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Yesterday 

& 

Today 

ELEPHANT  GYPSY  GOES  WILD 
  AND  IS  KILLED NEAR  HERE. 

The Monster Brute of the Harris Nickel-Plate Shows Tramples her Keeper to Death and Runs Amuck. 
After Terrorizing the Business Portion of the City, she Dashes out to Pine Park  

and was Shot Down  Six Miles Above the City Sunday Morning.  

This article continues on pages 2 - 6. It is  from the then 
semi-weekly Valdosta Times  Tuesday, Nov. 25, 1902.  
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Gypsy an Integral Part of the Lore of Lowndes 
Soon the restorations of the 1905 Lowndes County Court-
house and the 1906, The McKey, now a boutique hotel, will 
be completed. Visitors, tourists and technology gamers will 
find points of downtown history part of their Valdosta  

(Gypsy an Integral Part … continued)          ... experience. 
   This extensive newspaper article has just become available in 
digital form. It will be on the Historical Society’s website for 
the public to make use of it.   It is surprising how much of the 
Gypsy story survived into the future being told correctly. Some 
Gypsy rampage happenings were not yet exposed and thus 
could not be included in this day-after Valdosta Times issue.   
    Other newspapers wrote telling of the grand publicity that 
Gypsy the elephant was bringing Valdosta, and chided Atlanta 
that they were missing out.  This article provides information 
and perspectives concerning the rampage we had not known. 
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 O’Rourke, Rourke  and the Florist Business 
This article tells  of “James O’Rourke.” In subsequent days, the 
newspaper issues corrected the name to “Rourke.” In lore the 
deceased has been written of as James “Whiskey Red” O’Rourke. 
He was thus listed in the cyclical historical plays in Sunset Hill 
Cemetery. At the museum we have almost ceased attempting the 
correction to Rourke.   The History of Lowndes County Georgia, 
1825-1941 relates this story, “A huge circus elephant, Gypsy, 
escaped and killed her trainer. The circus people insisted on buy-
ing flowers for the funeral.” This Gypsy event initiated the form-
ing of florist businesses in Valdosta. 
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Above: The 2007 elephant statue and garden exhibit at the muse-
um remembers Gypsy. It is a favorite photo stop on the museum 
grounds.     Mrs. Lucille Summerlin of the Fellowship Home was 
interviewed in 1992, when turning 100, by the Valdosta Daily 
Times.  One of her most vivid recollections told in the article was 
of the rampage of Gypsy the elephant. The event for her then was 
ninety years ago in 1902, when she was ten years old. Writers told 
that the story of Gypsy would continue for years and it has. 
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Left: Fred Stikkel did a superb job portraying Rourke in 1999 in 
the cyclical play series, Along the Paths of Paradise, presented 
by Theatre Guild, production, and the Historical Society, con-
cept and scripts. The plays were  popular and were last present-
ed in 2010 during Valdosta’s Sesquicentennial  Celebration. 
      Owner of the circus, Mrs. Harris, had the substantial obelisk 
shaped headstone, photo left,  installed at Sunset Hill Cemetery 
in 1903 before the circus wintered in Valdosta that year. “The 
entire circus crowd went out to the cemetery Saturday morning 
at nine o’clock to visit the tomb of John Rourke, the elephant 
keeper, who was killed by the big elephant Gypsy, which ram 
amuck here last year.” Valdosta Times 
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 The rampage of Gypsy the 
Elephant began November 
29, 1902. Articles describe  
dangerous activity downtown 
occurring in Toombs Street 
between the Valdes Hotel 
(left in image), and the First 
Christian Church, (right in 
image), both of which front-
ed on W. Hill Avenue. Both 
were built in 1902. Men hol-
lered at Gypsy from the 
church windows.  
In the distance is the steeple 
of First Baptist Church at the 
NW corner of Central Ave. 
and Toombs. It is said that 
Rourke fell off Gypsy near 
there and Gypsy broke a tusk 
maneuvering him, Ed Ferrell 
wrote of the tusk being at 
Valdes Hotel at one time.  

All local photos that exist of Gypsy and this circus came to the 
museum archives from one album donated in 1978 by Mrs. J.C. 

Hunt. ACQ 1978-180-001. The museum had moved into the Car-
negie in 1977 and the community was building our archives. 
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Memorials 

Mail to: LCHS 
P.O. Box 56 

Valdosta, GA 31603 

2023 Membership Application 
Lowndes County Historical Society 

 Name ___________________________________________________________________  

 Address_________________________________________________________________  

 Phone___________________________________________________________________ 

 Email ___________________________________________________________________ 

Membership Category 
 

Individual     $25. ___ 
Family            30. ___ 
Business         50. ___ 
Contributing  100. ___ 
Patron            250. ___ 
Life              1,000.___ 

 

Jean Webb Alexander 
Marietta, GA 

by 
Donald O. Davis 

Dr. Calvin and Sue D. Reams 
Thomasville, GA 

 

Bobbie Snow Boal 
Atlanta, GA 

by 
Carolyn B. Christian 

Donald O. Davis 
 

James Davis ‘Jimmy’ Carroll, Jr. 
by 

Riley and Jenny Beck Howard 
Gig Harbor, WA 

Wm. Otis and Beverly Fletcher  
Mary D. Gray  

 

Wallace W. ‘Wally’ Colson 
by 

Wm. Otis and Beverly Fletcher 
 

Sue Zeigler Cox 
by 

Dan and Carolyn E. Coleman 
Edward and Rita Hightower 

Daniel Hardy ‘Danny’ Douglas 
Dunnellon, FL 

by 
Donald O. Davis 

 
Irvin Perry Green 

by 
Donald O. Davis 

 
Archibald Little ‘Archie’ Griffin 

by 
Dan and Carolyn E. Coleman 

Wm. Otis and  Beverly Fletcher 

 
Cheryl Ann Holmes 

by 
Charles and Lettie Allen 

 
Shannon Greene Hull 

Palm Beach, FL 

by 
Mary D. Gray 

 
Fred Walter McIntyre 

  by 
Donald O. Davis 

The Honorable 
Judge H. Arthur McLane 

by 
Edward and Sara L. Crow 

Sigma Alpha Epsilon Fraternity 
 

John Gregory Odum 
by 

Edward and Rita Hightower 
 

Freling Hand ‘Fritz’ 
Scarborough, Jr. 

by 
Dan and Carolyn E. Coleman 

 

Alexandra “Zannie”  
Dowling Sheel 

Savannah, GA 

by 
Mary D. Gray 

 

Cynthia Faith ‘Cindy” 
Waller Slaughter 

by 
Edward and Rita Hightower 

 

Benjamin Lively  
‘Ben’ Stanaland III 

by 
Buddy and Sharon Coleman 

Mary L. Culbreath 
Mike and Martha Dover 

Mary D. Gray 
Wm. Otis and Beverly Fletcher 

Marilyn Kemper 
Joan Lawson 

 

Dr. Owen K. Youles, Jr. 
by 

Roxanne W. Brown 
Dan and Carolyn E. Coleman 

 

Gifts in Honor  

The 90th Birthday of  
Lilla Kate Parramore Hart 

by 
Donald O. Davis 

Edward and Rita Hightower 
J. Edward Willis 

Note:  Family and Friendship Memorial Gifts will be listed in the upcoming newsletter. Due to a Bulk Mail machine  
processing problem in Jacksonville, over 125 out-of-region newsletters were all returned after a delay with Address-Not
– Known stickers. The entire mailing had to be re-processed, therefore we continue to receive these Memorial Gifts. 

In this newsletter: 

Recording the Lore of Lowndes 
 

Downtown  & the Countryside 
Rampage of Gypsy the Elephant 

1902 –2022 
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Lowndes County Historical Society & Museum 

305  West Central Avenue  
P.O. Box 56   Valdosta, GA 31603 

(229) 247-4780 
Fax:  (229) 247-2840 

E-mail:  research.lchs@gmail.com & ddavis.lchs@gmail.com 
 

Web page: 
http://www.valdostamuseum.com 

Yesterday & Today 
is a trademark of the 

Lowndes County Historical Society. 

         Museum Calendar of Events 
 

Officers and Executive Committee 
President, John Bennett; 1st Vice President, Ron Irwin; 2nd Vice President, 

Mary Young Manning; Secretary, Carol Irwin; Treasurer, C. Edward High-
tower; Past President, Ex Officio,  Sally S. Kurrie 

 
January-March  2023………………………..2023 Annual Membership Drive 
January15....……..………………………... ……M. L. King, Jr. Day observed 

              January 26 …..….…..………….…. Meeting with Program by Lilla Kate Hart 
              Feb 3-5……..…LCHS at Georgia Association of Historians Conference VSU 
              March 3 …….........74th Squadron Vietnam Vets, Wives Program at Museum 
              March 16…..……………………. Program for Garden Center, Inc. Luncheon 
              March 16…… ……………………….…...……... Board of Trustees Meeting 
              March 23 ….. ...……………………...……..... Society Meeting and Program 
              April 4,5 ……. ….……100 Years: Henry Ford’s Productive  Day in Valdosta 
              May 13……….Museum Upper Gallery, Lloyd Greer Tour of Homes by VHF 
 

Yesterday & Today 
 Newsletter of 

Lowndes County Historical Society 
 

Newsletter Editor 
Donald O. Davis 

 

Museum Staff  
Donald O. Davis  
Executive Director.  

 

Harry S. Evans  
Special Collections and Research 

 
Amy Brown 

Textiles Curator 
 

Renate Milner 
Archives and Exhibits Volunteer 

 
Jeremy Petrella 

Exhibits Volunteer 
 

Vickie Everitt 
Museum Volunteer 

 


