

[image: ]



ALSO BY STEVE EUBANKS

Golf Freek



[image: ]




To Liza




Contents

Author’s Note



PART ONE
A Man in the Road

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9



PART TWO
The Greatest of Us All

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15



PART THREE
Follow-Through

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18



Acknowledgments


Author’s Note

This is a true story. All the people and events in this book are real. There are no composite characters or time compressions. The dates and places are accurate, as are all references to books, magazines, and newspapers of the period. Like all writers of narrative nonfiction, I struggled with how to handle dialogue and capture the feelings and actions of people in the first two decades of the twentieth century. The racial references are painfully true to the period, and whenever possible, I used contemporary source information—transcripts, letters, diaries, written reports, first-person accounts, and so forth—for the dialogue as well as the thoughts and feelings of the characters. When that source material was not available, I relied on oral histories, some passed down through two generations. Just how accurate those conversations are after ninety years of retelling is anybody’s guess; but in the absence of other materials, family histories are the best one can expect.
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James Douglas Edgar.


This is a man who will one day be the greatest of us all.

—HARRY VARDON




August 8, 1921—a few minutes before midnight



Newspapering was a young man’s game. At least that was what Comer Howell told himself as he rolled his shoulders, put one foot on the running board, and unlatched the door of his Type 59 Cadillac. It was an odd and incongruous thought given that Comer was barely out of his teens and flush with promise. He had already studied abroad at Oxford and was only a few credits shy of a degree from the University of Georgia, but the pangs of another exhausting day reporting news for the Atlanta Constitution coupled with the suffocating heat of a Georgia summer night had zapped his vigor and left him feeling much older than his years.

With a tall, lean physique, a chiseled jaw, and perfectly slicked hair, he bore a remarkable resemblance to California’s latest moving picture sensation, an Italian named Rudolph Valentino. But Comer was no “Latin Lover” and certainly no play actor. With his chin high, a watch chain dangling from his vest pocket just so, the fingers of a hand relaxed in the pocket of his trousers, Comer looked like what he was: one of the Northsiders, the proper Atlantans who lived in the large neoclassical, Tudor-Jacobean, or colonial revival homes along the wooded northern hills of the South’s fastest-growing city. Atlanta had geographical as well as social demarcations. The hilly north side of town where oaks, magnolias, and dogwoods shaded the manicured lawns was the province of the right families, many wealthy, all white. The pine-laden flatlands grew progressively darker. The east side of town housed clusters of Orientals, Japanese and Chinese, who had migrated to the region as agricultural and railroad workers, and the southern enclaves were majority negro: areas someone like Comer Howell rarely visited, and never at this time of night.

He had removed his four-button jacket, a staple of the sacque suit, but too hot for August, even at midnight. He’d also loosened the silk tie, removing the clip and unfastening the collar of his white shirt, a faux pas bordering on scandalous in a town where lingering Edwardian mores required professional men to change clothes several times a day depending on the activity. Comer’s father certainly would have frowned on his casual appearance, but the elder Howell would just have to understand.

The thought of explaining his present wardrobe to anyone, especially his father, caused Comer’s shoulders to slump. He worked at the family newspaper and lived under his father’s roof (one of the largest Victorian dwellings on the north side) in the warm comfort of family largesse, but with those trappings came the heft of the Howell name. Maybe it was just the lateness of the hour: with Monday about to slip into Tuesday and his eyes burning from cigarette smoke and the strain of putting another day’s newspaper to bed, Comer couldn’t wait to get his car rolling uptown. Cadillac was one of the first automobiles with a venting system that blew air directly into the passenger compartment, and the Type 59, with its innovative tilted windshield, provided as comfortable an experience as one could find on the road. By all rights he was too young to be driving a luxury automobile, especially at a time when most Georgians still owned horses, or at least a mule, but along with the responsibilities of upholding the family reputation, being a Howell in Atlanta carried certain perks. Comer refused to feel guilty for indulging a few extravagances.

Of course, if he were such a big deal, why was he leaving the office at this hour, especially after going to press with such burning stories as the one about an eighty-year-old Atlantan who had fallen from a ladder in his yard?

He opened the door and waited on the running board while his passengers plopped into their seats. No matter the hour, Comer would never breach his Southern manners by sitting down before his guests. Lloyd Wilhoit, the city editor, got in first. He was a crusty, authoritarian man whose perpetual frown blended with his cheeks until one fleshy crevice became indistinguishable from the next. His demeanor didn’t brighten as he climbed into the back seat of Comer’s car for a ride home. No one told Wilhoit to sit in the back: it was just assumed he would want to be chauffeured.

Paul Warwick, a senior reporter and a man with enough clout at the paper that even Wilhoit left him alone, sat in the front. They were grizzled veterans of the news business, real reporters who ground out stories like meal from a stone, and men who viewed Comer as a nice kid, but the boss’s son, not their equal. That didn’t stop them from hitching a ride after a long night, especially since Howell had the nicest car in the newsroom.

Boss’s son: the moniker could burrow a hole through the sternest of young psyches. No matter what he did or how hard he worked, Comer seemed destined to be known as Clark Howell’s son. His dad had taken over as owner, editor, and publisher of the Atlanta Constitution in 1901, just a few months after Comer was born, and in the two decades since, the paper had grown into one of the most respected news organs in the nation. Of course Comer had had nothing to do with that success, which meant he had more to prove. Co-workers always looked askance at a young heir. It was common in any job, but it was especially brutal in a cutthroat business like the news.

As if Clark Howell’s shadow were not large, Comer’s grandfather, Captain Evan Park Howell, had been a war hero, the kind of man other men spoke of with faraway looks in their eyes. After serving in Virginia under Stonewall Jackson and leading a Confederate artillery battery during Billy Sherman’s romp through Atlanta, Captain Howell had worked as the sole reporter at the Atlanta Intelligencer. He hadn’t done it for money. The family sawmill on Howell Mill Road had become a gold mine as the town Sherman torched rose from the ashes. Lumber couldn’t be cut fast enough, and the Howell Mill became one of the city’s primary suppliers. Wealthy and a war hero, Captain Howell, known as E.P. among his friends, dabbled in law and politics, being elected state senator twice, but his true passion was the paper: reporting, editing, and publishing news of the New South. So, in 1887, E. P. Howell bought controlling interest of the Atlanta Constitution and assumed the mantle of editor-in-chief. Comer’s family had controlled things ever since.

Unspoken resentment hung like summer mist about Comer’s two passengers that night. After all, how were a city editor and a senior reporter supposed to treat a Howell? In addition to being their boss, Comer’s dad had once been president of the state senate and a candidate for governor. Newspapermen running for political office was quite common, since the public saw them as intelligent and informed citizens, as well as some of the wealthiest. The man who had beaten Clark Howell in that governor’s race, Hoke Smith, had once owned the Atlanta Journal, the rival paper to the Constitution.

While Comer never lived in the governor’s mansion and never ran anything more complicated than a weekly bridge game, he did live a life most reporters could not fathom. He wore black patent leather shoes to work, and two-toned wingtips with his casual attire at a time when many Georgians went shoeless. He also owned brogues with fringed tongues for the occasional retreat to Augusta, Thomasville, or the Jekyll Island Club. His tuxedo, a fifty-dollar extravagance, had been custom-tailored in New York along with several of his golf coats and knickerbockers. He didn’t play much golf, but he kept the clothes on hand in case he got called for a game at Brookhaven or the Atlanta Athletic Club at East Lake, clubs his family had belonged to from their inception.

Comer went to all the right parties. His acquaintances, romantic and otherwise, were esteemed Southerners, and his accent was just so: proper Victorian grammar delivered in an adagio rhythm with the r’s rolled into ah’s; none of the banjo-twanging phrases of the hillbillies, or guttural vowel swallowing of the field hands. He was the consummate gentleman. Even his name reeked of status: Hugh M. Comer Howell, his father’s family name plus the full name of his maternal grandfather, who was himself the famous late president of the Georgia Central Railroad. Little wonder other reporters at the paper had trouble warming up to him.

Comer worked as hard as anyone, staying late, taking piddling assignments, and pecking out un-bylined tripe on the latest socialite wedding—“officiating the service was the honorable reverend …”—or listening to endless blather at City Hall. Today’s inanity had included paragraph upon paragraph about traffic safety. The Junior Chamber of Commerce had declared the second week of August as “Traffic Safety Awareness Week,” in an attempt to draw attention to the maimings and deaths on the city’s streets. It was no doubt a worthwhile cause. According to the New York Times, one person was killed by a car every forty-two minutes in America, an epidemic that showed no signs of abating. Unfortunately, by eleven o’clock on a Monday night, Comer couldn’t have cared less. He was hot and exhausted, and longed for nothing more than a few hours alone in his Chippendale walnut bed.

He would decide how to respond to the contempt he sensed from Wilhoit and Warwick tomorrow. Fair or not, nepotism always left a stain. To combat it, Comer had to become the best reporter in the city. He needed nitty-gritty newspapering, something that would make Comer Howell the talk of the town for his efforts, not his name. Right now, though, he needed sleep. A dark, quiet house awaited him on Wesley Avenue, and he had a darn nice motorcar to transport him there: emerald green with a sturdy arched grille, sleek curved running boards, and twelve-spoke wheels, a machine worth more than most people at the paper made in a year, a point no one mentioned, but another source of unspoken tension among his passengers.

Conversation was light. They were too tired and the night was too hot for chitchat. August was always the most oppressive month, but this one had been especially stifling, and nightfall brought no relief. The air felt like molasses, and the smells of sawdust and tar, “the aroma of progress” as politicians called it, were enough to turn the stomach. Once they got rolling the breeze cooled things down a bit.

That all changed as they rolled through the 500 block of West Peachtree Street.

Wilhoit saw it first.

“Comer, stop the car! A man in the road!” he shouted.

Jerking the wheel toward the center of the street, Comer hit the brakes and the car wobbled to a stop. Thankfully there was no traffic. Comer whipped the car around at the Fifth Street intersection.

Then he saw it, too, a motionless figure facedown near the curb, legs sprawled, and a head cocked at a strange angle near the gutter. At first Comer thought it was a scarecrow or one of those mannequins that Gavan’s used to display their thirteen-dollar men’s suits, but as the headlights hit the figure, Comer saw the puddle, black and glistening.

It was a man. There could be no mistake. He wore cuffed trousers and a white shirt, and lay in a pool of blood.

They froze. As much as Comer, Wilhoit, and Warwick believed themselves to be noble men of courageous stock, nobody felt compelled to rush forward. They climbed from the Cadillac slowly, haltingly. When a streetcar approached, they clamored over each other in an attempt to flag it down.

There weren’t any passengers at midnight, so Wilhoit convinced the two conductors to help. Together, the five men inched toward the figure in the street, each fighting the urge to flee the scene as blood oozed from the lower extremities.

“He’s still breathing!” one of the streetcar workers said.

This news jolted Wilhoit into action. He ran to a house on the other side of the street, the only one on West Peachtree with the lights on at that time of night. “I need to telephone an ambulance,” he shouted.

Comer felt like his heart was going to leap out of his chest, but his legs seemed paralyzed. He couldn’t look away from the blood as it shimmered in the glow of the new White Way streetlamps the city had installed. The orbs, five per pole, gave the growing pool a glistening sheen. Comer knew he couldn’t stand there while this waxy-looking man expelled his last breath. The figure appeared so unnatural, like a mime or an actor in makeup.

When Comer finally moved, he slipped, only then realizing the blood had enveloped his feet. Comer leapt onto the sidewalk, his breath shallow. He sprinted to the nearest boardinghouse, opened the screen and banged on the door.

“Let me use your telephone!” Comer shouted. “A man has been hit by a car!”

Why he’d used those words wouldn’t occur to him for some time. Comer had no idea what had happened in the street. Nobody did. But Traffic Safety Awareness Week continued to weave through his subconscious. Comer had learned a lot about auto accidents in the last two days: like the fact that, so far in 1921, thirty-eight Atlanta souls had been called home in traffic-related incidents, the fifth-highest death toll among cities of 100,000 residents or more. He also knew that cars were multiplying like rabbits. Henry Ford’s Model T factory on Ponce de Leon Avenue had been churning out vehicles in Atlanta since 1915. A year after Ford came to town, the city had 6,000 automobiles chugging up and down its streets. George Hanson had added to the congestion by opening his Hanson Six plant, calling Atlanta “The logical automobile center of the Great Southeast.” Now there were close to 25,000 cars in town, and the death toll continued to climb. It shouldn’t have surprised anyone. The automobile itself was only a few years old, and motor vehicle dexterity was still a generation away. Most roads hadn’t been upgraded from their horse-and-buggy conditions, and Georgians certainly weren’t accustomed to fast, powerful machines on their streets. Dozens of people had died by walking in front of cars they had seen. They had simply underestimated the closing speed of a Model T. Shouting that the man in the street had been hit by a car was a reflex, a verbal vomit in the midst of a crisis. At the time Comer didn’t give it a second thought. There were far more pressing concerns, like getting an ambulance to the scene. He had no idea how crucial his words would later become, or how much he would regret having uttered them. At that moment, he just wanted to do something, anything, to help.

He banged on the door again. “Please, help,” he yelled. “We need an ambulance.”

Then he heard a crash like one of the windows being blown out. What on earth? Running out front, Comer saw a young man, not much older than himself, dressed in nightclothes and leaning over the body. He glanced to his right and saw that rather than come to the door, the man had jumped out the front window leaving the screen in a mangled heap near the curb.

Bedclothes Man fell to his knees in the sticky black pool. Undaunted by the vast amount of blood, he cradled the pale head of the victim in his lap. To Comer’s shock, the bleeding man was still alive and trying to speak. Bedclothes Man leaned down, putting his ear almost against the man’s barely moving lips. An inaudible whisper escaped between raspy and ever slowing breaths. Then all movement stopped.

The bleeding man died in the lap of a friend who showed no shame in weeping like a baby in the middle of the street.

“Who is he?” Wilhoit asked after Bedclothes Man got control of himself.

“Edgar,” the man said.

“Edgar who?”

Bedclothes Man shook his head. “Douglas Edgar,” he said in a decidedly British accent distinct to some region in the North of England. “James Douglas Edgar.”

“Why do I know that name?” Warwick asked.

The man in bloody bedclothes looked up, cocked his head, and said: “ ’Cos he’s the greatest golfer in the world.”

The statement was far from hyperbole. For starters, the man in his bedclothes was himself a professional golfer, an Englishman named Tommy Wilson who had come to America to serve an apprenticeship under his mentor, J. Douglas Edgar. The two had known each other since Wilson was a boy. Wilson had caddied for Edgar and then become his assistant at the Northumberland Golf Club in Gosforth on the outskirts of Newcastle-upon-Tyne. After the war, when Edgar had moved to Atlanta to become the professional at Druid Hills Golf Club, Wilson had followed him.

It was no surprise that Wilson held his mentor in such high esteem. The two were apparently living together, so the young man’s emphatic statement about Edgar being “the greatest golfer in the world” could have been discounted. But Wilson was not alone in his opinion. In the small but vibrant universe of golfers, J. Douglas Edgar was generally acknowledged as one of the finest players in the game, mentioned as a favorite in almost every tournament he entered, and often photographed for pre-tournament publicity as one of the “leading contenders” no matter how important the event. Photos of Edgar with Harry Vardon and Ted Ray, two golfing giants of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, littered major golf magazines, and no less an expert than Bernard Darwin, the dean of a niche profession that would later become known as golf writing, said, “I watched a good deal of Edgar’s play and never wish to see anything more consistently brilliant.”

Darwin wasn’t the only scribe singing Edgar’s praises. In 1920, Golf Illustrated magazine, the dominant American golf publication at the time, rhetorically asked, “Did it occur to you that J. Douglas Edgar has an uncanny way of winning championships?” And editors at The Official Organ of the Professional Golfers of America, the precursor to PGA Magazine, wrote that “When the records for 1920 are all compiled, it can be seen that [Jock] Hutchison, [J. Douglas] Edgar, and [Walter] Hagen have accounted for the majority of the main events this year.”

Even Vardon, the greatest golfer in the world at the turn of the twentieth century, and the only man in history to win six British Open Championships, said of Edgar, “This is a man who will one day be the greatest of us all.” That would have been a nice compliment from anyone, but Vardon rarely handed out officious accolades. During the height of his playing career he beat half his fellow competitors through sheer intimidation, often pretending other players simply did not exist. Vardon, who played against Walter Hagen, and lived long enough to see Bobby Jones, Gene Sarazen, and a young Byron Nelson, was known to have used the word “greatest” in reference to only two players: Bob Jones, of whom he said, “With a few more years in the game, he will be one of the greatest golfers in the world,” and J. Douglas Edgar.

In the years that followed, others gushed about Edgar’s abilities. Tommy Armour, winner of the British Open, U.S. Open, and PGA Championship, who would become known as the Silver Scot, said, “He was undoubtedly the greatest of them all, and taught me the most.” Several of the lessons Edgar taught Armour occurred during head-to-head contests where Edgar thumped Armour handily.

Then there was O. B. Keeler, a columnist for the Atlanta Journal who became famous as Bobby Jones’s friend and personal scribe. Keeler wrote that Edgar was “a strange and fascinating little man…. And let me tell you, when he was right, I never have seen the golfer who could keep step with him.” Keeler never wrote a careless word, so it is safe to assume that he put Jones among those who could not keep step with a “right” Edgar.

As late as 1947, noted journalist Ray Haywood wrote in Golfing magazine that “Douglas Edgar, a name known only to the older golfers, was the world’s greatest golfer—amateur or professional—bar none…. Edgar can’t be compared shot for shot with [Byron] Nelson. His time was much earlier—fortunately, perhaps, for Nelson. He can be compared with Jones, however. Jones was Edgar’s pupil.” It was true: the greatest amateur golfer in history, Bobby Jones, while struggling through his formative years as a teenager, learned from Edgar, and in fact, came out of the only slump he ever experienced in his career after spending countless one-on-one hours with Edgar.

Anyone with a passing interest in golf knows Bobby Jones. The same cannot be said of Douglas Edgar. However, Haywood witnessed Edgar firsthand; he saw Jones win his championships; he watched Nelson, Ben Hogan, and Sam Snead; and he put Edgar at the top of the heap.

In the decades immediately following his death, Edgar was considered the father of the modern golf swing, a savant who was the first to employ many of the principles considered to be fundamental in later years. In describing his swing and the types of shots he played, Darwin, Keeler, and Grantland Rice all used words like “unique,” “unusual,” and “not seen before.” Ninety years later, the motions Edgar prescribed can be found in almost every golf instruction book in print, and his “unique” swing is now the model for most professionals. Edgar also coined many phrases that remained in use ninety years after his death, and he created one of the first mass-produced golf training aids, his “gate to golf,” a device that has been copied thousands of times.

A contemporary sportswriter named Angus Perkerson wrote: “Edgar knows golf; he knows he knows it, and that convinces him that he is equal to the best. Why shouldn’t he feel that way, having won over Harry Vardon and Ted Ray?”

Yet, like a photo left out in the sun, memories of J. Douglas Edgar have faded over the years. During Jones’s reign as the game’s greatest player, and on through the early years of Byron Nelson and Gene Sarazen, references to Edgar’s influence were common, but by the early 1950s, he was more of an afterthought, marked mainly by a passing “Oh, remember Douglas Edgar?” By the 1970s, he had become a historical footnote, the answer to a trivia question for only the most obsessed golf aficionados. By 1980 the silver platter Edgar won in a Southeastern regional qualifier for the Wanamaker Championship had become the J. Douglas Edgar trophy, given to the winner of the Winter Eclectic competition at Gosforth Golf Club in northeast England (prompting many of the event’s winners to say things like “Who the devil is J. Douglas Edgar?”). The occasional “whatever happened to” article popped up every five or six years throughout the 1980s and into the early 1990s, but for the most part, Edgar all but evaporated from golf’s collective consciousness. By the turn of the twenty-first century, even officials at the USGA, the PGA Tour, and the Royal & Ancient Golf Club at St. Andrews said, “Who?” when asked about Edgar.

But despite his slip into relative obscurity, one unassailable fact solidifies Edgar’s claim on history: ninety years after his death, he still held the oldest unbroken record in American professional golf.

None of that mattered a wit to Detective J. W. Lowe (pronounced Lao), who caught the call and was the first investigator on the scene as crickets and tree frogs announced August 8 giving way to August 9. Lowe had never heard of J. Douglas Edgar—golf was not a game for peace officers, especially in a city like Atlanta where country club membership was a symbol in a hierarchy that did not include civil servants. The detective had heard of Comer Howell, though. Everybody in town knew the Howells. Lowe was somewhat surprised to see such a prominent citizen out in the middle of the night, especially given the gruesome scene in the street.

“When did the ambulance arrive?” Lowe asked.

Wilhoit responded. He seemed to have recovered more than the others. “Too long,” he said. “I called the Grady ambulance first. It didn’t come.”

“How long?” Lowe asked.

“Twenty minutes,” Wilhoit said. “Then I called Patterson Ambulance. It got here in about five minutes, but it was too late.”

From the quantity of blood on the scene, it wouldn’t have mattered if the ambulance had been around the block. Mr. Edgar appeared to have bled out in spectacular fashion, a sure sign that an artery had burst. Lowe had once investigated a brawl where the victim had been struck in the neck with the sharp edge of a shovel. The initial blood spurt in that one had been nearly twenty feet. By the time the heart gave way there was a washtub of blood around the body. Still, the ambulance story would not make the powers at Grady Memorial happy, especially since the man who’d called for their services was the city editor of the Constitution.

“Mr. Howell,” Lowe said, turning his attention to Comer, who stood on the curb with his shoulders hunched and his hands in his pockets. “You told Mr. Wilson here that you believed Mr. Edgar had been struck by a motorcar?”

Lowe had already examined the Cadillac. If this had been a hit-and-run, Comer’s vehicle was not involved.

Comer appeared to be in shock. His face was almost as pale as the corpse. In a voice as fragile as a canning jar, he explained to Lowe that he had just spouted the first thing that came to mind, that the assumption of a hit-and-run was pure speculation given that the body was in the road. He didn’t mention his subconscious preoccupation with Traffic Safety Awareness Week. The fewer words he had to utter the better. Comer wasn’t sure how long he could stand there without getting sick or fainting.

Lowe made no judgments about the story. He took statements from Wilhoit, Warwick, the roommate, Wilson, and the men from the streetcar. All the accounts seemed to line up. Still, no one had any idea what had happened to Mr. Edgar, or why.

“We found his hat,” Comer offered.

“Oh?”

Wilhoit produced a light tweed touring cap, clipped in the front, the kind worn by gentlemen on the golf course, or so Lowe assumed.

“It was in the street, ten yards that way.” Wilhoit pointed down West Peachtree back toward town.

More nods and notes. There was no blood trail, no skid marks, no stream of tattered clothing, none of the things normally found around hit-and-run accidents. A few hours later one of Edgar’s shoes would be discovered, a golf shoe, fully laced and tied, in a bush near the boardinghouse door. It would be one of many clues to materialize in the coming days. At that moment, however, Lowe didn’t have much. It was time to knock on doors. Somebody somewhere had to have seen or heard something. His first order of business was to talk to everyone who lived in the immediate vicinity.

Still standing on the curb and staring at the black pool where the body had been, Comer concentrated on his breathing. His gut flipped, and he was afraid to move his feet for fear of falling down. In the blink of an eye, he’d gotten his wish. A front-page, multiple-column, multiple-day story with numerous angles and all sorts of intrigue—just the kind of thing that would allow him to carve his own mark on the family paper—had fallen, quite literally, at his feet. This was the kind of unbelievable luck reporters dreamt about; the gruesome and untimely death of the world’s greatest golfer, not in some obscure locale, but right in front of him on West Peachtree Street! It was a story Comer could convey with the vivid clarity only an eyewitness could offer. He would be asked about it at parties for years. What really happened, Comer? Did he actually die right in front of you? The world’s greatest golfer, a thing like that! What do you think killed him? He would be the social centerpiece at every function in town.

As he gazed at Douglas Edgar’s blood, the streetlights still twinkling off the pool like stars in a cloudless country sky, those thoughts made Comer’s stomach lurch. Suddenly, everything seemed upside down. He didn’t know it at the time, but his life was about to change forever. At that moment, he knew only one thing with absolute certainty: what he had wanted—what he had longed for out of life only an hour ago—was not what he would want from now on.
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A busy morning on Peachtree Street in the 1920s.


J. Douglas Edgar, golf professional at Druid Hills Golf Club and one of the best known golfers in the world, was struck by an unidentified automobile at the corner of Fifth and West Peachtree streets late Monday night and died on the way to the hospital after being picked up by a passing automobile.

—Atlanta Constitution,
August 9, 1921



Despite his exhaustion, sleep found Comer Howell in reluctant fits. A light breeze through the open windows of the sleeping porch didn’t help, as he had lost the wrestling match with the sheets for most of the night. Watching a man die had that effect, or so he assumed. Comer had never held death in such intimate proximity. He had seen the dead, sure—no one survived the flu epidemic of 1918 unscathed, and, of course, there had been the odd passing of a family member while Comer and his brothers stood vigil—but nothing like this. Unlike his grandfather, who had witnessed men cut down by Union muskets and swords, Comer had come of age in a time of peace with prosperity waiting in the wings. The fever of the postwar depression was breaking, or so everyone said. The economy hadn’t quite turned the corner, but recovery was in sight. The 1920s teemed with potential. Investors were heading back to Wall Street, and, on a local level, Citizens & Southern Bank had started an optimistic campaign to entice depositors to think five years down the road. Men of Comer’s generation felt confident that they were living in an enlightened age, a time when eugenics would cull the morons and miscreants from their midst, and the League of Nations, spawned by the defeat of the Huns, promised to make war a thing of the past.

Tragedy on a local level was another matter entirely. Fresh memories, particularly of the blood, loomed large in Comer’s mind. Suddenly life—not his life, but life in general—seemed bleaker, or at least more fragile.

Even Comer’s older half-brother, Clark Howell, Jr., had a more hardened perspective. Clark had seen blood spilled in the War to End All Wars. Now Major Howell, as Clark was known, was in Washington, D.C., working for the Constitution, covering matters that would shape the world, while Comer continued to slog through endless hours at Atlanta City Hall. Clark was the oldest child; the son who carried their father’s name, and first in line to take over the paper. Comer didn’t realize it—and why would he, since he’d never had any real sibling feuds with his brother—but those facts had been tender on his personal fire, the fuel behind his instinctive need to overachieve. Now, in one fateful night, that fire had given way to a deflating wave of melancholy. Clark would have reacted better, Comer told himself, or at least differently. What would his brother have done if it had been he who had found a dying man in the street?

Comer closed his eyes and tried to change the scene, but the vision of Douglas Edgar wrenching out one last whisper continued to visit him in the morning as it had throughout the night. He’d been awake for hours, but by the time he rolled out of bed, a baking sun had already turned the morning dew into wafts of rising steam. He picked up the late-morning edition of the Constitution and read a front-page story on Edgar, a story replete with errors, a collection of grand mischaracterizations that Comer knew would tear through Atlanta like a summer storm. The first sentence said: “J. Douglas Edgar, golf professional at Druid Hills Golf Club and one of the best known golfers in the world, was struck by an unidentified automobile at the corner of Fifth and West Peachtree streets late Monday night and died on the way to the hospital after being picked up by a passing automobile.”

Edgar had died in the street. He had been taken to the hospital all right, only it had been in an ambulance that was in no hurry.

Then there was this paragraph: “Mr. Edgar was a native of Scotland, having come to Atlanta eight years ago from St. Andrews, Scotland. He was about 40 years of age. A pathetic touch is added to the fatal occurrence by the fact that his wife and children are expected to arrive in Atlanta next week from England, a date to which it is said that he had long looked forward to.”

Comer could barely remember hearing anything over the thumping of his heart, but he had heard Tommy Wilson tell Detective Lowe that Edgar was from Newcastle. Unless the British had moved the border, Newcastle was in England, not Scotland. He also remembered hearing Wilson say that Edgar was thirty-six years old, not forty, and that he had been in Atlanta since 1919: two years, not eight.

When the subject of the wife and children had come up, Wilson had said they were still in England. That meant that while still a “pathetic touch,” unless the family had access to some super-powered cruise ship, they most assuredly were not expected in Atlanta next week. Transatlantic travel was a seven- to ten-day affair with another two days to get from New York to Atlanta by train. Even if Wilson had just failed to mention the family’s travel plans, which didn’t seem likely, there was no way they would make it in the time frame reported by the Constitution.

It was, however, a later paragraph, the one dealing with cause of death, that made Comer break out in a sweat.

“The driver of the automobile that struck the dead man has not been found. Persons living in the vicinity where the accident occurred stated that they thought they had heard a dull crash and groans, and one person stated that he had seen a car dash down Fifth Street. No accurate description of the car could be obtained and the police at once began a search for the death car and its driver.”

Death car! Comer prayed that there was more evidence of a traffic accident than what he had witnessed at the scene, that the hit-and-run and rogue “death car and its driver” were more than fantastic theories based on speculation that he himself had injected into the dialogue.

Comer could hear the chatter up and down the streets now. Yes, it was a motorcar that never slowed down, or so I heard. Poor man was scooped up and rushed to the hospital, but died in the rear seat. Mangled beyond recognition: horrible business that. Street corners, coffee shops, offices, and clubs were no doubt agog with renditions of last night’s events, none of them accurate, but all hardening in resolve with each retelling. Word of mouth was still the most popular way of receiving information in the South. A thousand Atlantans owned large, boxy electronic receivers, but the region was still seven months away from having its first commercial radio station. Ironically, the race into that new medium was another blood feud between Clark Howell’s Constitution and the Atlanta Journal. Even though Hoke Smith had long ago sold his interest in the rival newspaper, the intense competition that had festered in the governor’s race carried over into a war between the papers, one that lasted long after Smith sold out. On the radio front, as happened too many times for the Howells’ liking, the Journal won the race. The morning of March 15, 1922, the Journal-owned WSB became the South’s first radio station, and the bulky toys that had been little more than useless purveyors of static burst to life with a clear jazz rendition of “The Light Cavalry Overture.” Two days later, the Howells would enter the multimedia market with the 220-watt WGM. Broadcasting from the Georgia Railroad & Power Building, the first sounds out of Clark Howell’s station would be a newscast, an attempt to show that, unlike the Journal, the Constitution and its owners would use their broadcasting license to educate and inform. But that was next year’s news. In the summer of 1921, the only transmitted information came through telephone, telegram, and old-fashioned street-corner conversations, an activity Georgians attacked with vigor.

Despite what the Yankee aristocracy thought, more than 85 percent of white Georgians, male and female, over the age of ten could read, and over half of their negroes were literate. The written word occupied an exalted pedestal. Whether it was the Farmers and Consumers Market Bulletin or the collected speeches of Henry Grady, Southerners viewed printed text, especially the stories in their newspapers, as gospel truth. When they, through phone calls, church gatherings, or casual conversations at the feed store, retold those stories, the words became the property of the teller, and as such, solid as granite. Another day or two of gossip, and questioning any aspect of the Edgar story would be akin to calling a man a liar.

Maybe an eyewitness had been found after Comer left the scene. As much as he wanted this to be true, it seemed unlikely. Lowe and several uniformed men had canvassed the area and come up with little. The only reliable source had been a widow named Miss L. S. Warren, who lived directly across West Peachtree from the incident. Miss Warren had been the one to call the police, since it had never occurred to Comer or his cohorts to make that call after phoning the ambulances.

“I heard some sort of ruckus, I don’t know what all, just a commotion that startled me awake,” she had told Lowe after getting properly dressed at almost one A.M.

“Could it have been a car hitting a person in the street?” Lowe had asked, leading her in the direction of an auto accident, Comer feared, because of what he had yelled to Tommy Wilson earlier.

“It could have been,” she’d said somewhat hesitantly. “But I’ve never heard such a thing before, so I could only guess as to what it must sound like.”

The only sound she had recognized was a motorcar speeding away. “It was running rapidly, and from the sound it seemed to be a high-powered car,” she had said.

This revelation did nothing but reinforce the hit-and-run theory. After all, Edgar was found in the street, bleeding and dying, and traffic safety was on everyone’s mind. Miss Warren hearing an automobile speed away fit perfectly into the “death car” narrative, which appeared to be taking on a life of its own.

•    •    •

Comer finished his coffee, dressed, and drove the Cadillac downtown toward the Constitution offices. Within minutes he was weaving along Peachtree Street, Atlanta’s main artery. The most famous road in the state, Peachtree was a serpentine corridor that had once been an Indian trail running along the first ridge of the Appalachian foothills. Even though “Peachtree” would become synonymous with the city and state, the name was a malapropism. A section of the original trail had once been the demarcation line between the territories of the Creek Indians to the south and the Cherokees to the north. The unofficial border had been a large “pitch tree” where “pitch tree creek” ran into the Chattahoochee River. In what amounted to a game of Whisper Down the Lane, white settlers passed down the oral history until “pitch tree” became “Peachtree.” By 1814 the transformation was complete. Fort Peachtree was erected on the site of the old pitch tree to protect local settlers during the War of 1812, and the city’s main thoroughfare would forever bear the name of a tree that never grew there.

Now the street looked like a river weaving through a canyon of elevator buildings, constructed in the Chicago style, along with a smattering of picturesque High Victorian structures from the Reconstruction. Model Ts lined up like black boxes on both sides of the road, and the sidewalks bustled with railroad and insurance men wearing bow ties and flat-brimmed boaters. No architectural or industrial theme sprang out of Atlanta. The main commerce was transportation—railroad and automobiles—which meant the city existed to move people and things from one place to another. Atlanta was a pass-through, with everyone, even those who weren’t going anywhere, moving at a breakneck pace.

When Comer reached the paper, he avoided conversation and parked himself behind his desk where he reread this morning’s story. “Thomas Williams, assistant at Druid Hills, was prostrated with grief. He and Mr. Edgar had been companions for years,” the paper said.

Wilson. Tommy Wilson, not Williams. For goodness’ sake, how could they get so many things wrong?

The piece continued: “[Edgar] had been in ill health for some time and only a month ago returned from England where he spent several months in an effort to recuperate.”

As was his habit, Comer took out a pocket-sized notebook and pen. He wrote: “Illness?” and “Just returned after several months?” In addition to taking copious notes, Comer always jotted down stream-of-consciousness questions as he was reading or listening. It could be annoying. He would be engaged in social conversation when, without so much as an “excuse me,” he would turn away and start scribbling questions. Lectures, interviews, dinner parties: the notebook was never far from his side.

He kept the pen ready as he read: “L. L. Shivers, prominent Atlantan, it seems, was the last of Mr. Edgar’s friends to talk with him.”

Comer wrote: “L. L. Shivers—Lester Shivers?” Lester Shivers was an executive with Carter Electric Company, a lighting distributor with a retail store at 63 Peachtree Street, only a few blocks from the paper. The company also had a major warehouse operation in Savannah. Comer knew Lester Shivers well enough. He was definitely the kind of man who would accept Comer’s call.

“[Shivers] had played golf with Mr. Edgar during the afternoon, and the two men had gone to Mr. Shivers’ for dinner,” the story continued. “After dinner, said Mr. Shivers, they played bridge for a while. At about 11:30, continued Mr. Shivers, he took Mr. Edgar to the corner of Fifth and West Peachtree, where Mr. Edgar alighted to go into his home. This was the last Mr. Shivers saw of him. It is believed that the death car appeared almost immediately after this.”

If the paper couldn’t get Tommy Wilson’s name right, Comer had little confidence in the details of Edgar’s last moments. Without much preamble, he went to a telephone and rang Main 6172, the number for Carter Electric. Within minutes he had Lester Shivers on the phone.

After the normal pleasantries and the obligatory questions about the family, Comer asked about the events of last night.

“Horrible,” Shivers said. “I can’t describe how grief-stricken we are. Am I to understand that you were the one who discovered Douglas in the street?”

Comer
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