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THOMAS PURSE

Thomas Pilkington Purse (1802-1872) was a Savannah
merchant, railroad official, and church and civic leader.
He was the first superintendent, and for 25 years a
member of the Board of Directors, of the Central Railroad
and Banking Company of Georgia. He is credited with
developing railroad time schedules. He was a city
alderman, étate senator, U.S. Appraiser of Custons,
and a Civil War mayor of Savannah. He married twice,
nd was the father of 16 children. He is buried in
Laurel Grove Cemetery. The large memorial window at
fhe Evangelical Lutheran Church of .the Ascension is
dedicated in his memory. His active and useful life
spanned a time of great expansion in Savannah as well

as one of war, tragedy, and Reconstruction.




"It was a peculiar feature of his life that
success invariably crowned his efforts; and Mr. Purse,
in dying at a green old age, had left behind him a
memory that men will cherish, monuments of services
that will be perpetuated in the hearts of the people
of Savannah, and a record that invites the emulation
and the admiration of the living and those who are
yet to be born."

-Obituary of Thomas Purse,

Savannah Daily Republican,
Dec. 19, 1872



THE STORY OF A WINDOW

On the evening of October 9, 1878,.a group of
tired but exuberant church members hurried in the fading
autumn twilight to the Savannah waterfront, anxious 1o
take advantage of the little daylight remaining for the
task at hand. Their destination was the steamer Juniata
from Philadelphia. 1In her hold was a huge crated glass
window, measuring nine by fourteen feet, and costing over
$500, a large sum for a southern city still recovering
from the effects of a war and Reconstruction.

The precious piece of glass, a gift from
Savannah businessman Daniel Gugle Purse, was reverently
brought up the steep street from the river and to the
Lutheran Church at Bull and State Streets, a building
undergoing extensive renovation. The Savannah
newspaper, in announdng the arrival of the window,
had said'it would be put in place in a few days. However,
the yolunteer workers, men who had already put in a full
day at their regular occupations before coming to the
churéh, went on to uncrate the window that night. To
their relief, it was found to be intact.

Their weariness forgotten, the men placed the
heavy glass in place. Candles and lanterns were quickly
brought for illumination behind it, to show its beauty

to the church members who had assembled.




The window depicted the scene of the ascension of
Christ, thus giving the Evangelical Lutheran Congregation

a new name. When the rebuilt church was consecrated on

April 20, 1879, it had a new title, The Evangelical Lutheran

church Of The Ascension. The window was dedicated to the
memory of Thomas Purse by his son, who had become an
Episcopalian. The consecration service was filled wi th

{
symbolism.

This was the same church where Thomas Purse and
nhis young bride Fliza Jane Gugle had peen married in 1824.
Theirs are the first names on the parish registry which the
new pastor, the Rev. Stephen A. Mealy, had just begun to
keep in English and not the traditional German of the
first Lutherans who had settled in the area from Austia
in 1734. Here baptism services had been held for 16
Purse children, and funeral services for many as well,
from the family of Thomasf2 Here also his funeral had
beenvconducted. with so many people present the service
began half an hour late.3

Both the congregation and the Purse family had

just gone through periods of prosperity and loss. Now the
fortunes of both, and of the city, were again on the rise.
Thomas, the patriarch, would not be there to see it.

There wald only be the great window, the symbol of



triumph and resupection. Below it the sunlight falls on
a simple plague: "In memoriam, Thomas Purse. Born 26th
March, 1802. Ded 18th December, 1872."

EARLY FAMILY HISTORY
Thomas Purse could trace his family back to England,

and a forebear William who spelled the name Perce: others
were called Perse. The son of that William, born in
Manchester, England, was the first of his family to come
to the colonies. (Appendix 1.) He married Isabella Steele
in 1775, the year of the first battles of the Revolution,
and his son Thomas was born the next year, that of the
birth of American Independence. The English-born Thomas
also served under the command of a Colonel William Thomson
in the 3rd South Carolina Regiment, a fact carefully
recorded in the Purse family Bible.

His son Thomas married Mary Jane Pilkington at
St, Paul's Church in Baltimore in 1795.4 Their ten children
were fo include Thomas Pilkington, who later dropped his
mother's name from his own; Elizabeth, Isabella, William.é;Lu#”“b)
Robert, Jane, Mary Ann, Juliana, and Susanne Catherine.
The family moved several times. Thomas is listed as a
native of Winchester, Va., while his sister Mary Ann was

born in Baltimore seven years later, 180951 They later



moved to Charleston, S.Cc. By age 16, Thomas was in
Savannah.@/The records of the Colonial Cemetery here
show that Mary Jane is buried in the Gugel-Purse plot.
They also show a purial plot, but no date of burial, for
her husband.q However, another source says that he died
in Charleston, and was buried there.
J3INomAsS ANnD eLizA
The marriage of Thomas and Eliza Jane was

marked by the birth of 14 children. Even in a time of
great infant and child mortality, the losses are
pathetic. Six daughters died in infancy or early
childhood, of causes ranging from whooping cough to
“dropsy of the brain," or winfantile," and are buried
in Colonial Cemetery.

Of the two surviving daughters, Eliza Jane,
her mother's namesake, married James Lord Pierpont of
Boston, a musician, church organist and choir director,

_and sometimes Savannah businessman. Julie married Lewis

Chades Tebeau, a Baptist minister and also a businessman.
"My great-grandfathr was a real family man," a descendant

says of Purse. "He never wanted the childen to leave home,
especially the girls. He would just say he could add more
rooms to the house.” Both girls lived at home with

their husbands and later, children,for sometime after their

. 10
marriages.




How James Pierpont was to support his growing family
(there were 1o pe five children) was a matter of some concern
to both Purse and the Pierponts in Boston. In April, 1859,
John Pierpont Jr., a brother, wrote thelir Unitarian minister
father in Boston, concerning a talk he had just had on the
subject.
"He said he was happy in his domestic relatiors had
a number of valuable friends, etc. I have heard from others
that he is diligent and attentive to business. Indeed, he is
under an iron rod in his father-in-law." g
It appears that Thomas had helped James set up a
paint supply and hardware store on Johnson Square. Part of
the time James' partner was Lewis C. Tebeau; part of the
time it was Daniel Gugle Purse.ﬁﬂin November, 1859,
Thomas purchased back James' stock for some $7,000. Or
perhaps it was his way of making a secured loan, since
there was a provision that James could repay the money
within 15 months, and have the store stock. Probably
other businessmen in the family continue& to manage the
store, or merge the stock with otﬁer businesses.i;"
The year 1860 was a sad one for the family. Firsti
Ella Pursejs; daughter of Thomas and Eliza Jane, died of
gastric fever, and was buried at Laurel Grove Cemetery. In

May it was little James Pierpont Jr., at age six months.

The funeral was conducted from the Purse home on South




I

Broad Street, now Ogle thorpe Avenue. ~

In October Eliza Jane Purse died of typhoid fever at
age 50. Family genealogy states that Eliza's birth name
was Small, and that she was a red-headed Irish baby when
she and a half-brother, 11, were adopted by the prosperous
Gugle family. The census lists her place of birth as
Savannah. The names of her biAth parents are not known
to the family. |

Thomas Purse had three sons who follwed him into

business in Savannah, Daniel, William, and John. Benjamin
became a physician. Thomas Purse Jr. of the elite
Oglethorpe Light Infantry (Company B., 8th Regiment Georgia

Infantry,) was killed at First Manassas, Or First Bull Run,
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in July, 1861.

On Jan. 4, 1862, Thomas Purse married Miss
Josephine Almine Felt, a Savannah teacher and wsutheran
Sunday School teacher.u£8he was the daughter of Joseph
and Ann Marie Felt. Felt, who had died in January, 1861,
had been a Savannah justice of the peaceé asS well as a
city treasurer. He had also been an elder in the church
and Sunday School superintendent. He and Thomas had p
served together on many civic and church committees.L/
I+ was natural that after the death of Joseph, a widower,

and Eliza Jane Purse, the two friends should comfort one

another and eventually join in marriage.



In entering the marriage Josephine, 38, was still a

businesswoman. On Jam. 2, 1862, two days before the nuptials

were performed by the Rev. Sylvanus Landrum, the couple
entered into an agreement concerning Josephine's property.
Her 27 shares of railroad stock and 14 of Savannah Gas
Light stock would not become part of a joint estate. They
would be retained by her under the management of Gilbert
Butler, a Savannah carpenter,Lgf his heirs in case of his
death.

Two children were born to this marxidge, Sarah
Marie in 1864 and Josephine Ann in 1866. Again, Thomas
experienced the sorrow of having a child just long enough
to love it. Sarah lived two months, just long enough to
be baptized; Jogephine ﬁgéég at 13 months in 1867 of
"convulsions." |

From 1817 through to the death of Thomas in 1872,

and later withhis descendants and family into the next
century, there are Purse references in the general index
of thé Savannah newspapers. The first ones, for the year
1817, simply include the name Thomas Purse among those
having mail held for them at the Savannah Post Office.
This would indicate the father or son were at leasﬂpart of

the time here on business, possibly in preparation for the

move here from Charleston.



In subsequent 1ssues, these often refer to
pusiness advérting, and are too numerous to list here.
In fact, the full scope of the financial as well as
ci;ic career of Thomas Purse is too great to cover in
the course of this brief paper, and must await a fuller
biographical treatment which 1t deserves.a'2 This also
includes the many newspaper and legal references at
the county court house to his business dealings. In
some of these, he was simply acting as an agent for
a corporation or fraternal organization, as a church
trustee, or as an executor in settling an es‘tate.gi

Thomas Purse began his business career as 2
clerk with a grocery firm on Market Square in Savannah.
He then became part of the book firm of Purse and Styles,
and later a sole proprietor of what was also a printing
and stionery business. He later sold this business to
P.G. Thomas; it was still later owned DYy John M. Cooper.
His quick mind had seized upon what was %o become the

central work of his life, the building of the Central

of Georgia Railway.



WORKING ON THE RAILWAY
The desire to build a railroad from Savannah to

interior Georgia had come about through an old rivalry
be tween the port cities of Savannah and Charleston. In
the early years of the 19th Century, Savannah had seen
products arrive at her port through the navigable rivers
of the area, the Savannah River to Augusta, and the

Ogeechee and Canoochee Rivers to eastern Georgia.
However, as The Central of Georgia Railway history by

Richard E. Prince tells the story:

"With the opening of the new South Carolina
Railroad in 1830 between Augusta and Charleston, the
picture was changed. This new route soon began to
divert export traffic from the interior away from Savannah
up to Charlestop, and actually threatened the position
of Savannah as a major east coast port.

"In view of these circumstances, during the
fall of 1833 some of the farsighted citizens of Savannah
organized the Central Railroad and Canal Company to
construct a railroad westward from that port tword Macon.
The city government of Savannah also offered a helping hand
with the appropriation of $500,000 toward that venture as
incorporated under a charter issued at the Georgia state

capital in Milledgeville on Dec. 20, 1833."



The route of the road was a matter of considerable
dispute. Three surveys of the road were made before the
1ine following the Ogeechee River for some 80 miles, was
actually built. Others favored a more direct route. But
the river route was selected because, as the third

surveying engineer, L.0. Reynolds, pointed out,
"This northern path would serve an area already

developed and plentiful with large plantations that would not

only provide potential freight traffic for the new railroad,
but would also supply cheap slave labor that could be used

to construct the line during winter monts when the field

hands would otherwise be idle." Prince adds,
"It was a time when cotton was king in the South,

and the Central grew rich and powerful transporting that

commodity to market...
Construction of the maill line of the company had

already begun in December, 1835, since the first nine miles
out of Savannah would be used with any route. Capital
stock had sold for $100 a share, with the City of
Savannah the largest stockholder. However, in the difficult
early days, the price of stock dropped to $20 a share. Many
workers walked off the job, forcing the company to depend
more and more on slave labor.

In 1835, the Georgia State Legislature authorized
the company banking priviledges in order to secure a more
favorable investment for the stockholders. The name was

changed to the Central Rail Road and Baking Company of
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Georgia, which it kept until 1895.
From the beginning, Thomas Purse was involved with

the project. He was onepf the four City of Savannah

representatives to whom the railroad president William a2
W. Gordon extended the Central Rail Road charter in 1836.
He was its first superintendent, from 1837 to 1847, and
for 25 years a member of its board of directors, 1840
to 1865.

He is credited with being one whose firmness and
enthusiasm brought eventual success. A writer for the

Southern Historical Association wrote in 1895,

"When an effort was being made to secure a stock
subscription of $500,00 in the enterprise from the city
of Savarmah, one of the speakers at a public meeting
said that the city could not subscribe $5,000. Thomas
Purse took the stand and said that Savannah could not only,
but would, subscribe $500,000, a vast sum in the 1840s, and
he pledged himself to see that it would be done. It was
raised in stock and he himself negotiated the loan for
nearly half a million dollars, which resulted in the
building of the first great system of southern railways,
and not a dollar was lost to the city."23

In 1872, an obituary writer for the Savannah Daily

Republican said of him,




























































