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“Paris was very festive. Everyone was dancing on a volcano, but we were all dancing a lot. I had an extraordinary feeling that something was coming to an end—that our world, as we knew it, was fleeing and that we’d never see it again.”
– Eglé de Villelume-Sombreuil Gatins, 1939
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Preface

I initially decided to write this book to find out more about my one-armed, Irish-American grandfather from Atlanta, whom no one in the family ever spoke of. In the end, more than a dozen years later, it had turned into a historical biography of family. I found out more about the French grandmother who married the one-armed man. I found their son, my father, and documented his adventures, which were an exercise in World War II survival and dealing with its post-traumatic aftermath. I found my mother, Colombian in temperament, but very French when it came to manners. And just maybe I unearthed a bit about myself, an all-American mélange, product of many cultures and languages. My forebears said good day (in English), bonjour (in French), demat (in Breton), latha math (in Gaelic), buenos dias (in Spanish), Dominus vobiscum (in Latin) and perhaps even salaam aleikum (in the Arabic dialects used in Andalusia).
Readers also should be aware that the Gatins family often had the habit of giving firstborn sons the same first and middle names. To simplify things, here is a reference list of who’s who in this particular line:
Joseph Gatins (1827-1905), my great-great-grandfather. A railroad clerk. Born Killybegs, Ireland, died Atlanta, Georgia.
Joseph Francis Gatins Sr. (1855-1936), my great-grandfather. Wall Street investor and entrepreneur. Built Georgian Terrace Hotel in Atlanta. Born Atlanta, died New York, New York.
Joseph Francis Gatins, Jr. (1882-1927), the one-armed grandfather, known as Joe. Sportsman and real estate investor. Born Atlanta, died Atlanta.
Joseph Francis Gatins III (1915-1983), my father, best known as Francis. World War II veteran and prisoner of war. Born Versailles, France, died Atlanta.
My grandmother, Eglé Gatins, always giving of her love for family, provided a wonderful road map to this reminiscence in the form of a brief oral history tape-recorded in 1976 and then in a much more sanitized, written memoir in 1988. Both recollections touched upon the highlights of her life, sometimes in exquisite, rich detail, and proved a wonderful guide to further research. Unless otherwise noted, all of her direct quotes in this book are from those two sources.
Joseph Gatins, 2009,
at Satolah, Georgia
Chapter 1

The headline on the front page of The New York Times of April 24, 1910, was big and bold, its lengthy and detailed article stretching down the entire news page.

____________________
Reputed Backer of Wm. B. Price & Co. Surprised and Distressed When Taken In
____________________
KNOWN AS MILLIONAIRE
____________________
First Time an Officer’s Hand Was Ever Laid on His Shoulder, He Tells Prison Warden

The news had federal authorities listing Joseph F. Gatins Sr. as the “bankroll man” behind a string of unlawful bucket shops operating across the East Coast, under the banner of the Baltimore-based William B. Price & Co. My great-grandfather was taken to the Tombs that night and briefly lodged in cell 718, according to The Times and subsequent news articles in many other papers. He eventually posted a $5,000 bail bond and remained free for the next few years, which other articles of the day make clear were dedicated to fighting the charges.
Because of a typographical error, which listed his last name as Gaskins, he initially had eluded the federal dragnet that corralled some 29 other alleged coconspirators. Federal officers eventually caught up to him at a swanky New York apartment at 71 Central Park West, where, as The Times put it, he’d been living with his family in “quiet luxury.” He was re-indicted under the right name. He was 45 years old at the time. Newspapers in Washington, where the case was to be prosecuted, also had a field day with the bucket shop cases, and it became obvious federal authorities were feeding the press of the day. The Washington Star, (in an article of April 23, 1910), described Gatins as “reputed both here and in the South, where he has been a prominent figure, to be worth something like $10,000,000.” (That $10 million would be worth more than $228 million today.) The Washington Post the next day had him posting his bail in cash, a proceeding during which he appeared to “take his apprehension to heart.” He appeared “decidedly agitated during the examination,” the newspaper said.
Various newspapers up and down the East Coast then followed the conspiracy case through a tortuous legal chain of events in which the defendants and their lawyers, in their first trial in Washington, managed to have the case thrown out on grounds that the new federal Bucket Shop Law of 1909 violated their constitutional rights. The government appealed that ruling, however, and secured a reversal of the decision from the U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia in November of 1911, which ordered a retrial.
What was a bucket shop anyway? My old journalistic instincts were piqued. Bucket shops essentially were private and fraudulent stock gambling establishments, which thrived in the days when Wall Street operated with little or no regulation. At the height of the Gilded Age, the term bucket shop referred to an unregulated form of gambling on the daily ups and downs of the stock market— on margin. The book Trade Like Jesse Livermore, described them this way: “A bucket shop was a place where one could play the market on 10 percent margin. Its atmosphere was more like an off track betting parlor than a broker’s office. The stock ticker spewed out the trades as they happened on the exchange, and the prices were recorded on the chalkboard. The rules were simple: Put up your 10 percent in cash, place a bet by buying a stock and receive a printed receipt for your purchase. Then sit back and watch the action. As soon as you lost 10 percent of the value of the stock, the house swooped in and took your money. Conversely, if the stock went up, you could cash in your ticket at will. The house won almost all of the time. It was usually a sucker play—with the customers being the suckers. They were simply bad stock pickers.”
Webster’s business dictionaries simply explain bucket shops as “fraudulent operations” in which orders to buy and sell are accepted but no execution takes place. “Instead, operators expect to profit when customers close out their position at a loss. The term [bucket shop] comes from the days when saloons sold small amounts of liquor in buckets. Brokers then spent a lot of time in bars.” My brother Martin heard it this way: The bars and drinking establishments where the stock gambling took place often “dropped a bucket” on the bars at the end of the trading day to signal the end of the gaming until the next day. The house, according to contemporary reports, usually was the winner because bucket shops often operated with two connections to Wall Street, a “fast wire,” and a “slow wire,” much as depicted in the 1973 movie, The Sting. Customers were referred to the slow telegraph results, while bucket shop operators, with a 15-minute head start on stock trades, were able to shut out bets that would have been unprofitable to the house. The practice was so widespread that the federal government and Congress had enacted a new law in 1909 making bucket shops illegal. And it was obvious that the feds were going to try to make an example of my great-grandfather and the others caught in their dragnet.
The conspiracy case, not insubstantial, had originated on April 2, 1910 with special federal agents assigned to the Justice Department (precursors to agents of the FBI) raiding interstate bucket shop operations in Washington, New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Jersey City, Cincinnati and St. Louis, armed with warrants for arrest of 29 brokers and one telegraph operator. The investigative dragnet, of about 10 weeks duration, was based on wiretapping hundreds of brokerage messages that proved, or so the news reports asserted, that none of the bucket shops were placing bona fide securities trades. Eventually, the indictments were enlarged to take in Western Union, seemingly as part of the general trust busting, pro-business- regulation ways of Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and his successor, William Howard Taft and, especially, Taft’s attorney general, George W. Wickersham. The political mood of the country at the time was to try to rein in its robber barons.
The news accounts make plain the bucket shop case defendants thought they had done nothing wrong. “This is only a play of the big fellows on the stock exchange to divert attention from themselves,” one defendant declared upon his arrest. The case faded from public view after the appeals court decision and Great- Grandfather Gatins is hardly mentioned again in the mass media in connection with bucket shops until he and several other defendants finally pleaded guilty and quietly paid a $9,000 fine, as recorded in a one-paragraph article in The Wall Street Journal of May 12, 1913. They thus avoided the two years of imprisonment also possible under the federal bucket shop conspiracy statute.
I never knew my great grandfather, but I’ll admit to being fascinated at finding the arrest article and then trying to find out more of his life in New York. Born in Atlanta, it had been relatively simple to track his climb from a modest boarding house during the Reconstruction era of the Deep South to more substantial quarters of the Gilded Age. If he had something of a shadowy reputation as a wheeler-dealer and stock trader in New York, he publicly had been regarded as a respected investor, builder and entrepreneur in Atlanta. Interestingly, especially to me as a former newspaperman, the three main daily newspapers in Atlanta where my great-grandfather got his start in business, apparently never followed the case involving one of their prominent native sons. They carried an early version of the bucket shop indictments—the “stock gambling” case, they called it—mentioning only a certain Joseph Gaskins of Baltimore. But neither The Atlanta Constitution nor The Atlanta Journal nor The Atlanta Georgian & News followed the case after the “bankroll man” had been properly identified. It was as if they did not want to mention the courtroom travails of a hometown boy who had made good in the financial world of New York. The criminal case against one of Atlanta’s native sons would have been hard to miss, given the extensive coverage it received in the major papers on the East Coast. Nevertheless, for whatever reason, they never publicly put two and two together while other, larger media outlets from Washington to New York provided extensive coverage of the bucket shop stories.
Almost simultaneous to the bucket shop developments, my great-grandfather had successfully furthered his other business interests, especially those in real estate in Atlanta, where he apparently maintained an unscathed business reputation. In particular, he had acquired valuable Atlanta property at the corner of Peachtree Street and Ponce de Leon Avenue, upon which he built the Georgian Terrace Hotel in 1910-11. He introduced it to the general public with a spectacular grand opening in 1912. The Terrace, one of the hottest properties in Atlanta in the early decades of the 20th Century, proved a cash cow and maintained the Gatins family for years and generations to come. That legacy was assured in February 1912, when Great-Grandfather Gatins formally placed the hotel property into a trust for the benefit of his three children. This also appears to have had the secondary benefit of insulating the property from the possibility of any bucket shop-related seizure by the U.S. government. The Atlanta Constitution, which carried an article about the trust’s establishment, noted at the time that Gatins’ ties to Atlanta had “laid the foundation of the fortune he has amassed in the east.”
The hotel property helped rank my great-grandfather and my grandfather among the largest real estate investors in the southern capital on the eve of the First World War. The extent of that family real estate fortune at the turn of the last century was re-captured in Franklin M. Garrett’s massive history of Atlanta, based on an inventory published by Forest and George Adair in 1914. My great-grandfather and grandfather are shown to have jointly held real estate appraised at $550,950, making them the 14th largest land investors in the town at that time. That half million dollars of land and improvements would be appraised in excess of $11.7 million in 2007 dollars. The appraisal sum also probably underestimates the true overall value of the holdings, as the Terrace was publicly estimated to be worth over $1 million two years previous.
That same year (1914), my great-grandfather is listed in the local city directory for Atlanta with an occupation simply listed as “Capitalist”—several light years from his first real job as a modest railroad clerk. No doubt this unusual job listing refers more to his business of raising and lending money and doing deals on Wall Street than to anything political. Other prominent businessmen in Georgia used the same job description at the time. By that time, he was well on his way to putting away large amounts of cash with the U.S. Trust bank in New York and using those sums to leverage more, often by making private loans to friends in the business world. One such loan was made to the Georgia Power Co., then a small electricity generating enterprise, which was hard pressed at the turn of the 20th Century to complete a series of hydroelectric dams and generating stations in the far reaches of mountainous north Georgia along the Tallulah River in Rabun County. That power was needed to run the new trolley cars that had started crisscrossing Atlanta. This loan, confirmed by a source close to the family, was worth approximately $50,000 (about ten times that much in today’s dollars) and paid back with interest, according to the files of the Atlanta lawyer who handled the paperwork. At the same time, he kept on making his name on Wall Street as an astute stock speculator, often by making money from others’ losses, that is by selling stock “short,” according to one of his granddaughters. In that regard, he was no different from today’s hedge fund operators and day traders.
I was very intrigued to discover this entrepreneur in the family tree and unearthing what details could be found. What an interesting character, I thought. Back when I was in the news business, assigned to cover a statehouse, we called mining of public records “doing black book.” In this case, I was pleasantly surprised to find how rich a vein of family history was there to be mined. My great-grandfather obviously had lived a full life in interesting times.
One chronicler of the day noted that a good bit of Wall Street speculation occurred in after-hours negotiating that took place around the large square bar of The Waldorf Hotel, which opened in 1897, later called the Waldorf-Astoria. There at the bar “one often saw ‘Joe’ Gatins, an Atlanta millionaire, who was rumored to be a heavy operator in the cotton market,” records a book about this era. According to that author, he was in fine company. Perhaps the most famous patron of the bar was J. Pierpont Morgan, the great financier, surrounded by politicians, wildcatters and stock speculators of every stripe who often gathered there after the New York Stock Exchange closed. From 5 to 8 p.m., in particular, it was as if the whole of Wall Street had moved uptown for a continuing stock exchange session, with “men betting on how stocks would perform the next day. In one discreet corner a ticker kept clicking off news. Here market pools were often formed. Here were to be found men who were willing to bet on anything, and to any amount, financiers and market operators, with names that gained newspaper front pages every day or so, clustered about the tables, or joined in the maggotlike surge that squirmed for a foothold on the substantial brass rail that ran along the bottom of the counter.” There, they quaffed potent cocktails with fanciful, long-forgotten names like the “Baby Titty”—composed of equal parts anisette, Crème Yvette, and whipped cream, topped with a red cherry.
“A deal would start by one man’s reading the news one way, and another in another fashion. One would come in the office feeling decidedly bearish. Another would talk bullish. The bear would decide he wanted to get rid of a lot of steel [stock], or something else he had on hand. The bull would take him up. They would watch the ticker, agree on the price at a certain point, and, bingo! with the exception of the stock exchange proceeding, the deal was made. Then, head to the bar to help make American history. Men staked fortunes there; they formed pools; they plotted to corner markets,” that chronicler said.
My great-grandfather died 10 years before I was born, but this bucket shop financier—and his estate—were to play an important role in my own grandfather’s life and make it possible to live a lifestyle that brought him into contact with international society, and make for an improbable union with Eglé, a young woman in Paris. He simply put his children and grandchildren on easy street. And eventually, like a hand reaching out from the graves at Oakland Cemetery in Atlanta, the long reach of his legacy would link grandmother and her only child, my father, back to Atlanta.
Chapter 2

What might a young, international playboy and sportsman with plenty of money do for fun in his free time in the advent to World War I? Well, why not head to Paris for a party like so many others? Thus did my grandfather, Joseph F. Gatins, Jr. become part of the crowd of Americans descending on the French capital during the summer of 1914.
Despite the acrid scent of oncoming war, there was hardly a better place for international socializing and merriment that summer than Paris’ famed Hotel Ritz, a favorite watering hole of world travelers. It had opened its doors to almost instantaneous acclaim in 1898, and done so well that it virtually doubled in size by 1913. This was the luxurious retreat for the very rich (and the would-be rich) of America, where Rothschilds rubbed elbows with Morgans, where Goulds and Vanderbilts were mainstay visitors and where countless others came to do a little business under the observant eye of a youthful writer, Marcel Proust. It also was the place to be for New York financiers of somewhat lesser renown, brokers and bankers and Wall Street financiers who provided the necessary lubricant of international commerce. One of these men, investor James C. Brady, owner of an expansive horse stable in New Jersey, always seemed to travel with an entourage. One member of the Brady crowd at the Ritz that summer was a young real estate investor and horseman from Atlanta and New York, a well-traveled and well-heeled 32-year-old international sportsman and aficionado of French history, Joseph Francis Gatins, Jr. He was a member of that class of idle rich spawned from America’s Gilded Age, largely living off of his father’s considerable fortune, well-traveled in Europe and the Far East, and still an eligible bachelor.
As things were done in that era, he was properly introduced to a lovely and intelligent French girl 10 years his junior, Eglé Marie de Villelume-Sombreuil, who eventually became my grandmother. By chance, she had enough experience and savoir-faire to speak passable English. They were attracted to each other. “He was the handsomest man I had ever met,” Eglé recalled many years later. “He was very handsome. He was short, nice-looking. He was very intelligent, very well read and had studied in England. I met him at a big party at the Ritz. And very quickly, we were engaged.”
“He pleased me very much. He had beautiful blue eyes,” Eglé recalled. But she also felt sorry for her fiancé. “He had lost one arm. That was probably one of the reasons I married him.”
I discovered two versions of how my grandfather lost his right arm. The first had him taking a tumble while running on a set of stairs as a youth of 16 and losing his arm from that accident. The second, which seems more plausible, had him receiving a smallpox vaccination before his arm was set in a cast, and the vaccination spot becoming so infected underneath the cast that it necessitated amputation.
His recollection of meeting Eglé is not recorded for posterity but the available record suggests clearly that he was very much intrigued by Eglé and her connections to a rich French history. As early as July 1914, he’d sent a cable to Atlanta to announce his intentions, which were duly recorded in a brief article in The Atlanta Constitution of July 10. “Joseph Gatins, Jr., wins bride in Paris,” the headline said. The article went on to relate that Gatins Jr., “one of the most prominent young men socially and otherwise” in Atlanta, was soon to wed Eglé, daughter of the countess de Sombreuil of Paris, “one of the most aristocratic of French families.”
“His bride-to-be is a descendant of a family which for years has been prominent in French history,” the article concluded, giving clear indication of Joe’s interest in his love. The article also reflected the fascination the Atlanta papers had with this continuing family story. In contrast to the seemingly studied silence with which it had greeted my great-grandfather’s legal troubles in Washington and New York, Atlanta’s newspapers had a heyday covering and eventually chronicling the social lives of Grandmother and Grandfather and, eventually, their progeny. The Journal’s social pages and later, those of The Atlanta Constitution, made it a habit to chronicle many of the comings and goings of the new couple, and, much later, that of their son, Joseph Francis Gatins III, my father, and then those of his children. In many cases, the early coverage dwelt almost ad nauseam on Grandmother Eglé’s connection to French nobility, and that of her late father, the Count of Villelume-Sombreuil. Accordingly, many of the articles erroneously referred to Eglé as “the countess,” although under the Napoleonic French Code, such titles only transfer to the male line and apply to the women only if they were married to the noble himself. Nevertheless, the post-wedding headline from a Journal article was, “Marriage of Mr. Joseph Gatins and Comtesse de Sombreuil in Paris.” That was just the beginning of a long newspaper love affair with the Gatins family, which apparently fascinated Atlanta society and its society columnists.
My grandmother was a direct descendant of one of France’s best-known families, several of whose members, unreconstructed Royalists, were guillotined during the French Revolution. Another, René de Madec, became a minor French historical figure for his exploits as a French corsair in India during the late 1700s. A sailor from Quimper in Brittany, he’d gotten his start on the high seas in the slave trade to Santo Domingo, then translated that experience into what he hoped would be more lucrative efforts as a privateer in India, sanctioned by the French government.
At any rate, whatever the reasons for their mutual attraction, Grandfather Gatins was interested enough in Mademoiselle de Villelume-Sombreuil to pursue a whirlwind Paris courtship that culminated in marriage but a few months later. It was a period of fancy dress balls, parties and fabulous gourmet food all coming together to mark the end of the Belle Époque. Like the scent of the sea that previews hurricanes, even hundreds of miles inland, the odor of rich French perfume and gunpowder was mixing in the air France breathed that summer. Haute couture had women wearing impossibly intricate, large hats and fanciful evening gowns, with tight bodices and generous amounts of tulle and lace, which were soon to be traded in for the more sensible frocks of wartime. Restaurants like the Tour d’Argent were still making a theatrical production of gourmet food, selling pressed and numbered “Canards au Sang.” The spring of 1914 was a fidgety time for all of France, anxious and prideful as it girded for inevitable war against the hated Krauts. The entire country was itching to extract revenge for the crippling defeat at the hands of the German forces at Sedan and the loss of the territories of Alsace and Lorraine in 1870. It was poised to take on the Kaiser. Whether Socialist or Royalist, whether drinking Veuve Cliquot or common mousseux, nothing less than victory, won with flair and panache, would do to erase the long and highly divisive national nightmare occasioned by the Dreyfus Affair. (The Dreyfus controversy had roiled and divided French society during the period 1894-1900 after a Jewish French Army captain, Alfred Dreyfus, was wrongfully accused of being a spy for Germany. The affair thoroughly divided the French into two camps, those who supported Dreyfus (Dreyfusards) and those against (anti- Dreyfusards). It also exposed a virulent and long-standing French anti-Semitism that only worsened in the period during and between the two world wars). But rather than focus on dark matters and warlike threats and controversies, all of Paris strutted and fanned its tail feathers that spring in anticipation of a glorious summer. It seemed as if the entire known world, and its upper crust in particular, descended on the French capital for the season.
And if there were any misgivings about the oncoming alliance between a young demure woman from a family that was French to the bone and a clan of brash Irish-American immigrants from far-off Atlanta and New York, these seemed to be erased by parties galore at the Hotel Ritz and outings to the Bois de Boulogne. Eglé and Joe seemingly were swept up in the martial fervor accompanying the start of the First World War. There was no engagement period to speak of and theirs was not a textbook wedding made for the social pages. No wedding-day photographs exist today, no engagement or wedding ring. There was “no question of wearing a white dress,” the bride recalled decades later, as the war officially had been declared in France less than five days before the ceremony. “I thus received the benediction in a blue suit,” my grandmother said.
Nor is it known if Eglé’s widowed mother and her current suitor, a Swiss banker named Henri Fischer, attended or not, although my grandparents were married in the same church her mother been married in the first time, the parish of St. Philippe du Roule. (Eglé’s birth father had shot himself to death in 1912.) “She [my mother] thought it was crazy!” Grandmother Eglé recalled in a 1976 interview. “All my family, the Bretons especially, wrote that, ‘you married an American, it’s nearly [as bad] as an English.’”
Crazy or not, Eglé, it also seems clear, might have been proceeding with the hurried marriage out of a sense of social propriety—and to clear the re-marriage decks for her own mother’s designs with Fischer. The Villelume-Sombreuil family formally had been introduced to Fischer as a possible match for Eglé on a transatlantic boat ride to or from New York around 1912. Fischer, though, found himself transfixed by the mother more than the daughter. As family relations have handed the story down to current generations of Gatins descendants, French society would have looked askance at the mother remarrying before her adult daughter made her own match, a situation solved by the appearance of a well-heeled American. So, it seems our grandmother might have married the Irish-American stranger who precipitously came into her life out of some sense of self-sacrifice for her own mother’s happiness. Plus, she really loved the United States, having lived in New York for several years as a teenager.
The extended Gatins family in New York and Atlanta, meanwhile, did not attend the wedding in Paris, “being prevented from crossing (over to Europe) by the unsettled conditions,” as a contemporary article from The Atlanta Journal put it. In their stead, the bride and groom each brought two witnesses to the mayor’s office of the 8th Arrondissement, where French law required that a civil marriage ceremony also be held (on August 5, 1914, the same day as the church marriage). Grandfather Gatins brought two acquaintances as witnesses, probably friends from New York or drinking buddies from the Ritz: Harris Williams, a 25-yearold industrialist, and Charles Loeb, 21, a lawyer admitted before the Supreme Court of the State of New York. Grandmother Eglé was flanked by Régis Masson de Torcy, 65, a veteran of the War of 1870 against the Germans, and Charles Henri Lefrancois, 49, a veteran French cavalry officer. The wedding certificate reflects that there was no pre-nuptial contract. Rather than travel abroad for a honeymoon, the couple moved temporarily into the sumptuous Hotel Ritz as all Europe rushed headlong to armed conflict. By their wedding day, August 5, 1914, the assembled armies of Belgium, France, Germany, Russia and England all had been mobilized, poised for the inexorable war that both sides, especially France and Germany, had been expecting for months. As history well records, the immediate excuse for world war was the assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand by Serbian nationalists in Sarajevo on June 28 of that year. By July 30, both Russia and Austria had mobilized. Two days later, Germany did the same, and its army breached Luxembourg’s border at Trois Vierges on its way to helpless, neutral Belgium.
Barbara Tuchman’s fascinating chronicle records it thus: “At Armenonville, rendezvous of the haut-monde in the Bois de Boulogne, tea dancing suddenly stopped when the manager stepped forward, silenced the orchestra and announced: “Mobilization has been ordered. It begins at midnight. Play the Marseillaise.’” Much of France went to war that summer as if marching to the beat of a full-dress parade, according to Tuchman. “French soldiers in red trousers and big-shirted dark blue coats, buttoned back at the corners,” marched from Paris with song on their lips. “Cavalry regiments of cuirassiers with glistening metal breastplates and long black horsehair tails hanging down from their helmets were conscious of no anachronism.” Eglé, while in the midst of marriage preparations, also was swept up by this flurry of proud, martial display, as her younger brother, Charles de Villelume-Sombreuil, nicknamed Charlic, was shipped out with his unit, the 27th Regiment of Dragoons (i.e., cavalrymen riding to war on horseback) on August 2, only three days before the wedding. Recollection of that movement was writ large in Eglé’s memory, almost as large as the unit’s pathetic return to Paris less than a month later.
“One evening, in Paris... my mother got a telephone call from a woman who told her, ‘I’ve got the café in front of the Dragoons’ quarters. If you want to see them tonight, I’ll save you a table.’ We rushed to Versailles. The colonel had received orders to leave clandestinely and at night, so as to not frighten the populace. He was an extraordinary man. His response: ‘I don’t give a damn. I’ll probably be killed in a little bit and I want to make a real show of my departure.’
“They left, the band beating at the front with a fanfare of the most martial music, all the Dragoons with their splendid helmets, their rifles slung at their shoulders and their lance in their hands. It was a very beautiful show, and very moving. Everybody came to the windows. It was gorgeous. Oh, they were beautiful! When I think of it, tears still come to my eyes.”
Contemporary photos of such martial parade spectacles suggest the Dragoons were woefully unprepared for the carnage that awaited them. Their parade helmets, shiny brass topped by a horsehair plume, seemed derived from the time of the Roman legions. Their metal breastplates, equally shiny and resplendent, appeared more for show than protection. In these pictures, not a one carried a sidearm, much less a rifle. Their main weapon: A personal épée. Contrast that march-to-war spectacle with that of the unit’s return less than a month later, after the German juggernaut had easily crunched through Belgium and pushed to within 50 miles of Paris.
“Without news of my brother, I was very anxious. One day, a telephone call. Mother was coming to see me at the little restaurant in front of Longchamps. With some difficulty, we found a taxi and soon found ourselves face to face with what was left of the 27th Regiment of Dragoons,” Eglé recalled. “The men were tired, their uniforms in tatters, their poor horses all skinny. Those people were in rags. The Dragoons had been forced to fight as infantrymen. Most of their officers had been killed.” Just how futile their effort was is captured in this vignette: The Dragoons, on one occasion, had mounted a cavalry charge—against a squadron of German airplanes!
Tuchman describes the travails of another cavalry unit in the 9th Cavalry Division. “The cavalry, once so shiny in polished boots and bright uniforms, now stained and muddy, sway in their saddles, dazed with fatigue.
“’The men’s heads hang with weariness,’ one witness recalled. ‘They only halfsee where they are going; they live as if in a dream. At halts the famished and broken-down horses even before unsaddling, plunge at the hay and devour it voraciously. We no longer sleep; we march by night and face the enemy by day.’”
Nonetheless, remnants of Charlic’s 27th Regiment were attached to the troops still garrisoned in Paris and sent back to the front by taxi to try to stop the Germans on the Marne River. As Tuchman points out, the desperate counteroffensive on the Marne River was made possible only by the commandeering of 600 taxis in Paris, each making two round trips to the front, carrying five soldiers each time. “They only stayed a few days to get some food and then they returned to the trenches. There never again was any question of marshalling the cavalry,” my grandmother said.
By the time the Marne counter-offensive took hold, “It was time to go home,” Joseph F. Gatins Jr. told his young new bride. The couple had already been forced to move out of the Hotel Ritz, which turned its first floor into a military hospital in late August 1914, and then closed by September. After staying some few days at the Ritz after their wedding, the Gatinses moved to another hotel on Avenue Montaigne, then for a few weeks to Great Britain before departing for good for the United States. By that time the newlyweds were already bumping into the harsh reality that proved to be their union. Just how difficult that marriage proved to be is graphically, if incompletely, related in Eglé’s oral history and memoir, and also in the long memories of those who knew them in Atlanta in the early days of their marriage. In today’s parlance, they would be a textbook example of a dysfunctional couple whose tensions and hurts eventually could not be masked by veneers of civility and social standing. For myself, uncovering these facts was not altogether pleasant, but it explained much of what was to come later. Dysfunction has coursed through Gatins family genes. The fruit of this research was not quite as sweet as discovering that my great-grandfather was a swashbuckling deal maker on Wall Street.
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My Gatins grandfather and grandmother initially approached their new lives in the United States as any normal newlyweds, disembarking in New York in early October 1914. Eglé was introduced to the rest of the Gatins family, which included the new groom’s parents (the bucket shop and Wall Street financier and his wife Kate), his brother Ben (a pugnacious, polo-playing bon-vivant) and his sister Mary (“a beautiful young lady who had married an old judge who worked with her father, and from whom she was separated”). The clan received her warmly.
“The Gatinses were so affectionate. Mrs. Gatins was wonderful and so was Mr. Gatins,” Eglé said of her new in-laws, although her husband’s parents would have preferred and had expected an expansive wedding ceremony and reception. The nuptials had perforce been very small, Eglé said, because of the war and because “I’d seen Charlic and his regiment leaving.” But Gatins family regrets at not having had a society-style wedding apparently were more than offset by learning that Eglé shared their religious faith. “The Gatinses were very much Catholic,” she recalled. “So, one of the things that pleased them was when they learned I was Catholic.” Before Vatican II, the Roman Catholic Church was characterized by rigidity: Mandatory attendance at Sunday mass and Holy Days, repeated confession of all sin, communion, no meat on Fridays, fasting (for adults) at Lent and a richly textured, superstitious belief in the healing and protective powers of scapulars, rosaries, religious medals, prayer cards, indulgences, votive offerings, multiple angels, saints and the Holy Ghost. In America, these precepts were codified in a slim, didactic volume called the “Baltimore Catechism,” first published in 1891, aimed at placing and keeping one’s soul in a state of grace. Eglé, who had helped teach catechism to little children when she was growing up in Brittany, was right at home in that faith.
My grandparents then stayed a “little while” in New York, a bustling business and cultural center of more than two million residents, many of them new immigrants from all over Europe. Manhattan was known to both of them. He had moved there in 1901, even before leaving the University of Georgia and she knew it well enough from the years 1909-11, when, as a 17-year-old, she had steamed past the Statue of Liberty to accompany her mother following the separation of her parents. Her mother, a vivacious and gregarious Parisiènne, had opened a highly successful millinery store at the corner of East 30th Street and 5th Avenue, which sold dresses and hats to that era’s fashion mavens. Mother and daughter (and, briefly, brother Charlic) had lived nearby at 523 West 31st, not far from what was then a new Penn Station.
The new couple then joined James C. Brady, the New York moneyman who had counted Joseph F. Gatins Jr. in his entourage in Paris the previous summer, and his wife, Victoria Perry, at Gladstone, their property at Monmouth Beach, New Jersey. There are two versions of what happened next. Eglé recorded the first, a raw version of events, on audiotape in 1976. That recollection bluntly presages the distress and rejection she was to experience from a bad-tempered, whiskeybesotted husband. The second, more sanitized version was captured in her written memoir about 12 years later.
Here’s the first: “We went to see Jim Brady and then Joe got very drunk one day and left for Atlanta. He did not agree with his friend Jim Brady and so he said, ‘I’m going back to Atlanta. I don’t want you. Stay wherever you want, stay with my mother if you want—you get along very well. Stay with my aunt.’ And I stayed with my mother-in-law in New York, who was very sweet.”
Here is the second version, well-sanitized: “Joe was in a hurry to return to Atlanta, but my mother-in-law wanted to keep me [in New York] for a family reunion. He thus left alone. I rejoined him several days later.”
What Eglé never spoke of at all is that her new husband probably behaved horribly during the first flush of this new marriage, so horribly that it was common currency in Atlanta decades later than he’d been “unfaithful to his wife on their honeymoon.” I was astounded when I first heard this story, disbelieving, ashamed and angry that a grandfather might have behaved so. This was truly repellant, priapic behavior. Did Eglé have any inkling of this monstrous moral turpitude? If she did, she never talked about it. Her oral and written recollections tend more to describe the life of a dutiful, loyal and concerned wife. While still in the New York area, she had received a telephone call in which it was suggested she had better come to Atlanta quickly. Her husband had gone on such a bender that he’d been hospitalized. “I learned that he was really sick and in a clinic,” she said.
Yet, the worry and concern over her husband’s state seemingly was off set by her first experience of the deep South, an experience that foreshadowed a long love affair with Atlanta and its people and the many women friends she made there, if not with the man who had brought her to this brave new world. Outwardly, her new home could not have been more different than Paris: Its population approached a mere 155,000 compared to the French capital’s three million-plus residents; recorded Paris history began in the 3rd Century A.D., while Atlanta did not exist as a metropolis before the 1800s. Yet, the social milieu she moved within was remarkably similar: Society in both cities was consumed with maintaining appearances of propriety and class and, for Eglé in particular, putting on a brave public face.
“It was a 22-hour trip in those marvelous Pullmans,” she recalled. “Upon waking up in the morning, I was won over by the feeling of the South, the cotton fields, the Negroes coming home from work with a song on their lips.” If she was cruelly disappointed upon her arrival at Atlanta’s old Terminal Station “to not find my husband there,” she simultaneously found herself embraced by the upper crust of a little railroad crossroads state capital down in the middle of nowhere, whose denizens then, as today, appreciated a class act.
Grandmother was met at the station and picked up by two of her husband’s aunts, Julia Gatins Murphy, nicknamed “Dearie,” and Mamie Gatins, a spinster, who brought her to her apartment at the Georgian Terrace Hotel in a big Packard. “I had never seen such a long car in all my life,” Eglé said. The Georgian Terrace had been built in 1910-12 by her father-in-law, the Wall Street financier whose fortune sustained his children and eventually, his grandson. The Atlanta Journal turned her arrival in town into a fanciful tale. Here’s the contemporary headline and article:

The countess Eglé de Sombreuil, wife of Joseph Gatins Jr., is at the bedside of her husband in the Georgian Terrace Thursday helping to nurse him through a sudden illness that has alarmed his friends.
The Countess, who was one of the best-known figures in the social life of Paris before she became the Atlanta man’s bride, hurriedly packed a grip and cut short her stay at the palatial home of James C. Brady in Monmouth Beach, N.J. to be with her husband. She has been at his bedside constantly since her arrival Wednesday and has turned down scores of pressing invitations from Atlanta society eager to honor her.
The countess has expressed herself as extremely pleased with Atlanta, and surprised and delighted with its metropolitan character. Even if it were not for the illness of her husband, she would be indulging in little social gayety, as she is consumed with anxiety over the fate of her brother, Captain Sombreuil, who has been reported killed in the battle of the Aisne.

As it turned out, Charlic had not been killed, only taken prisoner. As it also turned out, Eglé was forced into accepting one social engagement immediately upon arrival in Atlanta, the memory of which was indelibly imprinted upon her psyche. “They [the two sisters, Dearie and Mamie] had gotten me a reservation in a nice apartment [at the Georgian Terrace Hotel]—you know that apartment, the one with the round turret where we all lived—full of flowers. I told them that as soon as I’d taken a bath, I would go see Joe. They wanted to drive me but I told them I could manage to find a taxi to go see him. Dearie then told me, ‘You must meet Atlanta society. We’ll come get you at 5 o’clock to bring you to the Thé Dansant at the Driving Club. They know Joe, it doesn’t matter. But they must see you.’” (The Piedmont Driving Club officially had been established only 20 years previous, but had already attracted much of Atlanta society to its membership rolls by 1914.)
“I explained that this could wait until Joe felt better, but they insisted: ‘No, you must come. So, I then participated in the most ridiculous scene of all my life. Dearie, holding me by the arm, took me around to most of the tables, saying as follows: ‘I present you my niece, the countess.’ I tried to tell her that in France women only receive such titles from their husbands, after their marriage. But there was nothing doing. ‘Your father was a count, thus you’re a countess.’” She also was assigned an escort, a friend of her husband’s named Joe Brown Connelly. “He was the nicest thing.” Many others also asked her to dance, “but I told them with my country at war, I don’t feel much like dancing. If I live to be a hundred years old, I’ll never forget the Thé Dansant.”
She begged off having dinner with the aunts and then was dropped off at the Terrace, where she was visited by two of her husband’s intimate friends, Albert and Edna Thornton. “I loved them the minute I met them,” Eglé recalled. “They remained great friends until their deaths.” Her husband was discharged from the clinic the next day and began to introduce his bride to his many friends, as life returned to some semblance of normalcy.
It was in many ways a life of ease and grandeur, much as she would have had in France had her father not committed suicide, and brought down the stigma of disapproval on the Villelume-Sombreuil family from both society and members of its rigid Catholic faith. In Atlanta, Eglé learned to drive a car, a small Model T Ford. She took her first golf lessons at the Druid Hills Country Club, which, in keeping with the racial tenor of the times, Grandmother recalled as having its greens maintained by gangs of convicts hobbled by ball and chain. She had a small dog and walked it around the Georgian Terrace neighborhood. The upper crust of Atlanta would drive up and down Peachtree Street, greeting friends and neighbors who lived on that still-fabled avenue. Families and friends would call on each other, sometimes unannounced, on Sunday afternoons, leaving embossed calling cards if no one answered the door. In Atlanta, use of these cards entailed an elaborate, unwritten subtext of polite messages, depending on which corner of the card was turned down in which specific way.
“Atlanta was a charming place, very much... Southern, you know, from the Sacred Heart [Church] to the Georgian Terrace, lovely homes there. You’d see all your friends rocking on their porches... and up above 14th Street, further up Peachtree, there was nothing. It was really in the country to go to Paces Ferry Road. You really thought you were going to the end of the world. And everybody knew each other. At the Driving Club, there was nobody you didn’t know. It’s not the same thing nowadays,” she said in the 1976 interview.
The Gatinses often were invited to sumptuous lunches at the home of Julia “Dearie” Gatins Murphy and John Edgar Murphy, the latter already well on his way to becoming one of Atlanta’s most respected banker-broker-businessmen. As Eglé recalled, he was the founding president of Lowry Bank, which eventually became the First National Bank of Atlanta. “They lived in a pretty house on Peachtree surrounded by a magnificent garden lining 13th and 14th Streets,” Eglé recalled. “Invitations to their Sunday brunch were much sought after—and they fed you in abundance, with four or five vegetables.
“Joe and I were often invited,” she remembered. “They had excellent Negro servants. Their cook was one of the best in town. The chauffeur and the butler were simply perfect. And there was a certain ‘first maid,’ Laura, who ruled the roost. Sometimes the lunches were so huge that they’d be held in the ballroom on the top floor!” The only wrinkle to such opulence and hospitality came in the form of Laura’s annoying habit of “inundating you with her vaporizer. For those like me who did not like perfume, it was really disagreeable.” But the lunches were memorable, and colored her initial experience in Atlanta. “They’d give those delicious lunches with the side vegetables. I adored Atlanta.”
At the same time, there is no mention anywhere in Grandmother’s memoir or her oral history of the homegrown Dreyfus-like affair that roiled Atlanta and all of America in 1915. This entailed the mob lynching of the Jewish business executive Leo Frank. (Georgia holds the dubious distinction of being the state whose citizens, mostly white, illegally lynched the second-highest number of persons, mostly black, in the post-Civil War era—458 all told. The last such lynching occurred in 1946.)
In like fashion, Eglé never makes any mention of the “big fire” that gutted 300 acres of Atlanta real estate in 1917 and destroyed almost 2,000 homes between downtown and Ponce de Leon Avenue, near where the new couple lived at the time. The conflagration only was checked when fire crews used dynamite to blow the blaze back. Her mention of current events appears strictly limited to matters related to the World War, rather than social issues, which seems strange to me in retrospect. Why was she so oblivious to what was going on around her?
As a new bride, Eglé appeared to prefer remembering what good times did occur, as with her fond recollection of Baltimore, where the young couple moved in early 1915, probably as early as January. Joe had gotten a job as an oil-and-gas investment advisor with Alex. Brown & Sons, a brokerage house in Maryland, according to family lore but that cannot be substantiated today. He pursued one of his favorite hobbies, horseback riding, joining the exclusive Elkridge Fox Hunting Club of Baltimore County. Despite having lost his right arm, my grandfather had learned to ride and turned into an accomplished steeplechase rider, a sport he pursued in New York and on Long Island and almost certainly at his friend Jim Brady’s expansive horse stables in New Jersey and, for several years before his marriage, in the hunt country of Melton-Mowbray, England. The couple was quickly absorbed and lionized by Baltimore society, it seems, but they were not above playing a bit of social one-upsmanship with Baltimore society, many of whom dated their antecedents to America’s pre-Revolutionary era.
“One day, during a dinner, when all the these people were telling tales about how they arrived to America on the Mayflower, Joe told them: ‘My family came from Ireland during the potato famine, but my wife’s people date back to the Crusades!’ This really impressed the [Baltimore] people, most of whom didn’t really know what it meant.” Eglé remembered this period in Baltimore as the most peaceful and enjoyable period of her brief, conjugal life.
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Grandmother Eglé’s lovely, peaceful interlude in Baltimore did not last long.
“Our pleasant life lasted until spring [of 1915],” she recalled. “But one day, Joe insulted his boss, who showed him the door. I was pregnant. Joe decided that his child must be born in France—a huge error. We thus left for France.” The real reasons for my grandfather’s decision to have his child born in France remain vague. There are no records to indicate what he was thinking at the time or why he wished his first child to be born in a country that was so deeply mired in the trench carnage of World War I. The United States was still about two years away from joining the conflict, and the loss of his right arm made it impossible for Joe to play any military role. His decision to have the baby born in France was most likely linked to his obvious desire to forge and maintain links to the French side of the family and the nobility that he and Atlanta society thought came with it. This decision later became a significant citizenship issue for their son, both during and after World War II. But in 1915, the main order of business was to have a healthy baby born in France, which occurred on October 8. Eglé gave birth at home, in a temporary residence at 32 rue du Peintre Lebrun, in Versailles, at four in the morning. In attendance was a midwife, Camille Chevalier, who attested to his birth, “the father being absent.” Where was the new father? Bending his elbow.
“I once asked Grandmother if she had known that Mr. Gatins was an alcoholic before marrying,” her granddaughter and namesake, Eglé Gatins Weiland, said. “She recalled that at our father’s birth she sent a message to the barman at the Ritz asking that he inform her husband that she had given him a son—so she found out pretty quickly!” In fact, it seems clear that Grandmother learned of her husband’s problems with strong drink early in the marriage, given that he’d gotten “so drunk” at the Brady home in New Jersey and been hospitalized after a drinking binge in Atlanta in 1914. Years later, Eglé recalled what it was like to live with an inebriate, as drunks were called in the early days of the 20th Century in America: “He was quite a gay blade... and a drunkard. When he didn’t drink, he was charming. For many people, when they’re not drunk, they’re charming.” But in 1915, the new wife and mother, having given her husband a son born in France, was apparently more ready to see his charms than his faults.
The couple remained in France for several months, as French and German forces continued to battle each other to a draw in the butchery of the trenches. Joseph Francis Gatins III was baptized on January 15, 1916, at the St. Philippe du Roule parish where his parents were married. The couple returned to the States in February 1916, after a terrible winter steamboat crossing from Bordeaux, to try to make a go of the marriage.
My father, nicknamed Mitou, (the “little one,” in French), had a nurse from France to attend to his every need, a young and striking Alsatian named Cecile, who quickly learned to speak English. Faded album photos show Francis playing in sandboxes, attending kindergarten at Washington Seminary, swinging his mother’s golf clubs and reading children’s books while sitting in the rocking chairs of the Georgian Terrace Hotel. The new family first had moved into the Terrace and soon thereafter to a nearby rented home at 583 Peachtree Street where, in between the new father’s drinking bouts, it appears the young couple and the new baby sought to establish themselves as a normal family. Eglé learned to keep house, with the aid of household help borrowed from the Georgian Terrace, of which her husband was already a part owner.
Eglé also put her native French to use, teaching American infantry officers rudimentary French phrases after the United States joined the war against Germany on April 6, 1917. At the request of the commanding general at Camp Gordon, a vast U.S. Army training camp established just outside Atlanta, Grandmother, several society friends, “and several other officers’ wives whom I do not remember,” taught them “ready-made French phrases.” The women, according to a news clip from The Atlanta Journal, had banded together as “most enthusiastic workers in the National League for Woman’s Service” to also teach French to nursing students who would care for wounded French soldiers. Camp Gordon was erected in Chamblee, on the large field that is now the Peachtree-Dekalb Airport. “A certain number of these soldiers told me after the war that this had been a most useful service,” Eglé recalled.
The couple’s life in Atlanta had both highs and lows. For no reason anyone in the family can fathom today, Joe was failing to support her financially (and probably cheating on her), despite being one of the richest men in Atlanta, a third-generation descendant of one of “Atlanta’s pioneers,” as its founding fathers liked to call themselves. My grandfather apparently had no need to be gainfully employed, presumably relying on his father and whatever income was being generated by the Georgian Terrace Hotel for spending money. There is evidence that his work life was brief, indeed. There is also a hint that he chafed at not being able to go to war with other American soldiers who, better than a million strong, turned the tide against the Hun in Europe. He sought a commission as a lieutenant in April 1917, to work as a French interpreter, but the effort came to naught. Little more than a year later, November 11, 1918, that big war was over. Eglé, meanwhile, was lionized in the local society pages and assumed an outwardly stoic attitude.
The Atlanta Journal, as before her marriage, could not stay away, recording her return to Atlanta in a spread of March 12, 1916, which included a photo of Eglé holding her infant son and an accompanying cut line:

Mrs. Gatins has recently returned with her little son from Europe, and arrived in Atlanta last week to join Mr. Gatins at the Georgian Terrace, where they will be at home for several months. Mrs. Gatins, who was the Countess Eglé de Sombreuil of Paris, before her marriage, is a petite brunette with marked vivacity and charm of manner and she will be one of the most interesting of the many attractive visitors whose presence will add greatly to the social features of opera week. Master Gatins is a grandson of Mr. Joseph Gatins of New York and a nephew of Mrs. John E. Murphy of this city.

My grandmother tried to keep the home fires burning and often found herself and her young son surrounded by other members of the Gatins family, including Great-Grandfather Gatins Sr., who frequently came down from New York to visit Atlanta, and “who adored his grandson,” as she recalled it. Still, all was not well at home, despite the active social life and loving attention from family. “Joe had begun to drink a lot. We’d put him in disintoxification houses. Life was intolerable,” grandmother said. She also suggested years later that her husband was drinking up the proceeds of his father’s generosity, and failing to support his wife and child in the manner she believed right and proper.
Treating alcoholics, or inebriates as they were commonly called then, was an uncertain and inexact science (and to a large extent, still is today). That much of America had a drinking problem was common knowledge—early America had been on a binge! “Between 1790 and 1830, America fundamentally altered its pattern of alcohol consumption,” increasing the per-capita consumption from 2.5 gallons per year to more than 4.5 gallons. Various temperance movements and reform clubs sprang up in the 1800s and early 1900s, accompanied by a plethora of “inebriate asylums,” particularly for those who were well off. One such asylum, The Kefley Institute of Greensboro, North Carolina, carried advertisements in The Atlanta Constitution as late as 1920, “for the treatment of whiskey and drug addiction, the tobacco habit and nerve exhaustion. Thirty years successful operation, correspondence confidential.” A staggering number of “miracle cures,” patent medicine hangover remedies, such as “gold treatments” and mail-order alcoholism cures like the Hay-Litchfield Antidote and Knight’s Tonic appeared at the same time. Many of these were advertised in the popular press of the day. A partial list of early 20th Century home cures included Alcoban, Alcola, Alcodyne, Aurmino, Dr. Haines Golden Specific for the Cure of Alcoholism, Frank’s Cure for Inebriety, Pandora’s Thirty-Two, the St. James Society Cure, Father Matthew Remedy and Oxien’s compound, advertised as follows: “Cures Drunkards, and Makes Weak Women Walk.”
Whatever was tried in my grandfather’s case did not work and life apparently became so difficult that Grandmother took the unusual step for one of her class, and especially one so steeped in the precepts of Catholicism, to formally declare separation from her husband (by at least March 26, 1920) and then to sue for a civil divorce less than two weeks later. (Catholics only recognized churchsanctioned marriage annulment, not civil divorce. Those who did secure a civil divorce faced automatic excommunication from the church and became ineligible to receive any of the Catholic sacraments.) The divorce court file cannot be found today at the Fulton County Courthouse in Atlanta and Eglé kept the divorce filing a secret from the rest of her family. Her grandchildren never heard her speak of it, and her son kept mum if he knew about it. But research evidenced that she did file for a divorce on April 7, 1920, according to the court clerk’s docket book that makes this suit a public record. However, it provides no evidence that any depositions were taken nor does it list specific reason for the suit, or that the divorce was ever granted. The Fulton County Daily Report, a legal newspaper in Atlanta that routinely recorded every new Superior Court filing in Atlanta, including divorces, only notes that Eglé’s case (No. 44864) was “not docketed.” What is clear is that Eglé believed the home situation to be so out of control that she decided to leave her husband—just as her mother had left hers—and to do so somewhat publicly with the divorce filing. At the time, she was a slim and angular brunette, as depicted in a somewhat sultry newspaper photo, a glamour shot, published in The Atlanta Constitution just a year earlier. She was just 27.
I am proud of my grandmother for the fortitude she showed in taking the steps necessary to protect herself and her son in the face of an unholy situation. She later explained her decision to leave her husband in unmistakably blunt terms. The decision to take herself and her four-year-old son to France arose “because my husband did not and does not support my child and myself. As I have no fortune of my own, it was impossible for me to live in the United States and in view of the rate of exchange my parents did not wish to provide for my living in the United States.”
Along with these frank declarations, sworn to by Eglé in a 1926 U.S. passport application affidavit, a tentative, bi-continental visitation schedule was suggested. Her intention was to “spend about six months in the U.S. every 18 months and my husband comes over to see his son and I for about 4 months between my visits.” She reiterated that, “it is not by choice that I reside in France but by necessity, as above explained and [I] would much prefer living in the United States if my husband provided for my support.”
The application file suggests that Eglé had attempted reconciliation with her husband during January to April, 1923, coming back to the States for a brief period, but she did not dwell on this time in any detail in her memoir or oral history. “I made an effort to come back to Atlanta but things weren’t getting any better. I then came back to France for good,” she said. Eglé, Joe and Mitou, then seven years old, apparently spent at least part of the three-month visit in Asheville, North Carolina. Her photo album for the period includes a picture of her husband and his son, marked, “Asheville 1923,” standing outside the original Battery Park Hotel, which once overlooked the north side of the resort city. (The photograph depicts a wan, one-armed man next to his son, who is forcing a small smile). My brother Martin also recalls her telling of hiking in the Appalachian Mountains that surround the town, going from rough mountain hut to hut on overnight hiking-and-camping treks.
Although exact details are lost to time, Eglé’s friends in France were aware of the inner turmoil she had found in Atlanta. One, Claudette de Silguy, told family members she understood that “Eglé suffered terribly.”
The American Consul reviewing the passport application also saw little hope of reconciliation after questioning Eglé. “The applicant has frankly admitted, when questioned, that she has no intention of residing permanently in the United States, nor of rejoining her husband from whom, she states, she may obtain a divorce.”
By then, Grandmother had a pretty good idea of the reality underpinning her unhappy union. “I used to tell him, ‘you never married me because you loved me, but because I had something to do with the French Revolution,’” she recalled in her oral history. “He loved it—he was a specialist of the Revolution.”
By then, too, Grandfather was dying a slow death, battered by alcohol abuse and a case of pulmonary tuberculosis. The TB might explain the brief visit to Asheville, whose mountain air and temperate climate had spawned a variety of rest homes for tuberculars. Originally diagnosed in 1921, the year after Grandmother’s abrupt separation and filing for divorce, it took six long years for the then-fatal and virtually untreatable disease to run its course. Even at death’s door, he spurned his French bride and their son and there is no indication that he contributed in any way to their support. My father had just made his First Communion in Paris, in May of 1927, under the watchful eye of the Jesuits at his school on rue Franklin. “His father had died but a few days before in Atlanta. I had proposed to bring him his son, but he’d refused,” Eglé said.
The separation and her husband’s untimely death then ushered in something of a period of freedom and growth for the newly widowed Eglé. She lived an intellectually stimulating life at a spacious home at 150 Champs d’Elysées, a salon populated by an unusual extended family agglomeration. Under the same roof were her young son, her adult brother, her mother and new stepfather, Henri Fischer, the Swiss banker. While technically in mourning—she clung to widowhood’s black clothes for decades thereafter—the period 1920-39 proved to be a most rewarding period in her life before the dislocation and perfect storm that evolved into World War II.
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Eglé was the product of an interesting, but by modern standards, very quirky, French family. Her mother, under dispensation of Catholic canon law and in keeping with accepted French custom of the 19th Century, had been married off to her uncle. Her father, Charles Jules, Comte de Villelume-Sombreuil, was born in Paris, August 26, 1861, the fifth child of a family of six, descendant of noble lineage dating to an early Crusader and heir to an ultra-Royalist line of predecessors, several of whom had been guillotined in the turmoil of the French Revolution. At age 28, he was married for the first time to a widow twice his age, 57-year-old Eglé Ney de la Moskova. That wedding took place in China, where he was posted as a diplomat attached to the French government’s foreign desk. Eglé Ney, duchess of Persigny by her first marriage, died a year later. Less than a year after that, young Charles consummated a second marriage with his niece from Brittany, Jeanne Marie de Madec, 23, herself the descendant of French nobility, secured when a forebear, René de Madec, made a name for himself and the French crown as a privateer in India. Her husband was 30. As family oral history has it, Jeanne de Madec forced her uncle-husband to quit the foreign service, which he loved, “because she didn’t like the idea of having to be nice to other wives.” She also forced him to move to Brittany.
“She was a very pretty woman, very headstrong and very independent,” Eglé said of her mother, but not so strong-willed as to defy her own prideful mother. “My mother was really very much in love with a truly handsome man, charming and rich,” Eglé recalled in her 1988 oral history. “But he was just an accountant. And my grandmother, arrogant and proud, never permitted her to marry him.” Instead, she was foisted off on her uncle.
Eglé was born less than a year after that, October 15, 1892, in a hunting lodge at Crotoy, a beachfront resort in Normandy. She was named after her father’s first wife. Eglé also is the name of a minor nymph of Greek mythology.
This sort of endogamy may seem strange today, very incestuous. It still strikes me as very odd, “but it may not have been as unusual in those days,” according to my sister Eglé Gatins Weiland. The union was, however, definitely and noticeably bizarre for the young Eglé and her brother Charlic, who routinely would hear their mother call their father “my uncle.”
Initially, the strangeness of her parents’ marriage did not affect young Eglé and her growing love for her Celtic homeland, where she spent the first 12 years of her life. The Villelume-Sombreuils made their home at a family property on Kergoel- Kaher, a rocky, waterfront property in the Rade de Brest. The weather there, she said, benefited from a maritime climate, “tempered by the Gulf Stream, which permitted the most beautiful flowers and fruit of the world to blossom: Roses, carnations, blue hydrangeas, strawberries, and all manner of fruit. Fishermen would bring us fresh catch. There was also a lobster aquaculture pond just below our grounds. As a result, we often ate lobster—so much so that the help, when hired, would tell us: ‘No lobster more than twice a week. We want meat!’
“In 1895, I had a little brother, Charles [nicknamed Charlic].
“I thus was brought up until I was 12 in that dream world where fairies, elves and goblins were held in such high esteem. I firmly believed in their existence, just like our nanny from Brittany, like all the people there.” Her 1988 memoir makes plain that she still believed in them at age 28. “In 1920, my mother and stepfather were touring Brittany. The chauffeur didn’t believe in all those stories. But one night, when we were returning from a visit, he crossed a field of heather and broom to shorten his trip. The servants had all told him, ‘One should not disturb the goblins—one should not go that way.’ The car just stopped. We were desperate when, luckily, a farmer came by in a cart and willingly took us to my aunt’s house. The chauffeur was severely chastised by the local help, who had told him: ‘Don’t bother the goblins.’”
It pleases me no end that Grandmother retained a touch of Celtic paganism, given the dogmatic Catholicism of her time. I imagine it would have been impossible for her to ignore the strong presence that prehistoric, Stone-age Celts imprinted on the landscape of Brittany. When I visited the peninsula, the land was still dotted with dolmen burial chambers and stone menhirs, some of them arranged as if on parade, others, huge stone slabs better than 30 feet tall. Local heritage museums contain all kinds of stone tools, from rough adzes to highly polished knives. Only later, did Romanesque churches also begin to dot the landscape. Even as late as 2004, there was still talk of the supernatural in Brittany, including references to “magnetizers” said to have the power to cure evil and exorcise the Devil.
I have a feeling the Celtic lore of her youth partially explains why she bound herself in 1914 to a first-generation Irish-American with his own Celtic and Irish antecedents and his own superstitions. The family’s oral tradition suggests, for example, that he believed it awful bad luck to place a hat on a bed! Of course, Eglé simultaneously was indoctrinated into the very strait-laced Catholicism of the day. The men of Brittany, most of whom had completed their compulsory military service, knew how to speak French, “most of the women, not at all. The catechism was taught to local children in Breton, a form of Celtic language with its own sounds, alphabet and written form. And to set the good example, I had to help,” Eglé said.
Catholic ritual was everywhere, almost part of the air they breathed, according to Eglé, with additional religious instruction, in her case, provided by nuns at the school. There were “magnificent processions,” she said, with men and women dressed in colorful embroidered costumes, contrasting the “severe countryside, with its little low farmhouses and the hedges demarking the fields. This countryside... was very religious,” she said. “I remember when the priest from the village would bring the last sacraments or communion to the farmhouses, an old raincoat covering his vestments and the altar boy in red, also covered by a raincoat, ringing his little bell. When the priest went by, we would genuflect in the mud.”
There was also time for childhood play. Little Eglé and her brother learned to “swim” off the rocky beach in front of their home. She’d wear long bloomers, “up to the neck and down to the knee. The coachman would tie us off with a belt and let us dog paddle. It wasn’t classic, but we managed very well in the water.” In September of each year, the family would take an annual beach trip to Brignogan, also in Brittany. Eglé first visited that beach in 1907, when there were but five houses surrounding the picturesque bay.
If there was any concern about the inbreeding of her family, it was manifested only in the concern that Eglé was so tiny and short that her father “took her to a specialist. The doctor performed treatments where she was suspended by the neck with weights on her feet,” according to her granddaughter Eglé. ‘It didn’t work!” Grandmother claimed to be 5 foot, 3 inches tall in a 1926 passport application, but she was well under 5 feet tall at the time of her death, and suffering from an accelerating case of osteoporosis that bent her almost double.
She and Charlic had their own garden where they grew cabbages and raised rabbits, which they then sold back to the family’s cook. She took German as a foreign language at the local primary school, but also picked up some English from some English girls she met playing tennis in the beachfront resort town of Dinard. Later, her father found her an English tutor, but she never mastered English grammar. “That’s why I write English so badly,” she said.
The family also entertained. Almost every Sunday, there was a large lunch, open to friends from Brest and Navy officers arriving in horse drawn carriages. The house was large, heated in winter by a “big stove in the center of the house” and a big fire in all the other rooms. “One man had to do the lamps and the fire every day,” Eglé remembered. “And they had so much linen, they did not wash it but twice a year. In the country, they’d change everything every three weeks to a month, and then once a week when there were guests. There was a washhouse and a big tub. The linen smelled so good.”
Once a year, though, the Villelume-Sombreuil family closed its doors to the outside world. On July 14, Bastille Day, the French national holiday, they closed their shutters and the children were not allowed to see Bastille Day fireworks because of the family’s royalist antecedents and archconservative political leanings. French kings had ennobled both families, Villelume-Sombreuil and Madec.
On her father’s side, Eglé traced her ancestry to Mademoiselle Maurille de Sombreuil, who to this day lives in France’s collective unconscious as the brave girl who, minutes before she and her father and brother were to be guillotined, supposedly downed a glass of red wine mixed with blood, crying, “Vive la Nation,” in vain attempt to save her father from beheading. This attempt secured a reprieve for the family, but only briefly. Father and son were beheaded in early 1794, and data collected in French archives conclusively proves that she did not down a bloody drink. Mlle. de Sombreuil later married a childhood friend, Charles de Villelume, whose own family had attained nobility during one of the first Crusades to the Holy Land. On her mother’s side, Grandmother traced the lineage to René de Madec, a sailor from Quimper in Brittany, who made his name for France first on the high seas in the Caribbean slave trade and then as a privateer and soldier of fortune in India, fighting mostly against the British in that far-off land for 30 years (1750-1779). Upon his return, King Louis XVIII made him a viscount.
Such lineage and a relatively normal early childhood could not insulate Eglé from family reality, though. “My father, accustomed to his brilliant first wife... found mother a bit spiritless. She had not yet turned into the vivacious woman whom no one could resist,” Eglé related. “They were never happy together.” Her parents decided to live separate and apart, as the Roman Catholic Church did not recognize divorce. “In a way, we had a rather sad life, because my mother and father got separated,” Grandmother remembered. “So, for the children, it’s very sad. We’d go and spend three months with my mother and then come back to the country. So, that made for a rather sad life, you know. I was seven, I think.”
Her mother moved to Paris, where she maintained two apartments—”the only place she ever loved.” Her father stayed in Brittany, which he apparently loathed. “Father said: ‘She made me buy a place in Brittany that I hate—and she goes back to Paris.’ He would have liked to live in the center of France, where ‘the shooting [hunting] was very good.’” While her father brooded in Brittany, her mother lived the life of a socialite in Paris, attending fancy-dress balls, going to the theater and cutting no small swath through a wide circle of international acquaintances and the many women friends she had made growing up in Paris. Eglé recalls her mother as headstrong and strong-willed, with a reputation as a mischievous child at the Convent of the Sacré Coeur on rue de Varennes (today, the Musée Rodin): “I’m the niece of one of your good nuns, so you’ll never be able to kick me out!” The nuns became the butt of many jokes that otherwise would have occasioned serious discipline, such as replacing the holy water in church fonts with ink, or tying the nuns’ veils together.
Bouncing back and forth from Brittany to Paris came to an end when Eglé turned 12 and her father, whom she liked better than her domineering mother, moved to Versailles. Grandmother cherished her adolescence in the town that once housed the French royal court. “I played tennis and continued my education,” Eglé remembered. Versailles had big avenues and alleyways “and I was allowed to bicycle by myself.” She also recalls civil unrest during that period in Versailles, when the secular French government moved to take over church properties, including the Trianon. “It was a terrible period,” Eglé said. “The government wanted to take over the Church’s goods and properties and was taking inventory. Those good Catholics took to defending their rights and there were some real fights over this.”
The back-and-forth from one household to the other also took on an international flavor in 1909—Eglé was then 16 or 17—when her mother unexpectedly moved to New York. “To prove her mettle, my mother left for the United States and opened, in New York, a store for women’s dresses and hats, which was wildly successful,” Eglé recalled. “I went with her and really enjoyed myself.”
Like many members of the Gatins family who came after her, Grandmother was to maintain her connections to both France and the States in ensuing decades, but without ever settling into a home that she could really call her own until the last few years of her life, almost 80 years after that first visit to Manhattan. The Gatins family, while officially and finally taking root on United States soil some five generations later, has never fully given up the intercontinental meanderings that characterized Eglé’s own transatlantic travels.
Charlic joined them in New York, but only stayed three months, returning to Versailles to join the 27th Regiment of Dragoons, which was then already preparing for the world conflict that was to come two years later.
Eglé and her mother also steamed back to Paris for summer vacations. On one such trip, apparently in 1912, Eglé was to be introduced to a potential suitor, a very-well connected Swiss banker based in New York, Henri Hans Fischer, then about 27 years old. But Fischer succumbed to the charms of the 44-year-old mother and eventually married her instead of Eglé, in 1916. My grandmother, however, seemed to keep a candle burning for her one-time potential suitor, who, in the collective memory of her grandchildren, was swept away by the wiles of her own mother. Photographs of Jeanne de Madec de Villelume-Sombreuil at that time present her as a striking, bosomy woman with a tilted, engaging mouth. Fischer, somewhat bland looking, sports a bushy mustache. His wedding aspirations were simplified after August 29, 1912, when Grandmother Eglé’s own father, Charles Jules, Count de Villelume-Sombreuil, committed suicide at Versailles.
Did he shoot himself? “Yes, that was awful,” Eglé recalled in her oral history. “Yes, more or less he was depressed and that made a terrible impression on me as you can imagine.” But recollection of this terrible family development is totally sanitized in her written, 1988 memoir: “My father died in 1912. We buried him at the Picpus Cemetery [in Paris], where the victims of the [French] revolution have tombs.” Suicide has not ingrained itself in subsequent Gatins genes, but it is certain the concern was never far from grandmother’s thinking. Her father’s suicide, and the stigma attached to it by French society and the Catholic Church, also might explain why Eglé could then so quickly ally herself with a one-armed American gentleman less than two years later. He was a ticket to respectability, but Eglé and Joe seemed to have only two things in common: Superstitious adherence to Celtic lore and Catholic doctrine, and common interest in matters of French history. It was only in retrospect that both of them could be viewed as battered souls looking for safe haven.

Irish-American Bloodlines: Joseph F. Gatins Sr. (1855-1936) and his wife Kate Thomas Gatins (1855-1937).

French Bloodlines: Rene de Madec (1736-1784).

French Bloodlines: Marie-Anne de Madec.

French Bloodlines: Charles Jules de Villelume-Sombreuil (1861-1912).

French Bloodlines: Jeanne-Marie de Madec (1868-1957).

Fancy Dress: Jeanne de Madec de Villelume-Sombreuil (1868-1957).

Young lady: Eglé de Villelume-Sombreuil was a pretty girl and grew to be a striking beauty as a young woman.

Cavalry Dragoon: Eglé’s younger brother, Charles de Villelume-Sombreuil (1895-1963), served in a French cavalry unit during World War I.

Youthful innocence: Eglé de Villelume-Sombreuil (1892-1990) at age 19.

Star-crossed lover: Joseph F. Gatins Jr. (1882-1927) looked just as innocent at the same age in this University of Georgia fraternity photo. [Image courtesy of Hargrett Rare Book and Manuscript Library, University of Georgia Libraries.]

A new generation: Joseph F. Gatins III (1918-1983) is held as an infant by his great-grandmother, Marie-Anne de Villelume-Sombreuil (1847-1926), while his mother Eglé (right), and grandmother Jeanne de Villelume-Sombreuil look on.

Father and son: The one-armed Joseph F. Gatins Jr. holds his infant son, Francis.

New generation at play: Francis posed with playmates in the Washington Seminary kindergarten schoolyard in Atlanta.

In the sandbox: Francis played with his cousins Hope (center), and Dorothy Gatins.

Georgian Terrace Hotel: The stately Terrace was home to generations of Gatinses.

New scooter: Francis rode his scooter on the veranda of his new home, the Georgian Terrace.

Rocking chair brigade: Francis enjoyed the Terrace rocking chairs as a small child.

Asheville interlude: Francis and his mother Eglé met Joseph F. Gatins Jr. at the Battery Park Hotel in Asheville, N.C., in 1923, the next-to-last time Francis ever was to see his father.
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Grandfather and Grandmother Gatins each brought a rich, but very different, texture to their improbable union. Eglé was the inheritor of a noble and fabled French family history, but her fortune and good family name had been tarnished and significantly diminished by her father’s suicide. Joe was a nobody from nowhere by comparison, scion of a family whose last name had not existed 75 years before, from a little state capital of the Deep South that had not itself existed eight decades years before the marriage. He was, however, heir to a very large pile of new money and property rapidly accumulated in two preceding generations of thrift, hard work and his own multimillionaire father’s knack for capitalizing on the freewheeling, robber-baron-like financial dealings of the Gilded Age. But arrival of the Gatinses in the New World was humble, indeed.
This particular branch of the Gatins family originated as the McGettigan clan of Killybegs, a small, commercial fishing village in County Donegal, on the craggy and stormy northwestern-most coast of Ireland. This territory was so barren and rough and wild that local people viewed some of its rocky features as a gate to purgatory. The Gatins clan still occasionally used the name McGettigan after its members arrived in Atlanta in the late 1840s, but no one in my family knew of the McGettigan connection until almost 150 years later. My brother Martin, detained overnight by British military authorities after mouthing off in a pub in Dublin, decided he needed a friend in Ireland and found a Joe Gatins listed in the telephone book. That Gatins, indeed a very distant relative, was supervisor of Glenveagh National Park in County Donegal, in the Catholic area of Ireland. He surprised Martin with the tale of our McGettigan origins. Old records of the Church of the Immaculate Conception in Atlanta also reflect the McGettigan connection, including a baptismal certificate from January 15, 1855, for “Joseph McGettigan (Gattins), son of Joseph McGettigan (Gattins) and Bridget Cullen, his wife, witnessed by John McGettigan (Gattins) and Ann Cullen.” It seems it took several decades for the Gatins name to settle on one spelling. Subsequent baptism, marriage and confirmation records variously used the spellings Gaitins, Gatens as well as Gattins, before eventually settling on today’s spelling, Gatins, pronounced “gay-tinz.” (It also should be remembered that all records of the day were written out by hand, sometimes in uncertain penmanship, and prone to misspelling.)
Three McGettigan-Gatins brothers, James, John and Joseph (the latter, my great-great grandfather) came to the United States in the mid-1840s as part of the huge Diaspora that brought so many Irish families to the new world as the crippling potato famine decimated Ireland. John and Joseph moved to and remained in Atlanta, marrying two sisters who also immigrated from County Donegal, Ann and Bridget Cullen, respectively. James returned to Killybegs after their father died. No cogent reason for the name change has survived, but some members of the extended McGettigan-Gatins clans today believe that the McGettigans began changing to the made-up Gatins name back in Killybegs so as to not sound too Celtic or Gaelic and thus better their chances of gainful employment from the hated British.
These Irish immigrants, the second such wave to wash upon American shores, especially in the Deep South, were often viewed as barely a notch above the enslaved peoples from Africa and the Caribbean who had preceded them to this new world. Poor, often penniless, hungry, ill-clothed, and tied to a religion that babbled in a foreign tongue at church (Latin), the Irish found themselves shunted to the most menial of jobs, digging ditches and canals or carving railroad tunnels out of hard granite mountains. Sometimes, they were paid in trade—raw moonshine whiskey rather than cash—but those with an aptitude for reading, writing and figuring often bootstrapped themselves from the red clay of Georgia into less back-breaking careers.
John and Joseph Gatins and their descendants, particularly my financier great-grandfather and his children, seemed to quickly outgrow Irish antecedents to become part of the meteoric ascent that Atlanta, with a knack for self-promotion and self-aggrandizement, still evidences today. The extended family emerged from Celtic immigrant beginnings to hobnobbing with Atlanta society in Buckhead and with high international society at the Hotel Ritz in Paris in three generations.
The first Joseph Gatins in this particular line of new Irish-Americans arrived in Atlanta by 1849. Once there, he worked for the next 50 years as a clerk and freight manager for the Central of Georgia Railroad, located in the Atlanta freight depot. The depot building, still standing today, is so close to the Georgia state Capitol that it is now often used as a party venue for politicians and lobbyists. A noted Atlanta historian commented that this first Gatins in Atlanta was a founder of the Immaculate Conception Church—and often was referred to as one of Atlanta’s original “pioneers.”
Indeed, Atlanta had literally been carved out of wilderness and Indian Territory in 1837, little more than a decade before Joseph Gatins got there. The town originated as Standing Peachtree, a trading post on the Chattahoochee River that served as a dividing line between Creek and Cherokee Indian territories. Originally dubbed Canebrake and Thrasherville by white European settlers, traders and explorers, the advent of the railroads in the area saw it renamed in quick succession Whitehall, Terminus, Atalanta, Marthasville and, finally, Atlanta, in 1845. It did not become Georgia’s capital city until after the Civil War.
In those early days, it was a rough-and-tumble kind of place, not yet buffed to the polish and veneer that it sought from inception and still aspires to today. Immigrants, merchants, adventurers and frontiersmen all made for Atlanta and the riches anticipated by the coming railroad lines. By 1851, the town was sponsoring civic barbecues, digging public wells and putting down a suspected “insurrection of Negroes,” as it was termed in one early history.
The state of Atlanta politics during that era is reflected in the names of the two political parties contesting municipal elections—the “Moral Party” and the “Free and Rowdy Party.” As one historian records it, the small trading and rail outpost had “over 40 drinking saloons in town, to say nothing of the groceries dealing in ardent spirits, and they all did a land office business.” Pigs freely roamed the streets until 1854 and “houses of ill-fame abounded in such locales as the infamous Murrel’s Row and in the so-called ‘Snake Nation.’” Murrel’s Row was located on the north side of Decatur Street, between Peachtree and North Pryor Streets, “famed for its disreputable characters who gathered there for cockfights, to drink and gamble,” and “who rarely condescended to bid deference to the better element.”
The noted Atlanta historian, the late Franklin M. Garrett, described it as “tough town” in its early days and as one whose city fathers, all white, also wrestled with various matters relating to its large black population, both slave and free. Following the so-called “insurrection of Negroes” in 1851, which culminated in the arrest of nine black residents, the city’s white fathers adopted a variety of measures aimed at controlling its antebellum black population. In 1856, the city denied the petition of a Negro to open an ice cream parlor, deeming it unwise; forbade Negroes to assemble at night after certain hours; heard complaints from free whites about free blacks and “slave mechanics” working against free white labor (in 1858).
While slaves were bought and sold and traded in Atlanta, historians also point out that Atlanta, unlike the rest of the South and Georgia’s black belt (where enslaved peoples often outnumbered their white owners), was not possessed by decades of slave-owning tradition nor, consequently, as much of the race-fueled rage that was to culminate in the Civil War (1861-1865). Of Atlanta’s 10,000 residents at that time, about one-fifth were slaves, less than the percentages often recorded in Georgia’s plantation counties.
History records that many Irish immigrants made common cause with their fellow Irish Catholics in seeking to avoid having to take sides in the oncoming fight for secession, but take sides they did, as in the case of the Gatins brothers, Joseph and John. John Gatins, his obituary strongly suggests, was with the Confederate side. “At the outbreak of the civil war, he was appointed to the commissary department of the Confederate Army,” the obituary said. Great-great Grandfather Joseph Gatins’ sympathies probably lay with the other side, and likely would have remained cloaked in the shrouds of long-forgotten history, except for the tireless research provided by Dr. Thomas G. Dyer of the University of Georgia. Dr. Dyer is the author of Secret Yankees: The Union Circle in Confederate Atlanta, a seminal and unique review of Union sympathizers and spies operating in Atlanta during the Civil War. A central thesis of that book is that many residents alternated allegiance between Confederate and Union forces, depending on which side seemed to be winning the conflict at any given time. Only after the bloody war ended did many residents’ true beliefs emerge, as many Union sympathizers sought official recompense for goods lost or taken by force by the forces dressed in blue. Such petitions were lodged with a congressionally appointed review board called the United States Court of Claims. The claims were made under oath, bolstered by affidavits from friends and neighbors also under oath, and tacked up on the Fulton County Courthouse doors for all to see. These postings, as Dr. Dyer views the practice, would have been tantamount to a most public declaration of one’s leanings during the conflict.
In the case of Joseph Gatins, his sympathies lay in helping two Irish friends, James and John Lynch, who sought reimbursement from the Court of Claims for the loss of 108 bales of cotton seized by Union forces during the war.
“The reason that I know so much about this cotton that I have testified to is that I was Clerk in Capt. Hade’s department at the time the cotton was taken [during the Union occupation of Atlanta in September, 1864],” Gatins declared. Capt. Hade, according to the Gatins affidavit and the Dyer book, served as the Union Army’s assistant quartermaster in Atlanta at that time. Joseph Gatins also was quick to note that he had “never given any voluntary aid to the rebellion,” but had given some needy Confederate soldiers something to eat. “I gave it to them for humanities [sic] sake.”
In his deposition, Gatins dates his arrival in Atlanta to 1849, and notes that he was a naturalized American citizen who took seriously his naturalization oath to uphold the U.S. Constitution. But little more is known of his activities during the tumult, or of the several years he apparently spent in Savannah immediately following the end of the Civil War. Nor is it known if his wife and oldest son, later to be known as Joseph Francis Gatins Sr., were actually still in Atlanta when Union Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman and his Yankee forces took the town.
Dr. Dyer believes that Irish immigrants in particular made it a point to try to avoid military service on grounds that it was not their fight and “resolutely refused to take up arms for the Confederacy and spent the war years trying to carry on business as usual while devising ways to stay out of Confederate service.” Such methods, historians suggest, included service in volunteer fire brigades or “home defense” fraternal groups, such as the “Irish Volunteers,” whose members were exempt from duty in Atlanta. My great-great grandfather Joseph Gatins was a member of these Irish Volunteers. To me, the actions of this ancestor seem like the protective camouflage of a chameleon: He made the best guess as to which color, Gray or Blue, ultimately would triumph. He chose Blue, the color of the Yankee uniforms. What is a bit surprising (and intriguing) in looking back at the family history is how much Grey colored the lives of subsequent generations of Gatins men, down to my own childhood in Atlanta.
It wouldn’t have been such a bad idea to surface as a Union man after Sherman came to town in 1864. As Garrett points out in his exhaustive survey of Atlanta history, “those citizens of Union sympathies suddenly loomed into importance. Not a few of their Confederate neighbors sought them out and requested them to use their influence to secure protection of their property. In no instance were such requests refused. The Union people were as uneasy as anyone else and showed a disposition to keep on the best possible terms with their fellow-townsmen.”
The Irish Catholics of Atlanta, led by Father Thomas O’Reilly, also took care of their own, ensuring that the church they had founded, the Church of the Immaculate Conception, was spared the torch as Sherman and his troops began their infamous, destructive march toward Savannah. Father O’Reilly, the pastor at the time, had ministered to both Union and Confederate soldiers in field hospitals during Atlanta’s siege and is said to have told Sherman’s staff that they would face massive desertion from the many Catholic soldiers in the Union forces if they fired the church. The church indeed was spared but much of Atlanta lay in ashes afterwards, with its key infrastructure, the railroads, in shambles. Union troops, after levering and uprooting miles of railroad track, made a habit of creating “Sherman’s neckties” of the iron rails, heating them red hot and then twisting them so they never could be used again. As the Dyer history elucidates, some Union families stayed in Atlanta, while others, like that of Joseph Gatins, surfaced in Savannah.
He was no stranger to Savannah, probably having passed through the port town on his way to Atlanta, and having returned there to claim his bride, Bridget Cullen, in 1853. The young couple stayed for a time in Savannah after the Civil War, during 1868-69, living on Jones Street, only a few blocks away from what likely was his job at the Central of Georgia rail yards in that city. The young couple experienced tragedy. Catholic diocesan records in Savannah record the death of two of their young children: On October 25, 1868, that of Thomas, a four-week-old infant baptized on September 27; and on March 17, 1869, that of eight-year-old Mary Theresa, born in Atlanta at the eve of the Civil War. She is buried in Lot 35 of Section D of the Catholic Cemetery in Savannah.
During that period on the Georgia coast, Joseph also took up his civic duty to vote in the first post-war elections and swore, in yet another affidavit filed originally in Chatham County [Savannah], that he had remained loyal to the Union side during the conflict. Such affidavits were required by Union forces during the Reconstruction period and marked the first time that Negroes allowed to vote in the state. The pre-printed affidavits affirmed that those who signed them had not “been disenfranchised for participation in any rebellion or civil war against the United States.... nor engaged in any insurrection or rebellion against the United States, or given aid or comfort to the enemies thereof...” Joseph Gatins filled in the blanks and signed the affidavit on April 8, 1868. His brother John, despite his Confederate leanings, took the same oath in Atlanta on October 15 of the preceding year. Both, early on, had become naturalized U.S. citizens and were obviously ready to uphold their civic duty to vote.
By the mid-1870s, both these strands of Gatinses were in Atlanta for good. Joseph and Bridget raised a family in the ever-expanding Georgia capital, where a fervid pace of growth took hold after Reconstruction. One of their sons, Joseph Francis Gatins, Sr., my great-grandfather, capitalized on this rapid expansion and experienced the signal business success that eventually led him to Wall Street.
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My great-grandfather Gatins got his start in Atlanta and retained his ties there for his entire career, even after transferring much of his business and interests and immediate family to New York. Born in 1855, just before the Civil War, his working life began while living at home with an early job in his teen years as a “leash boy,” presumably a description for an archaic job involving walking dogs. He opened what was probably his first bank account around age 16, on September 28, 1871, according to deposit records of the Freedmen’s Savings and Trust Co. This institution, commonly called the Freedman’s Bank, was set up in 1865 after the Civil War, primarily for the benefit of former slaves, African-American military personnel and impoverished whites.
Five years later, coming of age in the middle of the post-Civil War Reconstruction Era, this Joseph Gatins was working under his father as a mail clerk for the Central of Georgia Railroad in Atlanta. Contemporary records for 1874 list his father, the Irish immigrant, as being in charge of Central of Georgia’s freight depot. Both are shown to be living in a boarding house at 52 Gilmer Street. (The city directories of the time did not list wives.) From there, young Joseph got into banking, transportation, cotton and cotton futures, money lending, construction, real estate, securities and hotel industries. Astutely using the virtually unregulated, profit-driven ethic of the Gilded Age, he did so well that three generations of subsequent Gatinses essentially lived off his fortune and largesse.
Nonetheless, the weave of the tapestry that characterizes this long and successful business career is sketchy. For a man in business all his life, only one letter remains, from 1936, just months before his death at the age of 80. Family members apparently did not safeguard any of his personal correspondence, and kept only one photograph, which depicts him as a fair-haired, serious-looking businessman wearing a coat and tie and a very starched collar.
Except for the bucket shop controversy and the news articles that detailed it, the outline of his climb to success is mentioned only today in musty and tattered city directories in Atlanta and New York, and in passing in various published histories. (City directories were published in the United States well before the advent of modern telecommunications and telephone numbers, and included alphabetical listings of city residents, their addresses and often a brief listing of their occupations.)
In 1880, he was a railroad mail clerk with the Central of Georgia Railroad, boarding with his father at 109 East Hunter Street in Atlanta.
By 1890, the Atlanta City Directory lists him as cashier for the banking subsidiary of the Central of Georgia, living at 182 Washington Street.
In 1895, he holds the same position, again living at 109 East Hunter. (The Central Railroad operations, already controlled by outside interests, were sold at foreclosure on August 25, 1895.)
In 1896, the Atlanta city directory lists him as president of both the Empire Glass and Decoration Co. and the Merchants Transfer Co., located at 47 North Broad, with a home on Washington Street, No. 218. The Merchants Transfer company is believed to be a drayage firm, whose heavy, horse-drawn carts would have been used to transport lumber, cotton bales and heavy goods around town.
In 1897, he was involved in a private loan business at 47 Walton Street and still lived at 218 Washington.
By 1899, he’s moved uptown to 308 Peachtree Street and lists himself as working with his brother-in-law, the well-respected Atlanta businessman, John Edgar Murphy, in the stock and bond brokerage house of Paine & Murphy, at 2 South Pryor Street. Murphy had married Joseph’s younger sister, Julia.
Around 1900-1901, Gatins moved to Manhattan, where the New York City directory lists him as president of an unnamed firm at 61 Broadway. Other sources suggest that he traveled widely, especially in Europe, during this decade.
From 1901-1902 until 1904-1905, he’s still president of that mysterious Broadway firm, living in an apartment house at 71 Central Park West.
Around 1905-06, he surfaces as president of his own enterprise, identified as Gatins Fireproof Construction Co., located at 542 East 119th Street with his oldest son, my grandfather, Joseph F. Gatins, Jr., listed as the firm’s treasurer. The fireproof construction concern continued until 1910. New York and neighboring New Jersey addresses were listed as primary residences until his death in 1936.
The scant available details of Great-Grandfather’s personal life suggest all was not roses for the family. In 1881, he had married a Southern belle and debutante, of Huntsville, Alabama, and Washington, D.C., Kate Thomas. Their union was unusual in that they eventually lived separate lives. It also was marked by tragedy. Of their five children, only two lived past the age of 50, Ben and Mary.
Their first-born, a daughter, died in childhood. A son, Saunders, died of causes unknown at the age of 17, in 1897. My grandfather, Joseph F. Gatins, Jr., Eglé’s husband, was to die of tuberculosis—and, it seems obvious, acute alcoholism—in 1927, aged 44.
(My great-grandfather’s own brother, John L. Gatins, had died in questionable circumstances in a Turkish bathhouse in Atlanta on August 6, 1904, at the age of 35. John’s death, while never spoken of by later generations of Gatinses, burned brightly, and briefly, in Atlanta’s collective consciousness. Indeed, it was hard to miss the news the next day as it occupied a huge part of the front pages of the Sunday, August 7, 1904, editions of both The Atlanta Constitution and The Atlanta Journal.
“Fall In Bath House Kills John L. Gatins,” read the headline on the Constitution’s article. The Journal headline screamed across the entire top of the newspaper:
“John Gatins Falls to Death—Slips in Bath House and Crashes Against a Corner of a Marble Washstand—Skull Was Fractured Over Left Temple—Death Came in a Few Minutes After Injury—Was Prominent and Well Known Man.”
Unsaid and unwritten, but clear between the lines, was that foul play was suspected, though major efforts simultaneously were being made to quiet any untoward news. A coroner’s inquest was held the same night of the deadly mishap, with the official cause of death for the nude man quickly being listed as “a fall from being overheated.” Two Negro bathhouse attendants were detained and questioned briefly before being released from custody. And that was it. There were no Turkish bathhouse follow-up articles in the Atlanta papers.)
According to one of his granddaughters, Hope Simpson, this Joseph Gatins was himself a “difficult man,” more interested in racing and playing the ponies and hanging out with Irish business cronies in Manhattan than a home life with his wife Kate. He obviously did not want his wife underfoot. The inveterate brokergambler had sent her to live with son Ben’s family in Rumson, New Jersey, while he stayed in New York, residing in various hotels.
“He was a difficult man,” Simpson said. “He just dumped Grandmother on Mother. I never saw Grandmother and Grandfather Gatins living together. He shunted Grandmother off to live with us! Granddaddy lived in New York—came out quite a bit for Sunday lunches.”
Simpson added: “Granddaddy came down on Sundays by train and when he and Grandmother met it was as if they just did not know who the other was—no affection or even a ‘glad to see you.’”
Kate Thomas Gatins found solace in her faith. “She was a convert and her church was her whole outside life,” Simpson said. That left Great-Grandfather Gatins free to do what he did best—play with money—both on and off Wall Street. He died at the Fairfax Hotel in Manhattan in 1936 at the age of 80. “He was a keen sportsman, particularly interested in racing,” according to brief obituary in The New York Times. “Veteran Wall Street operator,” The Wall Street Journal noted in its one-sentence obituary.
Conversely, he was well remembered in the city that gave him his start. A former business partner, Thomas Paine, eulogized him as a “prince of a good fellow, a beloved friend and devoted companion” whose passing has “cast a gloom over every Atlantan that ever knew him.” The newspapers in Atlanta memorialized him as a “pioneer Atlanta businessman and civic leader” and builder of the Georgian Terrace, one who had “saved his money and made wise investments.” That was about as close as the Atlanta news media ever came to mentioning the bucket shop origins of his fortune. He’d been at the right place at the right time, fortuitous enough to stay out of jail when the long arm of federal agents and a posse of newspaper reporters came knocking at his door, and flush enough to see his eldest son, the international sportsman, off to Paris in 1914.
Chapter 8

Although he never accomplished half as much in business as his own father, my grandfather Joseph F. Gatins, Jr., obviously benefited from the legacy of the family name and fortune, and was perhaps better remembered in passing than when he was living. When he died in May of 1927, he was viewed as an established pillar of Atlanta society, with multiple international connections. “Prominent sportsman and traveler,” the obituary on the front page of The Atlanta Journal read. “Part-owner of the Georgian Terrace Hotel. Mr. Gatins was a wellknown figure in society and sporting circles in England, France and many parts of this country. He lived for a time in Melton-Mowbray, England, where he was an amateur sportsman of note. He was married in 1914 to the Comtesse Eglé de Villelume-Sombreuil, a member of one of the leading French families, who survives him.” (Of course, there was no mention of the sad truth, that Grandmother and Grandfather had been separated since 1920. And only passing mention of “one son,” my father.)
The obituary went on to list his schooling and club affiliations: Public schools in Atlanta, graduating from Boys High School and later attending the University of Georgia, followed by post-graduate studies at Yale University. He was a member of the Capital City and Piedmont Driving Clubs in Atlanta, the University and Yale Clubs in New York, and the Elkridge Fox Hunting Club of Baltimore. The accompanying photo depicts him looking stonily into the camera, wearing a black fedora. The picture is cropped so viewers could not tell that he had lost his right arm.
It seems Atlanta really wanted to give him a send-off. I can easily imagine Atlanta society packing Sacred Heart Church for the funeral, as the town often does for its “bad boys.” He had eight pallbearers, including several well-regarded public figures like Edward H. Inman, an investor and Princeton graduate who was to become an Atlanta city councilman; James Alexander, a banker; Gus Ryan, a fellow sportsman and “noted fancier of bird dogs,” who was also secretary of the local baseball team, subsequently known as the Atlanta Crackers.
My grandfather appears to have belonged to all the right organizations at the University of Georgia, too, which he attended as an “elective student” during the period 1898-1901. Such students only had to pay for “incidental expenses and use of the library,” $15 per year. They did not have to attend classes or work for grades, but were allowed to graduate and in every aspect of campus life, treated as students. Tuition was free at a university that was “open to all white males from any state.” Gatins was a member of the Phi Kappa Literary Society, the SAE fraternity, the Cotillion Committee and the Irish Club. He’s also listed as the “growler” of what sounds like a secret drinking society, the “Tiger Club.” Its motto: “T’is better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.”
The University of Georgia yearbook, published by the University’s fraternities (women were not yet allowed to attend the University of Georgia, so there were no sororities) emphasized a rich fraternity life, characterized by a “bewildering succession of rushes, dinners and [fundraising charity] drives.” Eight fraternity chapters, each with “mystic little emblems,” had smoking, reading and sleeping rooms as well as a “number of bizarre decorations, each with its tale of some wild prank.”
The pin for the SAE fraternity, which Grandfather belonged to, was diamond- shaped, depicting a Minerva with a lion crouching at her feet. The group prided itself on producing gentlemen, particularly Southern gentlemen. At the outbreak of the Civil War, 369 of the fraternity’s members took up arms for the Confederacy. Only eight ended up fighting with the Union forces. (It cannot be overestimated how tied the University was to the dreams of the old Confederacy, as was society in general. The 1901 issue of the Pandora yearbook, the year before my grandfather left Athens, depicts a disparaging woodcut of a pickaninny toting a bucket and bag. The cut line beneath it was, “NIGGER.”)
Apparently as a graduation present, Joe set sail for Germany about a month after finishing his studies in Athens, for what almost surely was a grand tour of Europe before he took up his course audits at Yale and a new life in New York. Following graduation from the University of Georgia in 1901, my grandfather spent several years at Yale, where he took courses at the Law School during 1902- 1904. During both years, he was classified as a first year student. From there, New York city directories suggest that he moved in with his father at 71 Central Park West, and joined a family business enterprise only identified as the Gatins Fireproof Construction Co., for which he is listed as treasurer. He held that post from 1905 until 1908, continuing to live with his father at the same address until 1910, the directories suggest, with a bit of international travel sandwiched in between. Boat passenger lists maintained by the National Archives show him landing in San Francisco from Hong Kong, for example, on January 31, 1908.
He then apparently moved back to Atlanta, residing initially at “The Marlborough” at 436 Peachtree Street in 1910-11, and served as the vice-president of an office supply house, Mower-Hobart Co. In 1912, city directories for the Georgia capital show, he moved into the brand new Georgian Terrace Hotel, which his father had just finished building.
The city directories for 1913-14 show him occupying an office in the 3rd National Bank Building, the last suggestion of his being employed in any way, before he headed to Paris, where he was to meet and court my grandmother.
At his death, there was no mention of Killybegs, McGettigans and humble origins. The Gatins family by then had settled on just one way to spell its last name, and appeared light years removed from its Irish roots.
Chapter 9

In Paris, Grandmother Eglé found relative freedom and rich reward, intellectually and spiritually, in the two decades between the world wars. Denied in love, battered by unholy matrimony and unable to afford staying in Atlanta with her only son, she had formally filed for divorce, and left her one-armed, womanizing husband, Joseph F. Gatins Jr., in 1920. Brief attempts at reconciliation in the States (1923), and in France (1924), had failed. By 1927, she was a young widow back in her native France, wearing the black dresses and plain black overcoats she was to wear for decades hence, her husband having succumbed to the double curse of tuberculosis and hard drink. But she kept his name.
Eglé and her son, Joseph F. Gatins III, had moved into a residence with a decidedly fancy address, 150, avenue des Champs d’Elysées, with her mother, her stepfather, the Swiss banker Henri Fischer, and her brother Charlic, a World War I cavalry veteran, former German prisoner of war and confirmed bachelor. She also found a second spiritual home—the first being the Roman Catholic Church—in the Salon Society that flourished in Paris between the world wars. “My life was truly pleasant. I moved in a very intellectual milieu,” she said. Her memoirs also make mention of following feminist and suffragist matters, linked particularly to Edmée de la Rochefoucauld “with whom I busied myself over feminist questions, which truly absorbed me. I wanted equality for women.”
Indeed, although she never talked of it, she had taken the unusual step to further her own liberation even before my grandfather’s death by filing a divorce case against him in 1920, back in Atlanta, and it seems clear to me that the accompanying separation from her husband was likely for good cause. As she said years later, life with him was intolerable.
The Rochefoucaulds maintained a salon, which Eglé recalled as flourishing especially in the lead up to the Second World War. They eventually became Eglé’s neighbors, residing in an hôtel particulier at No. 8, Place des Etats-Unis, in Paris’ upscale 16th arrondissement, or neighborhood, about midway between two wellknown Parisian landmarks, l’Etoile and the Trocadéro, directly across the Seine River from the famous Eiffel Tower. Eglé and the Villelume-Sombreuil-Fischer household had eventually moved to an expansive apartment that took up the entire second floor of No. 17 on the same square. It was there, at the Rochefoucauld salon, that she met a wide cross-section of Paris intelligentsia.
“Paul Valery was so deep, and he’d play with his grandchildren on the carpet. Paul Claudel, I knew him in America. He was very pompous,” she said. “They were intimate friends of the de la Rochefoucaulds, where we met quite a few people.” Edmée de la Rochefoucauld was a writer and author of a biography of Valéry, often writing under the pseudonym of Gilbert Mauge. Her involvement in suffragist and feminist issues was largely as the editor of the journal, Lucien national pour le vote des femmes, and she traveled the world on behalf of women’s issues and rights. Yet, however passionate Eglé and Edmée might have been about women’s issues, suffragist history suggests that their struggle appeared less vigorous and determined than the one fought by their sisters in the United States and England. These women staged acts of civil disobedience, street demonstrations, and hunger strikes in jail. By contrast, a French suffragist who chained herself to a bench in the National Assembly was quick to point out that her chains were decorated to match the scarf she was wearing. Edmée admonished fellow feminists in the 1930s not to “dispense with the modesty which becomes our sex.” French women did not get the right to vote until 1944, while American women who had been working to secure it since the middle of the 19th century finally were granted the right in 1920, with passage of the 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.
Eglé’s photo albums suggest that she also was a great friend during this period with Germaine Roger, a Paris socialite, wife of Baron Pol Roger. Like many on this list of salon-goers, Eglé also traveled in the circle of American expatriates known as the Lost Generation, the motley collection of American wanderers, hard-drinking writers, publishers and adventurers seeking something other than what the United States had to offer.
“In Paris between the two wars, it was marvelous,” said Grandmother, who had just turned 30 years old in 1922. “Especially from the 1920s to 1929-30— and the Americans were kings of the place. It was the day of Hemingway and Sylvia Beach and all those people—and Gertrude Stein, [whom] I never liked.” Eglé had met Stein through “her great friend, Denise Azam, a Jewish convert to Catholicism who was a writer, art collector and fellow parishioner.”
“We used to go see Sylvia Beach because she banked with Hanzi Fischer,” Eglé said. “She had a bookstore and I saw Hemingway there several times.” Sylvia Beach’s bookstore, Shakespeare and Company, is writ large in the history of 20th Century English literature. This English-language literary outpost and lending library served as the home-away-from-home to young writers and students from the U.S.A. and as a springboard for experimental poets and writers, including Hemingway, who was just then starting out as a serious novelist and short story writer. Beach’s major literary coup was to successfully get James Joyce’s somewhat impenetrable Ulysses published and then quietly smuggled around the world and sold to a literary public in need of wordy escape.
The Shakespeare and Company bookstore eventually moved across the street on the rue Odéon from La Maison des Amis des Livres, run by Adriènne Monnier, whose clients would drop in at the Shakespeare and vice-versa. Meeting Monnier proved fortuitous to Beach in other ways. The pair fell in love and remained a couple for most of the rest of their lives. They lived quietly and discreetly in contrast to the greater flamboyance and openness that was to characterize gay and lesbian politics in the late 20th Century. Paris in the Twenties seemed tolerant of lesbians, particularly Americans, as it seemed to add yet another frisson of excitement to the international capital’s cachet. The lifestyle also went hand in glove with the literary bent of Salon Society, according to one of Beach’s biographers, Noel Riley Fitch.
The most famous salon of the period, Fitch noted, was presided over by a bisexual beauty from Cincinnati, Natalie Clifford Barney, who lived for seduction— and her weekly literary gathering. “She presided over the most famous salon in Paris—the only salon in the 18th century sense of the word. Every Friday the famous and eccentric were drawn to her exotic, Persian-decorated rue Jacob rooms.
“In her garden stood a little temple of Eros, where she and her women friends danced by the moonlight,” Fitch wrote. “But during the Friday afternoons of tea and cakes and ices, reputations were launched, diminished or broken. No alcohol was served by the soft-shoed Chinese servants, but the chocolate cake was from Colombin’s and was the best in Paris... Valéry, who was always welcomed as a ‘brilliant talker,’ attended for the ‘tinkle of teacups and the chatter,’ which, he confessed to Sylvia, he found ‘beneficial after his work.’ Samuel Putnam would love the heady atmosphere—the ‘grace, the wit, the dignified abandon...’ William Carlos Williams would remember only the lesbian women dancing together.”
Fitch recounts that Barney, who rode horseback in the Bois de Boulogne every morning, “was openly bisexual,” a lover of beautiful women and one whom talented men found irresistible. She was described as wealthy, self-indulgent, charming and attractive, with blond coloring and white clothes. “As [Gertrude] Stein collected art, so Barney collected dazzling people.” Whether Barney and Beach also collected a somewhat liberated Eglé along this path is a matter of pure conjecture. What is sure is that their paths probably could have intersected from time to time, since Hemingway’s readings often were held at the Shakespeare and Company bookstore.
Eglé in her memoirs talks more of the intellectual side of things and what turned out to be a most rewarding and consuming volunteer activity: Doing charity work for the Red Cross. “We had what we called sections for the workers and I headed one of the 20 [Red Cross offices] we had in Paris,” she recalled in a later interview. “The work was varied because it took me into all paths of life of the sick, needy and the poor. I worked day and night to raise money for the poor. How? I just asked people to give it to me and they did.”
As for the intellectuals in her life, she felt especially attracted to an old and distant cousin, Pièrre Teilhard de Chardin, a Jesuit priest and now well-regarded paleontologist, whose works were spurned by the Vatican and his Jesuit hierarchy at the time. “He was famous for his paleontological research and he’d tell me: ‘Don’t read my books. Keep on believing, like a good girl from Brittany, in goblins and fairies.’ The Jesuits treated him really shabbily,” Eglé said in her memoirs. “They fired him. They made him leave Paris, defrocked him and shipped him to New York, where he died. No one attended his funeral. But when he became famous worldwide, they made him their great man. I’ve always resented the Jezzies because of that. He was a remarkable man. What he did not know was not worth knowing. He was very amusing. He was charming—so nice, quite open. He always called me ‘my little cousin.’” (Eglé and Teilhard de Chardin were distantly related on the Villelume side of the family.)
De Chardin (1881-1955) was one of the more interesting luminaries who populated Eglé’s world. He has been described as a “visionary French Jesuit, paleontologist, biologist, philosopher” who spent the bulk of his life trying to integrate religious and Christian theology with theories of evolution. “To this end, he suggested that the Earth in its evolutionary unfolding, was growing a new organ of consciousness, called the noosphere.” But the Catholic Church at the time would have none of this business of aligning Darwin and Jesus!
While the City of Light and its literary ferment sustained Eglé intellectually, her mother and stepfather, Henri Fischer, apparently were more than ready to take care of her and her son financially. Fischer had come to the States in 1923 on a rescue mission to bring her back from Atlanta on a transatlantic steamer from her next-to-last attempt at reconciliation with her estranged husband.
In Paris, she essentially exchanged one dependency for another, though the second gave her considerably more freedom. She had a stout roof over her head, servants at the ready, vacation trips, particularly as her son grew older, to resorts in Vichy and St. Jean de Luz and the Atlantic shore. The Fischer–Villelume- Sombreuil–Gatins household also took long summer vacations in Switzerland, especially to the Engadine mountain chain surrounding the resort towns of St. Moritz and Pontrésina. The family agglomeration customarily stayed in Pontrésina, and enjoyed many Alpine treks and mountain climbs, some technical enough that the group hooked itself up to long ropes for safety, stuffing their hats with paper to guard against falling stones.
At the same time, Eglé never, to anyone’s public knowledge, linked herself romantically to any man after Joe Gatins, even after the final separation in 1923 and widowhood in 1927, at the age of 35. She clung to all-black widow’s weeds for years afterward and, according to some reports, well into the 1950s. My brothers and sisters, in trying to find anything out about her love life, recall that Grandmother reported having various suitors after her husband’s death, including an unnamed hopeful who knocked on her door the night before he was supposed to marry another woman. Eglé turned him down, though. He wasn’t very handsome and had no wealth to speak of, she said!
There is some small evidence, though she never spoke of it during the later years of her life, that Eglé was deeply attracted to the man she would never have and could never have, the poet-banker, Henri Fischer. He’d originally been introduced to her as a potential suitor, but fell sway to the charms of her mother and married her instead. Grandmother waxes warmly about Fischer in her oral history, as warmly as for anyone mentioned in her recollections: “Mr. Fischer was years younger than my mother. He was from Winterthur. Mr. Fischer loved music, poetry, art—he used to write very nice poetry, and like all the Swiss, he spoke French, German, English, Italian. You know, all those Swiss are extraordinary. His main business? Banking! Banking, banking, banking. He worked for a Swiss bank and the Swiss bank then sent him to New York and then he started with Bankers’ Trust, as a vice-president. He loved that—he loved it.” Of all the thousands of personal letters and papers that Eglé could have saved over the years, only a slim file of Fischer’s poems survives, marked “Hanzi,” his nickname. Whether these were originally delivered to his wife Jeanne de Madec, or to Grandmother, she is the one who saved them for perpetuity.
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While he was to see his father only once again in his life, young Joseph Francis Gatins III, known as Francis, appeared to find a relatively stable home life after his mother brought him back to Paris in 1923. He went to primary school, first in a Jesuit academy, subsequently in a private lycée, and found new French friends to replace the ones he’d left behind in Atlanta. Resilient as most young children, he transferred memory of his own father to that of two new father figures in the extended family household that became his home: his step-grandfather, Henri Fischer, the international banker, and his uncle Charlic, the World War I cavalry veteran. He recalled a strict upbringing aimed at turning him into a proper gentleman. He never addressed his mother as mom, mother or maman, but in the more formal Madame, ma mère. Formal table manners were taught in rigorous fashion: To keep his elbows off the dining room table, for example, he had to hold two knives underneath his arms as he ate. Uncle Charlic taught him the exacting art of peeling grapes with a sharp silver knife and the cutting of cheeses to a point.
“Francis first attended school with the Jesuits, on rue Franklin, where he took his First Communion in May of 1927,” Eglé said. His father had died a few days earlier in Atlanta. “I had suggested that we bring him his son, but he had refused,” she said. Soon thereafter, Eglé said, “Francis was having a harder and harder time getting along with the Jesuits, so I pulled him out of that school. I then placed him in a remarkable private school, run by Monsieur de Tannenberg. He made many good friends [there] and was urged to concentrate on the study of literature.” (There is no primary source regarding young Francis’ disagreements with the Jesuits, but family tradition holds that he asked too many persnickety questions about the existence of God and about Catholic doctrine regarding Jesus’ place in the Holy Trinity. As my sister Eglé, says, “I’m sure there were other reasons.”)
Among his good friends at the Tannenberg school were Philippe Manset, heir to a Bordeaux wine fortune, who remained among his best friends for the rest of his life; Marc de Heckeeren, and Samuel Arrellano, a Mexican whose older sister Carmen was the object of the first serious infatuation of his teen-age life. Francis had a talent for schooling and learning. His report card for the 1932-33 school year, when he had just turned 17, positively glowed, reflecting that he was top in his class in history. “Good student. Cultivated spirit. Real intelligent. Very serious and a hard worker. Could take a brilliant final exam.” The photo attached to the report card booklet depicts him at what inarguably was his handsomest, dressed in a neat tie and light-colored double-breasted suit, hair brushed straight back, head turned in half-profile to show the prominent Gatins nose to advantage. It is easy to see why women were so attracted to him.
He also had plenty of time for diversion, vacations, and old-fashioned hell raising. For fun, he and Philippe Manset would cull the daily obituaries in Le Figaro (a daily newspaper in Paris) and pick the ones they believed would have the best food and drink after the funeral services and burial. Dressed formally, they would walk up to the surviving widows, whether they knew the family or not, and mumble nonsensical phrases that sounded comforting. “Marron-dinde, madame, marron-dinde, madame,” they would say: Literally translated, “brownturkey, madam, brown turkey.” Francis loved to tell that story around the dinner table decades later. Another youthful escapade might never have come to light except that he and some friends got caught in late-night revelry and youthful debauchery the night of his 16th birthday, October 8, 1931. Francis and his cohorts started off innocently enough with an ample buffet of champagne and oysters. Monsieur Fischer believed young gentlemen should have a good time, and had sent them to a fine Parisian restaurant—the crustacean bill and wine on him. The birthday bunch then moved to another restaurant for dinner, which Eglé had won in a raffle at their Catholic Church parish. After dinner, the well-oiled crew moved to the Club 122, a high-class bordello at 122 rue de Rivoli, where everyone presumably had his way before crawling home early the next morning.
There the matter would have remained, tucked away in personal memories, except that one of Francis’ friends spilled the beans upon being caught by his parents coming home in the wee hours. This led to a most irate telephone call to Eglé from the boy’s mother the next morning. Grandmother was not happy, but her mother, Madame Fischer, “actually encouraged visits to Club 122.” The Club 122 tale, told and retold many times around the Gatins dining room table assumed a locker-room luster and expanded to almost mythic proportion in the minds of Francis’ children. During the time between the wars, Club 122 also became a favorite watering hole for the occasional friend visiting Paris from Atlanta, one of whom regaled both families’ children with tales of coming home knee-walking drunk at dawn with Francis from an interlude at the club sometime in 1936.
Family photo albums kept by Eglé depict more sedate pastimes: A vacation trip to the beach resort of Dinard in Brittany (1923); riding a bicycle and a donkey cart in Brittany (1924); visits to the resort town of St. Jean de Luz, just north of the border with Spain’s Basque country (1926) and to Juan-les-Pins (1931); trips to Vichy, where Francis and his mother visited for periodic cures. (Vichy has been a favored health destination dating to the time of Julius Caesar, who built the first “resort” there. Many believe the water has healing properties and associate its taste to that of Alka-Seltzer.) The albums include pictures of Arellano family members in Paris (1932) and of his best friend Philippe Manset outside the Manset country home in Argeville, just south of Paris.
Although never mentioned in Grandmother’s memoirs, or by Francis in later years, the albums also suggest that Joseph F. Gatins, Jr. made attempts to see his son from time to time. In July 1923, Francis poses stiffly alongside his father on the Brittany beach of Dinard. The last visit, in June of 1924, at the beach resort town of Biarritz on the Spanish border, depicts eight-year-old Francis standing next to the man who was his father, apparently as part of the off-and-on visitation schedule Eglé had once tried to arrange. The Atlanta playboy and international traveler at that point had already been diagnosed with a case of pulmonary tuberculosis some three years prior. Except for his prominent nose peeking out from underneath his hat brim, the father has the dull, hollowed-out, pale look of a man whose lungs were diseased and whose liver was shot from decades of hard drink. The son poses very stiffly alongside. That was the last time they were to see each other.
Henri Fischer figures prominently in the photo albums. He was, after all, supporting the entire extended Fischer, Gatins and Villelume-Sombreuil family. That support, it seems clear, placed Eglé and Francis in the very upper strata of French society, one so rarified that there is not one mention in Grandmother’s memoirs or oral history of the Great Depression that consumed the world during 1929-31. According to anecdotal family reports, Fischer lost his position with the Bankers Trust office in Paris after the Depression, but apparently had secreted enough funds in Switzerland to keep up the trips and appearances. His forte as an international banker had been to successfully market bonds, known as Jung Bonds, after the man who created them, which were used to finance Germany’s reconstruction after World War I.
The only change in circumstance brought on by the huge economic downturn that was the Great Depression was that the household moved from its showy home on the Champs d’Élysées to the avenue d’Iena (by 1931) and then to No. 17, Place des États-Unis (by around 1935), both also located in the 16th arrondissement, then a neighborhood of mostly well-appointed private homes and apartments. Today, many of those homes have been converted into business offices. (The old home on the Champs d’Elysées is now a foreign currency exchange bank for tourists.) The home at No. 17 was a most comfortable, high-ceilinged apartment, which took up the entire second floor of that address, which itself took up the entire west side of that square. It was filled with heavy, antique furniture from the Louis XIV and Louis XVI periods and seemed even bigger than it was because a large mirror hung at each end of the long living room area.
Just how wealthy was Fischer? No records survive. But he was most generous with his disposable income over the years, of that the family is sure. His gifts were designed to attract attention, and do so even now. He gave Francis a solid, 18-carat gold cigarette case on his 21st birthday. He gave his stepdaughter Eglé a jeweled watch. The platinum and diamond watch, with silk strap and gold buckle, was made by Cartier in 1917 and, according to Eglé, was given her as a “consolation-type prize” for Fischer’s having chosen her mother as a bride instead of her. Grandmother never wore the watch, however, even on the most formal of occasions and Francis, in later years, only used the slim cigarette case, exquisitely shaped to fit the curve of the body in a jacket’s breast pocket, when it was time to put on the dog. “Faut épater les bourgeois,” he often would say on these occasions. As one well versed in the ways and mores of the hyper-rich in France, he knew one must “dazzle the bourgeoisie.” It was a truly arresting piece of gold work. Years later, this cigarette case sometimes ended up in my own tuxedo pocket in the rare instances that black tie was called for and I used it to wow politicians on my news beat. I had learned my father’s lessons well.
Fischer’s presence and, to a lesser extent, Charlic’s, also served to insulate Francis from the grim reality of his grandfather’s suicide. In fact, he was not told about it until after he turned 21. Daddy never spoke of this. It is not possible to know how he felt about this tragic event.
Grandmother’s photo albums reflect repeated vacation trips to Switzerland, especially to the resort town of Pontrésina, a slightly more rustic and simple place than the much flashier and society-conscious neighboring resort of St. Moritz. There are pictures of Fischer with a tame steinbock (a type of mountain goat) coming up to a patio table, of fellow mountain climbers (many of them Swiss relatives of Fischer) and many panoramic shots of the spectacular Engadine mountain chain that surrounds the small town of Pontrésina.
Francis had a keen appreciation for the narrow valley and the spectacular, permanently snow-covered mountains that surround the town. His love for this particular place showed decades later when he took his wife and three oldest children there for a quick visit in the mid-1950s. The peaks around the town reach to more than 8,000 feet and it is easy to understand why Francis and his family returned there time after time for spiritual and physical renewal. I was fortunate enough to return there in the late 1980s, and found my memories of this place were pretty much as accurate as my experience from the 1950s. The mountain trails leading to high-elevation lakes were as remembered, raked clear every day by the Swiss. Hot tea was still served in glasses rather than ceramic cups; the hot chocolate just as frothy and sweet. Overall, that trip evoked a very sweet memory of a special time with my father. It felt very comforting to be walking the footsteps of my early youth, at a time of true innocence, to be walking in the same shoes as my father as a young man.
As for mountain climbing, Francis found it a lot of fun. Fischer, Eglé, Francis and one or two others, including a local guide, would tie long ropes around their waists and simply start walking uphill past the tree line and onto the permanent snow-and-ice cap. (Madame Fischer apparently was not a mountain climber.) They trekked in heavy, hob-nailed boots and long woolen socks, eventually climbing rock faces hand over hand. There was a hint of danger, and on one occasion Grandmother grabbed and held onto Fischer to prevent his falling into a rock crevice. At certain altitudes, they’d find Alpine huts that provided hot tea, hot toddies and a bunk. At those heights, Francis would recall many years later, one did not need Cognac to get high—a lot of sugar and hot tea did the trick. On one celebrated occasion, well remembered by Fischer’s Swiss cousins, Francis accomplished a solo climb of Piz Bernina, a technically difficult mountain above Pontrésina, whose summit reaches 13,284 feet. My father during this period and well into the 1940s also belonged to the Alpine climbing club in Paris, experience he subsequently was to put to further use in the French army.
Meanwhile, there were still studies to be completed. By 1935-36, after taking the bachot, that is, the baccalaureate exam required of all French students, he was listed as tops in his class in philosophy and science. “Has totally satisfied me,” the Tannenberg headmaster said in the report card booklet. Young Francis, by then 21 years old, received his official “graduation diploma” on January 10, 1936. This was the equivalent of a secondary school teaching certificate, with a double major in philosophy and history. Had world events not intervened, Francis might have ended up working in academia or in a research library. His life-long best friend, Philippe Manset, was of the opinion that Francis was ideally suited to the world of academic research, ferreting out obscure facts. Instead, he returned briefly to Atlanta, where he cruised the party circuit as a most eligible bachelor, then spent a few months at Cambridge University where he is alleged to have pursued studies in economics but appears to have majored in partying. This was followed by compulsory military service in the French army and then the harsh war that would haunt him for a lifetime and turn him into a permanent prisoner of his own experience.

Paris Boulevards: Francis Gatins walked everywhere in Paris with his mother Eglé in the 1920s.

At play in Paris: Francis (right), posed with friends during this period.

Strolling in Paris: (From left), unidentified man with cigarette joined Germaine Roger, Eglé and Francis for a walk in 1920s.

Germaine: Socialite Germaine Roger was a great friend of Eglé’s during the Salon Society era.

Childhood in Paris: Sylvia de German-Ribon (left) posed with her brother Miguel and sister Beatrice.

Another young lady: Sylvia looked pensive in this pose.

Little sailor-boy: Francis also was posed for professional photographers as a child.

Alpine high: Francis learned to climb in the Engadine Mountains of Switzerland, becoming an accomplished solo alpinist.

Alpine high: Francis got help in the mountains from his step-grandfather, Henri Fischer (right).

Taking the cure: Francis and Eglé spent each summer in the resort town of Vichy (shown here in 1931).

Military service: Francis (right) took a smoke break with fellow recruits.

Mountain service: Francis was drafted into an Alpine pursuit unit (Chasseurs Alpins) with its distinctive berets.

Mountain shelter: Conical tents sheltered the Alpine unit.

Staying warm: Francis recalled hot tea and large capes kept one warm.

Colombian bloodline: (Counterclockwise from bottom left), Martin de German-Ribon (1866-1926), met his wife Elvira Valenzuela (1885-1968), in Bogota before moving permanently to Paris. Their eldest daughter Sylvia (1915-1987), eventually was introduced to Francis in the late 1930s. Sparks flew, but not before Francis accompanied his mother on a social trip to Atlanta in 1936. They are shown (at center) in a newspaper photo that recorded their arrival at the railroad station in the Georgia capital.
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New York and Atlanta both called to Eglé and her son in 1936. She decided to take him back for a visit late that year. They had last seen the Georgia capital 13 years earlier during the next-to-last attempt at reconciliation with her husband. Contact with American friends was limited to the occasional greeting cards or letters forwarded to Paris, or an occasional Atlanta visitor summering in Europe and somewhat confusing, periodic letters from lawyers appointed to look after Francis’ business affairs in Georgia. Eglé put it this way in her memoirs: “He brilliantly passed his baccalaureate exam and I decided to take him to the United States so he might know something of his land. My father-in-law had died, granting his grandson a certain independence.”
My father had just turned 21 and, as a son of a French mother, had not yet been called up for compulsory, two-year military service in the French army. Grainy contemporary newspaper photographs depict him getting off the train in Atlanta, jaunty, nattily dressed, with a pencil-thin mustache, giving his arm to his mother. She is sporting a neat beret. They looked like the nobility much of Atlanta society thought they were. Atlanta was apparently ready to greet them with open arms, especially since Francis had recently become one of the city’s most eligible bachelors. The wellspring of the Gatins family fortune, the banker-broker-hotelbuilder- and-illegal-bucket-shop-backer, the quintessential Wall Street operator, Joseph F. Gatins Sr., had died a few months prior to the visit, leaving his grandson a one-third ownership of the Georgian Terrace Hotel and, the family believes, generous bank and securities accounts. (His wife, Kate Thomas Gatins, passed away quietly about a year later.)
Mother and son left for the states in December, stopping in New York especially so Grandmother Eglé could show her son “the foolish madness of New Year’s Eve in Manhattan.” They spent Christmas with Francis’ aunt Mary, who had just “taken on her third husband, Howell Jackson, a man much younger than she.”
On New Year’s Day, they took the train to Atlanta, where “we got a marvelous reception from those I knew,” Eglé said. Mother and son were lionized by their many Atlanta friends, old and new, and rediscovered by the ever-watchful chroniclers of the Gatins family at Atlanta’s daily newspapers. Eglé had fallen in love with the Deep South and Atlanta in 1914, when she first came to the Georgia capital, and obviously felt at home there. “They are forming the inspiration for numerous informal social affairs,” as one of the newspapers said.
It was definitely time to party. On Sunday, January 8, The Atlanta Constitution recorded that Francis Gatins, of Paris, France, was the “central figure at the apéritif party at which Mr. and Mrs. Albert E. Thornton were hosts on Sunday at their Paces Ferry Road residence. Mrs. Joseph F. Gatins assisted the hosts in entertaining. Members of the unmarried and married contingents were invited to meet the honor guest.” Edna Thornton had become a close companion to Grandmother back when she first landed in Atlanta, and had assisted her in the effort to teach American military officers basic French phrases before being dispatched to World War I in 1917. Five days later, mother and son were back on Paces Ferry (now called West Paces Ferry Road) for a cocktail party at the nearby home of Mr. and Mrs. Robert F. “Baxter” Maddox. The Maddox property, called Woodhaven, later would become the site of a new official residence of the governors of Georgia. Maddox was one of the bankers involved in Francis’ finances after he inherited his share of the Georgian Terrace.
Francis undoubtedly also linked up to his young cousin, Katherine Murphy Riley, then residing next door to the Maddoxes on West Paces Ferry, at her 8,000- square-foot Italianate pink stucco home, Villa Juanita. Katherine had inheritd the expansive home in 1935 upon the death of her sister, Julia Murphy Whitehead. It was a house made to order for the wild times of the wild children of the Jazz Age. Katherine was known as a stunning beauty, so striking that she had drawn applause one night when introduced to Parisian society. Villa Juanita was built in 1924 for Julia and her then new husband, Conkey Whitehead, son of J.B. Whitehead Sr., one of the founders of the Coca-Cola Bottling Company. It became Julia’s exclusive property after she divorced Conkey in the wake of the 1929 crash (and, according to family lore, because he took up with a German woman he met in Havana). The villa sported elaborate gardens, a gymnasium and indoor basement pool, whose cold, cold waters served as a shocking tonic in the middle of Atlanta’s hot, hot summers, and “it was known for its parties.”
Laura Maddox, Baxter’s daughter, recalled, for example, that she would invite her own friends over to Woodhaven when the Whiteheads had a party. They would sit on their side of the dividing wall between the two properties and “listen to the orchestra music, and often called over to the Whiteheads to make musical requests. Every time we made a request, they would play it immediately, and we’d call back and say ‘thank you.’”
Many remember that liquor flowed freely at Villa Juanita, and the parties were somewhat less sedate than suggested in the society pages of the local newspapers.
The Murphy girls, Julia and Katherine, had grown up at Hillcrest, the family home on Peachtree where Eglé recalled having such expansive lunches in 1914. While Villa Juanita with its long, tall, pink stucco boundary wall made a statement on West Paces Ferry, Hillcrest itself was nothing to sneeze at. William Bailey Williford, in his book, Peachtree Street, Atlanta, describes it as “elegantly appointed,” and “set in a sweeping expanse of emerald green lawn,” and especially “noted for its lovely Louis XV drawing room.” The third floor of the house was devoted to a ballroom, where the Murphy’s “lavish hospitality” often was “enjoyed until a light breakfast was served at dawn.” An article in The Atlanta Constitution of December 24, 1930, related that the Murphys’ had, for the better part of 15 years, thrown a large Christmas Eve party for their friends, many appearing in costume or black tie dress. (Hillcrest sat on property that is now the site of the Colony Square business office complex on Peachtree Street.)
The Murphy daughters’ parties were definitely not so tame, though, according to Katherine. Julia’s parents, John Murphy and Julia Gatins Murphy, often grew concerned when they did not hear from or see their oldest daughter “for weeks at a time,” and would send Katherine to check on her. The parties at Villa Juanita often “lasted for a week or longer—day and night until the champagne ran out,” Katherine recalled. Afterward, Conkey and Julia “would sleep for days.” One such episode took a different turn. Katherine was chauffeured over to Villa Juanita to check on Julia. As she arrived, a taxi came roaring onto the property. Out jumped Conkey and a friend, one of the Grant boys, who also lived on West Paces Ferry. “An argument ensued with the taxi driver over the fare since they had taken the taxi all the way home from the Kentucky Derby! Katherine then joined Conkey and the guest in popping a bottle of champagne. She found Julia, who joined the party. Eventually, the Murphys had to send someone else over to check on Katherine!”
The visit to Atlanta for Eglé and Francis proved to be brief. World events were coming to a head in Europe and “he decided to return to Paris.” Rumblings of war had terrified the family of his friend, Samuel Arrellano, which decided to flee from France and return to Mexico. This meant Francis’ relationship with the young Carmen Arrellano came to a natural end, a development that apparently did not displease Eglé. “That proved the end of that sentimental Mexican story, thanks be to God,” she said in her memoir.
Threat of impending geopolitical conflict also weighed on Francis. As his mother remembers, Francis at that time “stupidly decided to renounce his American nationality. I was very annoyed, but he told me: ‘As an American born in France, I would surely be sent to Japan and it would be worse. I think the German prisoner-of-war camps [would be better].’”
The fatalistic nature of those sentiments proved remarkably prescient in his case. His decision to give military allegiance to France eventually marked him for life. He was soon to be swept into the precursor to war and then the real thing, but not before crossing paths with Sylvia de German-Ribon, a fiery young Colombian woman who was to occupy a good bit of his time in coming years, and eventually to become his wife.
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Called up for compulsory French military service in October, 1936, Francis had made sure he was detailed to what he thought would be an interesting military unit, the 7th Battalion of the Chasseurs Alpins, that is, an Alpine pursuit unit that sported a distinctive beret. An avid skier and Alpinist, he thought this would be more fun than the infantry and that it would remind him of his mountain climbing forays in Switzerland. To his surprise, and perhaps chagrin, he was assigned to be a muleskinner and woodcutter. Mules served as the preferred mode of transportation for this unit, based in Albertville in the French Alps south of Geneva. Francis made the best of his job, he wrote sometime in 1938 to his “teddy bear,” Sylvia de German-Ribon. “I am perfectly happy here,” he wrote. “I leave at 5:30 in the morning to saddle and care for my mules. By 6:30, I’m cutting wood and bringing it in until dusk. I come back at night exhausted.”
Francis used the same letter—which, like so many of his letters, was undated— to report on the welfare of the small teddy bear that Sylvia had given him. “The teddy bear is really worn out and losing its hair from always being in my pockets— but that gives him a wonderful expression,” Corporal Gatins said, adding that he would really love to hear from the girl back home.
The “girl back home” was the oldest child of Elvira and the late Martin de German-Ribon, the latter a Colombian civil engineer whose long, colorful international career in Colombia, Peru, Mexico, England and then Paris, had ended in premature death on March 16, 1926, a year before Francis was to lose his own estranged father. Colombian expatriates in Paris, apparently hypersensitive to their colonial roots and not wanting to be viewed as savages by Parisian society, bought expensive homes in the toniest of neighborhoods (the 16th arrondissement). Martin and Elvira introduced the diminutive de into their last name “in order to sound more French and high class.” The rest of the extended German- Ribon family, in England, had no need for this affectation and never assumed use of the de in their name. The German-Ribon family was no less colorful than the Villelume-Sombreuil-Madec-Gatins clan. It had originally settled in Colombia in the early 1700s, sent over by the Spanish crown from its home base in Seville to help govern parts of the new world. The family settled in the Mompox area of Colombia, which was then the cultural, educational and riverine transportation center of the country along the Magdalena River (and now a World Heritage Site, largely because of its rich, colonial/Indian architecture). With other Spanish families, they subsequently took up arms against Spain and fought for the independence of Nuevo Granada (in the early 1800s) with the help of Simon Bolivar. The 19th Century proved to be a period of significant prosperity for the German- Ribons, so much so that they minted their own gold coins in England to use as local currency to buy goods for export. They lived in a magnificent home in Mompox and enjoyed the spoils of their new independence and great wealth. But guerrilla incursions and hopes for a better life prompted the entire German-Ribon family to leave Colombia, first decamping to New York City and eventually moving to London, where they sought out a more European cultural environment.
My German-Ribon grandfather Martin and his siblings grew up in London, where he obtained an engineering degree and secured a position with the international public works engineering firm S. Pearson & Son (a predecessor firm to the global Pearson PLC), and where Sylvia eventually was born.
His wife’s family, the Valenzuelas, also of Spanish origin, first came to Nueva Granada, as Colombia was then known, in the mid-1700s, when Don Eloy Valenzuela, a learned botanist, was commissioned by Spain to identify and record the new world’s plant life. His relatives settled in and never left Colombia and built their own enormous wealth through the acquisition of land and other businesses, eventually settling in Bogotá, the capital. Elvira, née Valenzuela, was born in Colombia, descendant of an arch-Catholic family that encouraged her, as a young teenager, to flagellate her back with stinging nettles. She was attracted by Martin de German-Ribon, who first spied her on a visit to Bogotá in 1913. He was immediately struck by her beauty and obvious international savoir-faire, given that she was reading the French periodical, La Revue des Deux Mondes. He proposed almost on the spot but her father would have none of it until substantial proof of Martin’s reputation and financial standing could be ascertained. As this turn-of-the-century credit check had to come from bankers in far-off London, it took months for this to be completed. (While the Valenzuelas had remained in Colombia, Bogotá society knew virtually nothing of the German-Ribon family, which had moved to Europe decades earlier). But eventually all was approved, and a lavish wedding was organized.
They were married in Bogotá, walking from the Valenzuela home (next to the present presidential palace in the downtown area of La Candelaria) to the church on a long red carpet laid down for the occasion, about a third of a mile.
The couple moved to London, where Grandfather Martin worked for Pearson following international assignments with that firm in Chile, Peru and Mexico. In that last country, he was assigned as a managing director of the Ferrocarriles de Mexico. In 1913, he was assigned to the Pearson home office in London and in 1916, asked to open Pearson’s new office in Paris. He died in 1926 and is remembered as a loving husband, who sent Elvira a love note every workday of his life in Paris, via mail-tube. At her death in 1968, though, Sylvia and her siblings, Beatrice and Miguel, also discovered a collection of love letters he had written to a mistress of long standing, which Elvira somehow had found and kept. “We decided to burn them,” Sylvia reported at the time.
After their marriage, Martin and Elvira first lived in London, but soon moved to Paris, both because of the new Pearson office and because they believed Paris would be more fun than London. In Paris, Sylvia was introduced to Francis both through her younger sister Beatrice and through Grandmother Eglé. The former was good friends with, later engaged to, and eventually married, Philippe Manset, Francis’ old friend from the days of the lycée. Eglé had taken Sylvia under her wing when she volunteered with the Red Cross chapter for the 16th arrondissement. At the time, Sylvia was single and footloose, having broken her engagement to the Prince de Broglie, descendant of a well-known noble French family, shortly after the news of that engagement had been publicly announced to Paris society and its Roman Catholic communities.
According to Beatrice, the strong-willed, forthright Sylvia had had her head turned by an “homme d’affaires”—a lawyer and go-to businessman named Edgar Faure, who subsequently had a long political career in various post-war French governments—who was then handling the estate of the German-Ribon girls’ uncle Ernesto. Sylvia was barely entering her twenties, and had just finished her high school baccalaureate studies. De Broglie was significantly older and “she wasn’t attracted to him,” according to family lore. The break-up occurred the same day the church published the Broglie-German-Ribon marriage banns. A really pretty engagement ring had to be returned. None of this sat well with Sylvia’s mother, Elvira, who promptly shipped her off to London for a time to get her to come to her senses. Elvira, as a widow and a Colombian expatriate, was courting social disapproval in the 16th arrondissement with the break-up, and Sylvia herself “became depressed—and even saw a psychoanalyst.” The infatuation with Faure did not last either. “Captivated by Sylvia’s charm and wit,” Faure apparently was willing to break off a relationship with another woman to be with Sylvia. But Elvira, ever conscious of her station as a foreigner in French society, put a stop to the relationship.
According to family oral history, Elvira then sought to intervene on behalf of her headstrong eldest child with her own characteristic bluntness. Where to find a proper match for her girl? Not surprisingly, she turned to a fellow parishioner at church, her good friend Eglé Gatins, and said, “Why don’t we get her introduced to your son?” Thus, Sylvia was dispatched, first to work as a Red Cross volunteer with Eglé, and then eventually, in a mutual family arrangement, to be formally introduced to Francis. It seems clear that Sylvia and Francis could have bumped into each other previously in Paris, but most in the family date the beginning of their long relationship to a more-or-less arranged (yet unchaperoned) weekend escape to the Swiss resort town of Gruyères, sometime in 1939, before Francis was actually mobilized for war. What is sure is that the young couple hit it off at Gruyères—yes, the town where they make that famous cheese—and that sparks flew between the two young people who had both lost their fathers just as they were becoming teenagers. Sylvia had been forced to wear the black of mourning clothes for five years after her father died when she was 10, which she resented mightily. She was definitely ready to free herself by her 20s. She had dark curly hair, an engaging gap-toothed smile and a quick and ready wit and, to Francis, a most shapely figure. Decades later, around a dinner table in Atlanta, both my mother and father would laugh and josh about who had been the randiest during that period. “It was you, Francis!” she would say. “No, it was you, absolutely,” Francis would counter, slapping the dinner table with his hand. On a vacation trip to Switzerland with their three oldest children in the mid-1950s, Francis and Sylvia made a special stop to show the children Gruyères, where Francis first started falling in love with Sylvia. (That visit got me into hot water with my fourth-grade teacher after our return to Atlanta that year. Along with a bowl of cheese fondue, my parents had shared a beer with us three children that day in Gruyères, which I recall to this day as being very bitter tasting. But I thought it pretty cool that they had offered us a brew. I related that fact in a paper about summer vacation, which shocked Miss Mills, my teacher at the time. “I went to Switzerland this summer with my parents and had a beer.” Miss Mills promptly asked my parents for a full explanation.)
The late 1930s also were a period of personal growth for both Sylvia and Francis. With rumors of yet another big war swirling throughout Europe, the two entered into a rather cerebral correspondence, while Francis was forced for the first time to associate with regular, ordinary Frenchmen doing military service. It was nothing like the aristocratic upper class he’d been used to. It was the beginning of a learning experience that essentially would democratize him, and show him there was something more to life than the extraordinarily elitist and snobbish upbringing he had known until then. The military taught him a bit of self-discipline, too, especially after a tough career sergeant threw him into a lock-up one Christmas Day for showing up drunk at assembly the night before.
Sylvia, at the same time, was a student in Paris, studying beaux-arts and interior decorating. She had completed her high school baccalaureate studies in in 1935, with a mention of “fair,” and an art history course at The Louvre Museum in 1938, with a mention of “very good.”
Francis, too, fancied himself something of a student, having spent some six months at Cambridge University’s King’s College prior to his initial call-up to service. Many years later, he would tell his children how intellectually stimulating that period had been, particularly under the tutelage of the celebrated economist John Maynard Keynes, who was at Cambridge at the time. But there is some evidence that Francis was in England for something other than cerebral stimulation. First, Cambridge has no record of his ever having enrolled as a student at any level. According to one of his daughters, “Daddy was more interested in partying. I remember that Daddy was friends with some Englishman... this particular friend would sleep around with men during the week to earn money so he could party with girlfriends on the weekend.” Francis himself was particularly struck by the bedroom savvy of long-legged Australian girls he met at Cambridge, a recollection that still occupied space in his memories some 30 years later, when I returned home from a stint in Vietnam that included a week of R & R in Sydney. “Do those Aussie girls still know how to lift their legs so high?” my father wanted to know.
In 1939, though, Francis’ mind was on Sylvia. While she was not all that pretty, he later told close friends, “She has a great figure.” He stayed in touch with Sylvia by letter, appealing both to the student and the lover in her, while recuperating from a car accident that occurred while he was on leave at the Fischer family home outside Geneva. Both the hospital and second home were located on Mont Pelerin, the peak overlooking the Lake Geneva resort town of Vevey, headquarters of what many called the “Swiss Riviera.”
One Friday morning, in a letter addressed to “my little one,” he spoke of fellow patients at the hospital where he’d been taken, all of whom suddenly had Hitler and international affairs on their minds. “It would seem better to do like me, to spend their time thinking of your fine legs, your long fingers, the softness of your skin, the brilliant spontaneity of your look, your charming conversation, your kind heart.... Time seems so long far from you,” he wrote.
Another Friday morning, still at Vevey, Francis took a more literary tone, recommending to Sylvia a poetry book that assumed English was much more rhythmical and musical than French. That literary discussion, at the same time, was followed by love-talk, interspersed, inevitably, with reference to the impending military conflict.
“Mother and I await, with undisguised impatience, the general mobilization that would permit us to take the train to Paris, to leave this place, and to do something useful,” he concluded in that letter. Gasoline was already being restricted and rationed, making it impossible to drive back to Paris. At the same time, Francis criticized those fellow patients who now appeared more interested in discussing their digestion and sleep habits. “Oh, those disgusting bourgeois!” he concluded.
Grandmother Eglé’s take on the situation in 1939 was very similar, mirroring the general unease about impending and virtually inevitable conflict. Francis had finished his compulsory military service on October 11, 1938. “Despite the noise of war, he was going out a lot, and played golf on a regular basis, at Saint-Cloud, with friends and Mr. Fischer,” according to Eglé’s memoir. “He was very close to Philippe Manset, whom he knew from the days at the Lycée Tannenberg. And he saw a lot of two girls, Sylvia and Beatrice de German-Ribon, the younger of which quickly found herself engaged to Philippe.”
“Paris was very festive. Everyone was dancing on a volcano, but we were all dancing a lot,” Eglé said. “I recall a fancy dress ball at the Polish embassy—in that magnificent private home on rue de Talleyrand. That night, I had an extraordinary feeling that something was coming to an end—that our world, as we knew it, was fleeing and that we’d never see it again.
“The ambassador’s wife.... was waltzing with the German military attaché,” Grandmother continued. “Afterward, she told me, ‘Oh, you know, if he captures me one day when I go back to Poland, he’d gladly put me up before a firing squad.’”
Available government records suggest that portents of the coming conflict weighed on Francis heavily enough that he reversed himself and tried to claim U.S. citizenship, despite his having served in the French military. This effort, initiated November 10, 1938, proved to be the first salvo in a multiyear bureaucratic fight with the U.S. Department of State over whether Francis could claim to be a U.S. citizen and receive another American passport.
The State Department had granted him a two-month extension of an American passport, originally granted in 1936, good until February 10, 1939, so he could return briefly to Atlanta. But the State Department subsequently denied him further passports when he and Grandmother Eglé opted to return to France in the spring of 1939. “In view of the fact that you have spent two thirds of your life in France and as the passport above referred to was issued for the sole purpose of enabling you to return to the United States to perform the duties of citizenship which are reciprocal with the right to the protection of this government, the Department is of the opinion that you are not entitled to passport facilities to enable you to resume your residence in France,” wrote R.B. Shipley, Chief of the Passport Division at State at the time. Francis, at age 23, had “not demonstrated an intention to reside in the United States and assume the duties and obligations of an American citizen but on the contrary he has manifested his loyalty to France by remaining in that country after attaining his majority and performing military service,” Shipley said in a letter of March 23, 1939.
To date, no records have surfaced to show exactly why Francis and Eglé made this brief additional trip to the United States, nor was there any real explanation in the Atlanta news articles that dutifully chronicled their visit. Francis and Eglé were fêted at a dinner party put on by Isabel Tompkins on January 18, 1939. Three weeks later, the Gatinses, mother and son, threw their own cocktail party at the Piedmont Driving Club. The passport file correspondence with Francis’ lawyer hints that they might have been in Atlanta to clear some tax matters.
Francis and Eglé had left Paris and arrived in the States on December 21, 1938 and were due to return to France aboard the Ile de France on March 18, 1939. (In fact, they didn’t leave until early April, using their French passports). Francis himself wrote Shipley, the State Department’s passport official, on April 7, before leaving New York, that he’d had no intention of returning to France to live there permanently “where I have no home, but only to spend the spring in Paris where I planned to be married and come back after that to this country. I quite understand that the Department of State cannot grant me passport facilities and protection when I am still a French citizen, especially with all the trouble that is now going on in Europe,” Francis said. “I am entirely willing to repudiate the French nationality.”
But world events swept Francis into the vortex of war—as a conscript in the French army—before he was able to marry Sylvia. It took him years more to formally and finally claim U.S. citizenship. The French army mobilized him on September 1, 1939, just in time to endure the “phony war,” la drôle de guerre, and then endure capture on the western front at the hands of the advancing German forces.
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There was little to no surprise when war finally broke out September 1, 1939, with Germany’s blitzkrieg attack on Poland. The Gatins and Fischer families, vacationing that summer in Switzerland as they had for the past 18 years, had been expecting it for weeks, as had most of Europe.
It was obvious the Germans were gearing up for ground action. “One night, there was a big dinner in St. Moritz—we were staying in Pontrésina—and some Germans were there,” Eglé recalled. “They were very, very nervous. They said, ‘We’re returning to Germany tomorrow.’ The man at the [hotel] desk said, ‘All the Germans are leaving—either by car or taking the 6:15 a.m. train.’ So, after that, we decided to go, too.”
Fischer, his wife, Eglé and eventually, Francis, then moved closer to the French border, to a small town near Lausanne. Mother and son decided to get back to Paris by train. They arrived in Paris at night during a blackout, while the Fischers waited out the early days of the conflict in neutral Switzerland. “We tried to find a taxi, which was impossible, so we took the Métro, which was working very well. The next morning, Francis went to report,” Eglé said. That was September 2, 1939.
The allies, France and England (the United States was still assuming a studious neutrality) then waited out la drôle de guerre, the “phony war,” during which both sides, after Poland was overrun, simply observed each other from their respective borders. The French hunkered below ground in their allegedly impregnable Maginot Line along France’s eastern border with Germany, a heavily engineered and interconnected series of underground bunkers and interlocking firing positions.
Francis was detailed initially to a collection company, made up of French citizens not previously assigned to a specific unit. These included many Frenchmen from abroad, including Moroccans, Algerians, expatriate Poles, Jews from all over Europe who had fled to the supposed egalitarian haven of France, and the like. They were barracked in a small military camp in Coulommiers, less than 38 miles east of Paris. He fought off barracks boredom with letters to Sylvia and the company of a few new friends, notably Robert Tancrède, who became a lifelong friend. Eglé would go see them on Sundays, taking packages full of food and busying herself by helping clean her son’s quarters.
During the week, she worked as a Red Cross volunteer and gave generously of her time in the government offices of the 16th arrondissement, where she had reported the day after the general mobilization. The district’s mayor, a physician and former “Communard,” that is, an adherent of the Parisian commune that briefly ran things after France’s embarrassing loss to Germany in 1870, was more than glad to have her support. “He said, ‘I’m glad to have you—everyone else got the hell out of here,’” Eglé said. In French: “Ils ont tous foutu le camp.”
Grandmother continued thus in her memoirs: “Paris was empty. There was plenty to eat, but so few people to buy anything. No servants. Everybody was in Brittany or in the south of France and very shortly we had a lot of work at the mairie [literally, the mayor’s office] with refugees from Belgium and the north of France.
“We set up soup lines,” she recalled. “It was very busy with these people and we were not ready.” Orphans and children were organized into groups and packed away to the country by train, detailed to country properties and châteaux. My grandmother also remembered being very busy setting up a project for the wives and girlfriends of the men who’d been called to wartime service. She had them sewing shirts and knitting socks that were then sold in the military commissary stores. Eglé spoke elegant volumes regarding her distress at these world developments in a letter to her friend Edna Thornton in Atlanta, which subsequently was reprinted in some detail by the society columnist for The Atlanta Constitution, on Nov. 19, 1939.

I have been working like a mad woman on relief work. There is so much to do and so much misery. The war is hard on soldiers, but at least they are well fed and well clothed. You cannot imagine the sad life of those poor people who had to leave their homes, because they were too near the line of bombardment. So many children and old people are in this tragic class. And I was made ill from the pathetic plight of my people.
War is such a curse, and twice in 25 years is a little too much. Of course, I am heartbroken with my son and brother gone, but, outside of that, and what I suffer for my country, nothing so far has happened to me.
I shall ever be grateful for any amount raised to help relieve suffering and distress caused by the present war, which I hoped and prayed would be averted.

Eglé ended the letter with a desperate plea to help collect money from a virtual who’s who of 21 Atlanta society figures, most of them women friends from her early days in Atlanta, to help the needy French civilians.
Francis, meanwhile, kept up with Sylvia by letter, anxiously waiting for armed conflict—he was still young and idealistic then—while trying to fend off the tedium of military routine.

September 5, 1939
[three days after reporting for duty]
I’m actually trying to catalog my thoughts about the war and my native land. For now, I’m heading to war with faith to defend what we had this spring: Our nightclubs, your dresses, your perfumes, our cigarettes, the champagne we drank. All that seems like good causes to defend, what do you think? Smile, everything is lovely. Yours affectionately.


September 20, 1939
Maybe your sweet letter of September 9 will calm my rage. Imagine, it’s been 18 days that I’m here and we’re still dressed in civilian clothes!”[He went on to describe the motley crew with him.] There are three types of people: First, the Frenchmen from abroad; then, those who’d lost all their paperwork; and, finally, a bunch of others pulled out of other units. We have three professors from the University of La Loire, a business rep from America (he is fat, effeminate and a Christian Scientist), two missionaries, two business executives, three musicians from the orchestra in Boston, representatives from every French colony, including one from Shanghai, a former champion sprinter, a ski champion, a young man of letters, a French theatrical scene-setter who’s spent his entire life in Germany, a business rep from Berlin who spends his time reciting poems, especially by Baudelaire. In this disparate crew, we also have some who are really amusing—those touched in the head. Unfortunately, one of them several days ago had the funny idea of throwing himself out the third-story window and broke his hip. They’re getting rid of the rest of ‘em. What remains is a veritable mishmash of twisted souls, hunchbacks, those with a limp and every form of alcoholic degeneracy, and all the victims of what the immortal Céline calls “the bleeding heart Jews...”

Francis in that same letter, almost in passing, makes further reference to an apparent adherence to the rampant anti-Semitism that was common currency in France during that era. The letters make clear that he was no exception to this shameful practice. “I’ve picked up some good friends, with whom I play bridge all day long, and with whom I practice anti-Semitism,” he casually wrote in that same letter to Sylvia.
I was shocked to see evidence of this prejudice, so casually voiced, but such sentiment was widespread among non-Jews in France between the wars, despite France’s token adherence to Liberté, Egalité and Fraternité. Many Gentiles, especially Catholics, resented both Jewish business successes, particularly in the banking world, and also the waves of Jewish immigrants who fled Germany and Austria and all of eastern Europe as Nazi pogroms became common there in the 1930s. Discovering this casual anti-Semitism in my father’s past stopped me cold, particularly since neither my siblings nor I ever had an inkling of this disposition, nor had he sought to ingrain us with the same attitude. We exchanged many e-mails over this troubling finding, both to probe our memories and to try to understand what motivated his anti-Jewish sentiments. We all wanted to excuse him, but in the end, we could not. He was a product of his time. French anti-Semitism was everywhere in France, virulent and violent in the years leading up to World War II. French police documented the existence of at least 10 organized anti-Semitic groups in Paris alone in 1939, some of them dating back to the 1890s, some of them linked to anti-Dreyfus organizations. They published broadsheets and pamphlets and tracts to further their cause, with the circulation of the “most renowned” anti-Semitic newspapers, La Libre Parole and Le Petit Journal exceeding two million readers, according to researcher Paul J. Kingston. His slim volume, Anti-Semitism in France during the 1930s, more than adequately conveys a flavor for this torrent of propaganda, the gross caricatures that illustrated it, and the deep-rooted prejudice that spawned it. It explains, to a large degree, how the most rabid members of such groups in France ultimately found common cause with Nazi aims and provided leadership for, and complicity in, the state-sanctioned mass murder that was the Holocaust.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/20789 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!