A childhood murder changes two lives: the tragic backstory of Paul E. Rainwater
by Susan Chance-Rainwater, Dec 2020
Paul Edward Rainwater (1885-1945), son of Charles Allison Rainwater and Cornelia Jane Veazey
On 26 Feb 1900, the Atlanta Constitution newspaper reported the story of a fight between two
teenaged boys1 that ended in the murder of one by the other. [2988]
According to the article, 14-year-old Paul Rainwater and Barry Langford were playing in their
neighborhood in southeast Atlanta. They passed the home where the Slappey family lived, and
Rainwater stopped to pat the Slappey’s dog. His affection towards their dog had long irritated
Willie and Frank Slappey, who treated it carelessly. The two boys began to taunt Rainwater,
insulting Rainwater’s late mother, provoking the fight. [2988] [2990]
The taunt was reported as both “you are no better than the dog” and “the dog is better than
your mother.” Neither seems worth starting a fatal fight over, unless Paul’s understanding of
the remark was – you love that dog more than you loved your deceased mother.
In the course of the fight, Paul Rainwater pulled out a pocket knife, and stabbed Frank Slappey
at least twice, once in the abdomen and once between the seventh and eighth ribs. Mrs.
Slappey broke up the fight and then called for a doctor. Frank died at Grady Hospital later that
day. [2988] [2990]
The article identifies Paul Rainwater as the son of C. A. Rainwater, a wagon maker, who lived at
112 Pearl Street SE. This address still exists on modern maps.[2988]
Frank Slappey was identified as the son of John Slappey, a butcher working for a dry goods
company. [2988] The Slappey family lived at 52 S. Delta Place SE, the location of the murder.
This address doesn’t exist on modern maps. Many of the streets in this neighborhood have
been renamed in the course of redevelopment.
Comparing a 1911 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map to Google Maps, I was able to approximately
identify the two addresses. Anchoring my view to Oakland Cemetery, a feature the two maps
had in common, and several streets that still have the same names, I was able to determine that
Delta Place is now called Chester Avenue once is crosses south of Decatur Avenue. Many of
the older houses still standing on Chester are duplexes. 52 Delta Place would have been the
north half of a duplex at the corner of present-day Chester Avenue and Wylie Street.
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Thus the Rainwater and Slappey homes were within a block of each other.
I mention the addresses because I came at this problem from the end of Paul Rainwater’s life,
when he was a respected electrical contractor. Upon first encountering the articles describing
the murder case, I was certain it was a different Paul Rainwater. The map convinced me
otherwise.
Paul Rainwater and Barry Langford were arrested on February 25th. Langford was charged
with assault and battery. Rainwater was charged with voluntary manslaughter. [2767]
On March 1st, Paul Rainwater appeared in the courtroom of Justice Simeon H. Landrum. The
justice surprised all present by disqualifying himself from the case, on the grounds that he was
related to Paul Rainwater.2 [2989]
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On March 3rd, the case was assigned to Justice J. M. Bateman, who fixed Rainwater’s bond at
$500 and heard the initial evidence. Two girls, Queenie Thomas and Cornelia Hood, testified
that they witnessed the fight, and Thomas said she saw Rainwater stab Slappey. [2990] [2767]
[2989]
By March 7th, the case had gone before the coroner’s jury, which issued a “true bill for
murder.” Rainwater’s bond had been increased to $3,000 owning to the severity of the crime.
The bond signed, Rainwater was released and returned to school, where the newspaper
reported he was “heartily welcomed by his classmates and teachers” as if the event had been a
schoolboy scuffle.[2991]
In fact, the teachers at Edgewood Avenue School were quick to speak up for Rainwater, days
before the case went to the coroner’s jury, calling him “a perfect gentleman, thoughtful of
others, studious, attentive to his work.” [2998] These unsolicited accolades make me think the
teachers didn’t wish to speak ill of the dead, but that everybody knew Frank Slappey was a
bully.
The case went to trial in the fall and received little press coverage until the verdict was
announced. Paul Rainwater was convicted of involuntary manslaughter in late October and
was sentenced to one year in prison.
At this point, the Rainwater’s family connections organized an effort to overturn the
conviction. How exactly these individuals were connected to the Rainwaters – by family, or
through church or business – it isn’t presently clear.3
Judge John Slaughter Candler requested of the prison commission to send Rainwater to
Milledgeville Reformatory, to keep the boy away from hardened criminals. [2993] Rainwater’s
council, the Westmoreland Brothers Law Firm, claimed the evidence in the case was
insufficient, and that the boy had acted in obvious self-defense. Additionally, several of the
jurors objected, saying they hadn’t expected such a harsh sentence. [2920]
In the meantime, Rainwater was held in the Fulton county jail on Butler Street, known as “The
Tower” for the architecturally disproportionate tower on the right front corner of the building.
[2997]
Eventually these requests for a pardon reached the desk of Governor Allen Daniel Candler,
who commuted the sentence to 60 days, to begin on the date of his conviction (in other words,
counting the time already served). Candler’s cited Rainwater’s good character, Christian home
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life, and the testimony of his teachers on his behalf, as well as a desire to mitigate the suffering
of his family. [2992]

LIFE AFTER COMMUTATION

Paul and Pearl Rainwater in El Salvador in the 1930s
On Christmas Eve 1900, Paul E. Rainwater was released from “The Tower.” [2997] Within a
year, his family sent him to Dallas, Texas, to give him a new start in life.
Why Dallas? While there were other Rainwaters living in Dallas, none were closely related to
Paul Rainwater. It seems to me that Dallas was the largest city in a straight line from Atlanta
on the railroad. It was a place to start anew, and large enough that no one would recognize
Rainwater’s name or his past offense.
He is listed in the 1903 Dallas city directory as an office boy. In 1905, he’s listed as a teamster.
In 1907, he’s listed as an engineer. by 1910, he lists his occupation as an electrician for the light
company. Based on the 1903 and 1910 entries, all of these jobs were for the same company –
Dallas Electric Power & Light. He lived in a succession of rooming houses.
In about 1915, Paul Rainwater married Minnie Pearl Qualls. They lived for a while on Rosita
Farm in Eagle Pass, Maverick County, Texas, with Minnie’s father, but returned to Dallas in
1928. [1617]
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Rainwater set himself up as a consulting electrical engineer. In the 1930s, he became an advisor
to Compañía de Alumbrado Eléctrico de San Salvador, where he served until 1938, based on a
commemorative album sold on Ebay in March 2002. One of the photos shows Rainwater
standing with General Maximiliano Hernández Martínez, who became dictator-president in
1932. [1615] [1616]
The couple retired to Grapevine, Texas, where Paul Rainwater died in 1945. His obituary says
he is to be buried in Grapevine Cemetery, but this is incorrect. He was buried in Five Mile
Cemetery in Oak Cliff, Dallas, Texas, with his wife and Qualls in-laws. Paul’s sister Miriam
Josphine Rainwater, who spent most of her adult life living in far north Texas, is also buried
with the family. [1427] [703] [926] [931]
Paul Rainwater and his wife had one son, Paul Edward Rainwater, Jr., who is buried with his
parents in Five Mile Cemetery. [1427]

NOTES

Children, boys, playmates, youngsters. These articles insist on referring to Paul Rainwater and
his victim, Frank Slappey, as if they were children. From a contemporary vantage point, we
would refer to them as teenagers.
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Landrum-Rainwater connection. Judge Simeon H. Landrum was the grandson on his mother’s
side of Daniel Underwood, whose son George Carter Underwood married Mary Ann Veazey,
whose parents were Jesse Veazey and Sallie Akins. Mary Ann Veazey’s brother, Eli Akins
Veazey, was Paul Rainwater’s great-grandfather. Daniel Underwood’s daughter, Sarah Mahala
Underwood, was Simeon Landrum’s mother. Charting this out, it appears to me that Simeon
Landrum and Paul Rainwater were 1st cousins once removed. The Veazey, Underwood, and
Landrum relationships have been documented on the Thomas/Shiers/Jackson/Adair Family
Tree created by Naomi Vickers on Ancestry.com.
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Candler-Rainwater connection. Paul Rainwater’s brother, Charles Veazey Rainwater, went to
work for the Coca-Cola Company in 1902, rising to the position of Secretary-Treasurer by
1906. How the Rainwaters were connected to the Candlers prior to 1902 is unknown to me.
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