At last, two months later, the Georgia Supreme Court resolved the stalemate in favor of Thompson, the lieutenant governor, and he assumed the powers of the governorship. To his credit, Talmadge accepted the court’s ruling. He and his wife, Betty, and their two sons moved out of the governor’s mansion after a stay of 67 days. A measure of calm was restored, but not before serious, permanent damage had been done to Georgia in the eyes of the nation. A Gallup poll found that 84 percent of the American people had heard about the debacle, and it seemed safe to say most of them were shaking their heads.
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The tumult of 1946 had a dramatic impact on one man in particular — William Berry Hartsfield, the mayor of Atlanta.

Like Gene Talmadge, his longtime nemesis, Hartsfield was a grizzled veteran of the political wars, a former city alderman and state legislator now serving his third term as mayor. Unlike a governor, Hartsfield faced no limit on the number of times he could run for re-election. Only the voters could defeat him, a prospect that filled him with deep concern when blacks were given the ballot.

By one account, Hartsfield spent the early weeks of 1946 prowling the state Capitol, entreating his former colleagues in the Legislature to think of a way to outfox the Supreme Court and keep blacks out of the city’s Democratic primary. Roy Harris, a guileful lawyer and ardent segregationist who was then serving as speaker of the Georgia House, claimed that Hartsfield frequented his suite at the Henry Grady Hotel, “urging that something be done to protect the city of Atlanta from the onslaught of Negro registration and Negro voting.”

Like most white men of his time and place, Hartsfield viewed blacks as different beings who occupied a lesser rung in human society. Though he was not an overt hater, he had a well-known, visceral dislike for white activists, especially those from the North, who were busy “stirring up racial questions in the South.” He had his police department keep an eye on the activities of the NAACP office in Atlanta, which he suspected of funneling money to “missionaries and agitators, who make a sensible solution of our race problems so hard.” Twice, in 1943 and again in 1944, he asked Congress to investigate the NAACP.

The elections of 1946 changed Hartsfield’s tune. Much to Roy Harris’s disgust, Hartsfield “deserted” the cause and quickly accepted the futility of trying to revive the whites-only primary. The 25,000 black voters who turned out for Helen Mankin in the July primary all lived within the city limits of Atlanta, and Hartsfield understood immediately that they would be the swing vote when the next mayor’s election took place in 1949. Agile politician that he was, he set out to woo them.

When the Klan began acting up in the summer of 1946, Hartsfield got a briefing from investigators in the state attorney general’s office and learned that his own police department was riddled with members. An informant counted 38 Atlanta policemen, some of them high-ranking, attending a klavern a few days after the Stone Mountain bonfire. Hartsfield’s response was a confidential memo to Police Chief Marion Hornsby telling him to warn his men “that such activity will embarrass them and eventually the city government, and further that any overt acts of lawlessness will be dealt with sternly.” Mild as it might sound by today’s standards, and even though it seemed to put a higher priority on the city’s image than the civil rights and safety of its black citizens, Hartsfield’s memo nonetheless was a pivotal document that placed City Hall firmly on the side of racial moderation. Not long afterward, one of the city’s aldermen, O. B. Cawthon, advised his fellow Klansmen against burning crosses inside the city limits, lest they rile up the “city fathers.”

In 1945, the story went, Hartsfield had received a visit from C. A. Scott, the black newspaper publisher, and the Reverend William Holmes Borders, pastor of Wheat Street Baptist Church, who urged him to hire black police and integrate the force. Declining, the mayor observed tartly that the city would be ready for black officers about the same time Wheat Street began appointing white deacons.

Three years later, eight black patrolmen were walking the beat.


CHAPTER 2

[image: Image]

“AIRMINDEDNESS”

Bill Hartsfield’s career as an air show promoter lasted only one performance.

In the 1920s, as he later told the tale, he invested his net worth of $6,000 in a barnstorming demonstration at Candler Field, the tiny, two-mile dirt racetrack that served as Atlanta’s airport. Ticket sales were flat and ruin beckoned until the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals somehow got word that Hartsfield planned to drop a dog wearing a parachute out of his airplane. As animal lovers rallied in protest, the story made page one, and the show sold out. The dog landed safely, as did Hartsfield’s nest egg.

Such a stunt might have suited P. T. Barnum, but for a budding politician the idea of making money by scaring and outraging large numbers of voters held little long-range appeal. Hartsfield gave up his dream of striking it rich and returned to public service, much to Atlanta’s good fortune. Today, millions of air travelers know that the giant airport just south of downtown Atlanta is named for Hartsfield, but few understand just how richly and thoroughly he deserved the honor.

Hartsfield was born in 1890, the son of a tinsmith whose work with acids left his fingers burned and discolored. Determined to find a better line of work, young Hartsfield trained as a male secretary and became known for his lightning-fast typing. Later he “read” the law, passed the bar, and opened a legal practice in downtown Atlanta. His first bid for public office, a successful run for the city’s Board of Aldermen in 1922, coincided with the early stirrings of interest in commercial aviation.

Airplanes had been buzzing in and out of Atlanta for years, ever since Asa Candler, Jr., son of the founder of the Coca-Cola Company, built a raceway on 300 acres of land south of the city in 1909. Though the oval track was meant for automobiles, pilots often showed up to put on demonstrations and sell rides. Hartsfield recalled seeing a Frenchman named Moisant race his monoplane against a field of autos the year the track opened.

No one could figure out how to turn flying into a regular, profitable business until Congress authorized the postmaster general to begin awarding contracts for airmail service. In Atlanta, on the afternoon of September 8, 1924, Lieutenant Colonel Charles H. Danforth, the commander of the Army Air Corps in the eight-state Southeast region, got a cable from his superiors in Washington asking what preparations the city of Atlanta had made to compete for designation as a site along the proposed federal route from New York to Miami. The answer, in a word, was none.

Danforth was a great believer in Atlanta’s future as an aviation hub. Within days of receiving the cable, he persuaded the Fulton County Commission and the Atlanta Board of Aldermen to join forces and start the search for an airfield to buy and spruce up. Direct, overnight access to New York would give Atlanta’s banks and brokerages a huge advantage over other Southern cities, Danforth argued, if only the local politicians would act quickly. His urgency proved contagious, as the commissioners and aldermen agreed to split the costs of acquiring the necessary property. Spurning the Candler track, which needed extensive grading and sodding, they settled instead on a nearby parcel of land with a flat, dry creekbed that formed a natural runway. The asking price was $65,000.

The deal was all set to go through when Atlanta’s mayor, Walter Sims, suddenly balked. A staunch conservative when it came to the city’s finances, Sims saw no reason to buy the site unless and until Atlanta gained designation as part of the federal route. If a different city were picked, Sims figured, his administration would be out its half of the $65,000 purchase price, stuck with a useless piece of land. Accordingly, on December 7, 1924, he vetoed the appropriation.

Danforth was furious. He found Sims’s decision impossibly shortsighted. While Atlanta dithered, other Georgia cities — Decatur, Athens, Macon — were hastening to develop airfields. One of them might very well nudge Atlanta out of its rightful place as the aviation nucleus of the region. Danforth carried a map showing how Atlanta sat at the dead center of the eight states of the Southeast, the perfect crossroads for air transportation. But the map meant nothing without an airfield on it.

Determined to find a way around Mayor Sims, Danforth ventured one afternoon to see Bill Hartsfield in his law office. Pacing back and forth, pouring out his frustration, Danforth lit into the city of Atlanta as if it were a human being with a flawed personality. Atlanta was all talk and no action, he said, and would never do anything about aviation.

Hartsfield, who had a sharp temper of his own, responded defensively, just as Danforth hoped. “He got my goat,” Hartsfield admitted later, and he vowed to prove Danforth wrong. After winning a second term as an alderman in the fall of 1924, Hartsfield took office at the first of the year with enhanced clout, serving as mayor pro tem. He appointed himself chairman of a special committee on aviation and set out to revive plans for the airfield. The skies would be to the 20th century what the seas had been in centuries past, Hartsfield began preaching, and “the city that makes its port on this new ocean [will] be the city of the future.”

As his first order of business, Hartsfield went to inspect the Candler track. He arrived to find two local barnstormers, Doug Davis and Lawrence “Beeler” Blevins, using the raceway as their base of operations for a hand-to-mouth existence. The lone physical structure on the property was a wooden shack, five feet square, where the two pilots padlocked their barrels of gas and oil. The need for grading and other improvements made the track a less-than-ideal site, even though Asa Candler, Jr., was offering to give the city free use of the land for five years if his property taxes were forgiven.

Hartsfield decided to use Davis and Blevins for guides as he checked out other possible venues. Instead of driving from place to place, he flew in Davis’s Waco or in Blevins’s Lincoln Standard, with the result that he got a bird’s-eye perspective others failed to appreciate from the ground. The problem with the creekbed property, Hartsfield soon recognized, was the limitation it placed on future expansion. With higher ground on either side, the runway could not be lengthened. Had he listened to the real estate agents, Hartsfield said later, he might have picked a site that would have doomed Atlanta forever to a tiny airport. As it was, he came to appreciate Candler’s racetrack, which sat on level terrain that stretched for miles around.

With Hartsfield pushing the issue, the Board of Aldermen agreed to lease the track, and Hartsfield was given the new assignment of getting the land graded as cheaply as possible. Mayor Sims, meanwhile, appointed a delegation to begin lobbying in Washington for designation of Atlanta as part of the federal airmail system for the eastern United States.

In Hartsfield’s mind, a crucial moment arrived in the spring of 1925 when his fellow aldermen grudgingly approved a budget of $5,000 for grading the track. Up to then, in spite of all the talk, not a cent of the taxpayers’ money had actually been spent on the airport. Once he got his colleagues to invest in the project, Hartsfield reasoned, retreat would
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