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B i r m i n g h a m ’ s  Ly r i c 
Theatre, the century -
old former vaudeville 

showplace on Third Avenue, 
North, reopened to an enthusiastic 
crowd last week after a $11.5 
million renovation. It had been 
vacant since the 1970s.

Minus the burlesque, the 
opening show on Jan. 14 included 
three variety shows with local 
performers and vaudeville themes. 
Upcoming is a new entertainment 

series called “Live at the Lyric” 
featuring nationally known 
entertainers.

Built in 1914, the ornate World 
War I vintage theatre seats 750. 
The Birmingham Landmarks 
Foundation, which owns the 
facility, hopes it will attract not 
only variety and traveling shows 
but concerts, plays, dance, comedy 
and civic events.

The JCHA has been a long-time 
supporter of bringing the building 

back to life, its officers attending 
a pre-construction tour of the old 
theatre in 2013. 

No. 1 Reflections on Birmingham History Winter Q. 2016

The Lyric Is Back

Next Meeting
Thursday, January 28, 2016

Emmet O’Neal Library
Time: 6:30p.m.

Speaker: Billy McDonald

“My father’s experiences 
in ‘Flying the Hump’”
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H APPY, HAPPY NEW YEAR to each and every one of you. 
I hope everyone had a lovely holiday season and is looking 
forward to a happy, healthy and prosperous 2016. Vice 

President/Program Chair Tom Carruthers has lined up a stellar group 
of programs - he has already got us booked through January 2017! 
Three of our speakers will have new books coming out at about the 
time of their talk. It promises to be an exciting year. 

On another front, board member and past president, Ed Stevenson, 
has spent many hours over the last several months driving from one side of the county 
to the other to photograph all 24 of our historical markers. He has compiled these into a 
lovely picture booklet that he has dedicated to the memory of our good friend, Tom West. 
He has contributed a generous number to the Association Board and to the Birmingham 
History Center. He has also had the foresight to use the modified loose-leaf format so that 
pages can be added as we add markers. Several copies will be saved for the Association’s 
archives. The Board may also decide to make more to give to schools and libraries. There 
is a CD of the booklet so that if any of you would like a copy, you can see one of the 
officers and we can arrange it for cost. I will have it at the January meeting to show it off. 
Please thank Ed when you see him. This has truly been a labor of love.   

Secretary George Jenkins is also now having sets of the Jim Bennett edited Jefferson 
Journal bound to have for our archives as well as selected local libraries. If you want your 
own set, again see me or George and we may be able to arrange it at our cost. 

The Birmingham History Center has changed the display case exhibit in the lobby of 
Mountain Brook City Hall. It has some fun as well as memory producing artifacts, so stop 
by when you have a chance. Their contract has been renewed, so they will be changing out 
the display every four months for another year. 

The January meeting is our annual meeting, so once again we will be electing officers 
and new board members. I want to thank all of the team for their service, talent and 
dedication and the excellent job they have done this year. They are truly a wonderful 
asset for the Association. Dues are also due for 2016. Your board appreciates your 
support through your dues which pay for our excellent programs, our beloved newsletter, 
maintenance for our historical markers, and other projects. Your prompt response helps 
us to better plan for the next year. You are the ones that make it happen! 

Thank you all for your support this past year. Hope to see you in January.
 Alice McSpadden Williams
 President
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Message from the President Alabama Had Some Really  
Heavy Representation in the U.S. Senate

N ot that you would ever call Alabama’s two U.S. 
senators, Richard Shelby and Jeff Sessions, light 
weights, Alabama had the country’s heaviest 

senator ever when James 
Polk moved into the White 
House. Sen. Dixon Hall 
Lewis weighed 500 pounds 
occupying his seat in the 
Senate from 1844 until he 
died at age 46 in New York 
seeking medical treatment in 
1848. His colleagues cracked 
that Alabama had the largest 
representation of any state.

A strikingly obese figure, 
Lewis was known to weigh 
as much as a metal dumpster 
making him the heaviest 
member of Congress ever. 
A specially-constructed 
seat was provided in the 
Senate chambers for him, 
and his carriage was fitted 
with unusually heavy 
suspension springs. While in the Alabama State House 
of Representatives, he also had a special chair. Because 
of his great weight, Lewis gave speeches sitting down and 
aides frequently fanned him.

A resident of Autauga County, Lewis was elected a 
member of the Alabama House of Representatives in 
1826 after he moved to Lowndesboro where he served 
until 1828. He was elected as a States Rights Democrat to 
the 21st and to the seven succeeding Congresses. He served 
from March 4, 1829, to April 22, 1844, when he resigned 
the House to join the Senate. He served as chairman of 
the United States House Committee on Indian Affairs 
from 1831 to 1835. He was nearly elected Speaker of 

the House in the 26th Congress, receiving 113 votes on 
the 8th ballot, just four votes short of the necessary 117 
needed to be elected. Robert M. T. Hunter from Virginia 

was elected on the 11th 
ballot. 

In 1844 Lewis was 
appointed by his brother-
in-law, Governor Benjamin 
Fitzpatrick, to the U.S. Senate 
to fill the vacancy caused by 
the resignation of William R. 
King in 1844 who had been 
appointed as ambassador to 
France. King later became 
vice president. Lewis was re-
elected as the Democratic 
candidate in 1847 and served 
from April 22, 1844, until 
his death in New York City 
Oct. 25, 1848. In the Senate 
he served as chairman of the 
Finance Committee from 
1845 to 1847.

Lewis served as a member 
of the Board of Trustees at the University of Alabama 
from 1828-1831.

His portrait, painted by Sarah Miriam Peale, is in the 
collection of the Birmingham Museum of Art.

References: Alabama State Planning Commission, 
Alabama: A Guide to the Deep South. American Guide 
Series, compiled by Workers of the Writer’s Project of the Works 
Projects Administration in the State of Alabama, 1941; Dixon 
Hall Lewis,  Biographical Directory of the United States 
Congress; Harriet Amos Doss, Dixon Hall Lewis, American 
National Biography, Vol. 13, Oxford University Press, 1999; 
Encyclopedia of Alabama, 2008.

Portrait of the Honorable Dixon Hall Lewis (1802-1848) 
(About 1841-1843), Sarah Miriam Peale, oil on canvas, on 
loan to the Birmingham Museum of Art from the collection 
of Dr. and Mrs. David A. Skier.
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The Facts and the Fiction:
Birmingham, A River Runs Through It

“We’ll idly float in fairy boat where moonbeams never quiver. 
We’ll pull an oar to foreign shore down on the Mystic River.”-- Birmingham Iron Age

By Jim Bennett

T here are numerous references, some fictional, 
some not, to an underground river flowing 
beneath downtown Birmingham.

UAB geology instructor George Brockman says he 
thinks there is a below-ground stream downtown. Other 
geologists including Randy Gray think there just may be a 
series of underground reservoirs people are tapping into.  
The floor of Jones Valley, like much of the Birmingham 
District, consists primarily of limestone karsts. Limestone, 
as a relatively soft sedimentary rock, is easily worn and 
shaped by eons of water flow. Slightly acidic runoff 
can accelerate the formation of caverns which become 
sinkholes when they collapse. “Groundwater is moving 
through cracks and crevices in the limestone, forming 
caves or caverns underground,” adds Sandy Ebersole, 
with the Geological Survey of Alabama “Eventually, the 
caves or caverns get so big, or the weight above gets so 
heavy, the roof of the cave collapses.”

That became an issue last year when a 100-foot deep 

sinkhole formed at the entrance of Birmingham’s new 
baseball stadium, Regions Field. The largest sinkhole 
in Alabama developed near Calera in Shelby County in 
December 1972 called the “Golly Hole” near county 
road 84. A local resident heard what sounded like trees 
crashing during the night. The following day, hunters 
in the area discovered a large sinkhole - about 325 feet 
long, 300 feet wide (roughly a football field length across) 
and 120 feet deep. A Jan. 15, 1961 Tuscaloosa News article 
describes a sinkhole appearing in Midfield that swallowed 
about 25 square feet and a pair of shrubs from David 
Holland’s front yard. The hole opened to a “river” about 
15 feet below ground level and another 70 feet deep.

Movement of underground water has also caused 
delays in the construction of several downtown buildings 
including the 20-story Daniel Building at 20th Street and 
Second Avenue, South in 1967.  Project engineers had to 
delay work while they searched for areas of solid bedrock 

(continued on page 5)

An artist rendition that appeared in the Birmingham News in 1957 of two boys approaching “the underground river.”

(River continued from page 4)

between limestone cavities on which to erect its caissons. 
When the Pizitz Department Store was built in 1923, 

building contractors reportedly used bales of cotton to 
soak up groundwater as its foundations were being laid. 
Construction of the Tutwiler Hotel in 1914 was delayed 
so steel beams could be added to the foundation in order 
to span a water cavern. The Liberty National Building in 
1971 was required to pump groundwater from its sub-
basements. The Florentine Building (1927), which was 
planned as a 10-story building, only went to two stories, 
partly because of the expense of shoring the foundation. 
The Federal Reserve building’s 1957 annex was beset 
by foundation flooding. The excavation filled with 
clear water and was pumped out continuously during 
construction.

Flooding in the basement of the Thomas Jefferson 
Hotel after it became vacant was blamed on an 
underground stream. The nearby Ideal Building is 
said to experience frequent basement flooding from 
subsurface water. After the John A. Hand Building was 
vacated in 1994, flooding in the basement occurred and 
was attributed to the underground river. 

When R.H.L. Wharton purchased the “water privilege” 
for the new city of Birmingham shortly after its founding 
in 1871, he dug wells on 2nd Avenue North at 20th and 
between 20th and 21st Streets. The latter well was 
reported to have struck an underground stream and to 
be inexhaustible. Wharton’s wells were closed after the 
establishment of the Birmingham Water Works in 1872.

 A spring was still reported to exist below the Dude 
Saloon in the Webb Building that used to supply the 
neighborhood with water. A third well in the center 
of the intersection of 2nd Avenue and 21st Street was 
reported to have had the bottom drop out of it.

Reportedly, William Barker, the chief engineer who 
laid out the city’s lot lines for the Elyton Land Company in 
1871, was convinced of the presence of the underground 
river. In the 1880s, local residents said they knew of a 
“lime sink” near 5th Avenue and 20th Street where cold 

water could be drawn up in buckets from far below. 
In 1883, a well-drilling team struck a flowing stream of 
water approximately 300 feet below the surface.

A March 25, 1886 report by W. C. Kerr, engaged in 
boring wells for the Birmingham Rolling Mill, indicated 
that water from an underground stream filled his 500-foot 
borings to within 12-feet of the surface. Those pressing 
their ears to the top of his holes could hear water rushing 
below.

Access to an underground stream near Highland 
Avenue and 12th Avenue South was sealed by the city 
in the early 1900s because it posed a danger to children. 
Cascade Plunge in East Birmingham was filled with 
natural spring water as was East Lake by damming up 
Roebuck Springs (and Village Creek). In the early years, 
a large well was also located near the former J. T. Massey 
Feed Store at Second Avenue, North and 25th Street. 

Springs are upward moving water flows that break the 
surface from underground steams. While once prominent
features in early Birmingham, almost all have been filled 
in and covered by buildings or roadways. Some springs 
form the beginnings of creeks and rivers.

Geologists say the Golly Hole, nestled deep in the 
woods near Shelby County 84, may be the state’s largest 
sinkhole ever. It suddenly appeared in December, 1972.

(continued on page 15)

Geologists say the Golly Hole, nestled deep in the woods near 
Shelby County 84, may be the state’s largest sinkhole ever. It 
suddenly appeared in December, 1972.
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Artifact

E xterior corbel lion heads graced the first floor arches of the Tutwiler Hotel 
when it opened its doors June 15, 1914. Easter lilies filled the lobbies, and 
leading citizens turned out in formal attire to see the newly proclaimed 

“Grand Dame of Southern Hotels.” Promotional brochures announced that the 
Tutwiler “embodies every advanced thought that architectural ingenuity, aided 
by skilled labor, has so far devised… consisting of 325 rooms, equipped with bath 
or shower, fire alarms and telephone.” Rates ranged from $1.50 for a single room 
without bath to $6.00 for a double room with bath. 

For the next 60 years, the Tutwiler was a hub 
of Birmingham business, social, and political 
circles, playing host to hundreds of celebrities, 
politicians, and dignitaries. When it was 
imploded in 1972 to make way for the First 
Alabama Bank Building, efforts were made to 
preserve several of the sculpted figures from 
the exterior, but they were damaged later in 
transport. Tom West purchased this one as a 
gift to the Birmingham History Center in 2008.

What is it?
Exterior corbel

Culture
World War I

Date
1914

Material
Molded concrete
Thin white glaze

Found
Birmingham
Dimensions

13 inches high
   17.5 inches wide
Weight: 16 pounds

(Slag continued from page 14)

used in combination with Portland cement as part of a 
blended concrete, especially useful in the construction of 
bridges and durable coastal features. Because of the slowly 
released phosphate content in phosphorus-containing 
slag, and because of its liming effect, it also has value 
as fertilizer, however, its most important application is 
construction. Slag content can also be found in street 
paving and railroad ballast.

Birmingham-based Vulcan Materials Company, a 
Fortune 500 corporation, got its start selling slag. Today it 
is the nation’s largest producer of construction materials, 
primarily gravel, crushed stone, and sand. It was founded 
in 1909 as Birmingham Slag Company.

The National Slag Association says blast furnace slag 
has been widely used for all types of construction in the 
US for more than 80 years. During the years following, 
blast furnace slag became known as “the all-purpose 
construction aggregate” due to its use in nearly every 

phase of construction, including: road base, asphaltic 
concrete and Portland cement concrete aggregate, 
hydraulic fill, cement manufacture and concrete products, 
glass manufacture, railroad ballast, mineral wool, sewage 
treatment, roofing, soil conditioning, ice control and 
other uses. 

Removal of contaminants from waste water is a new 
and potentially important application for steel slag. Steel 
slag contains oxides of aluminum and iron combined 
with a calcium base which reacts to neutralize the pH of 
the waste water.

Slag has been confused with meteors by some but any 
geologist can easily confirm.

References: Historic Birmingham & Jefferson County, James 
R. Bennett, 2008; National Slag Association, West Lawn, 
Pennsylvania; Birmingham View, Birmingham Historical 
Society, 1996.

  Slag types, 1970 blast furnace, 1840 Catalan Forge, 1865 
blast furnace.
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V intage postcard showing the F. W. Woolworth’s 
Five and Dime when it was on Third Avenue 
North and 19th Street. Woolworth’s operated at 

this location from the 1930’s to the 1980s. The art deco 
building today is occupied by the California Fashion 
Mall.

The chain, which closed nationally in 1997, operated 
stores that offered lipstick, diapers and a milk shake 

at a discount all under one roof. Most big city stores 
including Birmingham, also had lunch counters. It was 
the Wal-Mart of 100 years ago.

Woolworth stores carried oddball items that are often 
hard to find elsewhere: Iron-on hemming tape, cans of 
aerosol hairspray, with lids sometimes coated with dust, 
lemon sucking candy, rubber car toys and the occasional 
parakeet.

I n the 1700s, Native Americans occupied the 
area that is now Center Point in the vicinity of 
Barber Springs, the head of Five Mile Creek. The 

Roebuck, Reed and Truss families settled in the area 
beginning in 1816. In 1871, Dave Franklin dug a well and 
built a homestead, and later a grocery at a convergence of 
roads near the springs. By the early 1900s a blacksmith 
shop and post office had rounded out the community, 
now commonly called Center Point or “Centerpoint” for 
its location at the gathering of roads.

By the 1960s, the rapid growth of the Birmingham 
District  reached into this northeastern suburb. The 
residential growth in the area was so dramatic that its 

population of over 60,000 by the 1970s gave Center 
Point the distinction of being the most populous 
unincorporated place in the United States.

A first attempt at incorporation failed in 1990 but a 
second effort was successful in 2002 led by the Center 
Point Action Committee headed  by Wink Chapman. 
In the 2000 census listed the population at 22,784, 
representing an incorporated area much smaller than the 
Center Point community.

References: Center Point Historical Marker, Alabama 
Bureau of Tourism, 2010; Center Point, BhamWiki; Center 
Point, Wikipedia.

Place Names: How Center Point Got Its Name
Center Point City Hall occupies the old rock school, erected 1924, on Center Point Parkway (John Phelan).

Then and Now: Woolworth’s
1901 Third Avenue North, Birmingham

There is a pothole in the crosswalk at the intersection of 
Clairmont Avenue and 30th Street South that has in it a rail 
of the old Birmingham streetcar tracks and brick pavers on both 
sides of the rail. In some parts of Birmingham, the old streetcar 
rails are not very far underneath the current asphalt. There is 
another set of streetcar rails still above ground at the intersection 
of Manhattan Street and Parkridge Drive in Homewood. The 
last street car ran in Birmingham in 1953. Thanks to Jim 
Lowery for spotting this.
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(Badham continued from page 10)

cannon and send every fighter plane in the sector after 
them to stop the missions.

Lt. Walter R. Lawson served in the squadron almost 
from its inception as both an observer and operations 
officer. Lawson began his military career in the Alabama 
National Guard serving on the Mexican border. He 
mustered into federal service as a second lieutenant in 
June, 1916 and in 1917 was ordered to France. 

Many observers were artillery officers who volunteered 
for duty with the Air Service. They were sent to air fields 
in France for specialized training in visual observation, 
artillery regulation, photographing enemy areas and 
fortifications and handling their double Lewis machine 
guns to defend themselves from attacking enemy pursuit 
planes. While in observer training in France, Lawson also 
took flying instruction with the 41st French Escadrille.

Lawson and Badham both won the Distinguished 
Service Cross for one particularly vicious fight in late 
October, 1918. Lt. Lawson had been wounded back 
in September and was not yet back on flying duty, but 
volunteered to participate in this mission because the 
squadron didn’t have enough observers left to complete 
the mission.

Bill Badham remembered: “In late October, 1918, 
our largest and fiercest dogfight of the war was fought 
with Germany’s famous Richthofen Circus. Our two 
flights of three planes each was on a routine mission into 
Germany and was surprised by a large number of fast, 
brightly colored German planes. Richthofen had been 
killed shortly before, but his fliers proved to us how great 
they were.

“My pilot, Lt. Everett Cook, and I signaled our flight 
to bunch up to make our fire more effective and to 
protect each other. But, this was not to be for very long 
due to the arrival of more planes, our other flight and 
more Germans. There was no maneuvering, just plain 
shooting at close range. We proved our two seat Salmson 
French plane could hold its own when the going got 
tough, and tough it was.”

The 91st Observation Squadron in five months of 
combat from June, 1918 to Armistice, Nov. 11 brought 
down 21 confirmed German fighters. The squadron 
sustained a total of 13 pilots and observers killed in 
action with 13 more wounded in action.

The majority of official aces outside of pursuit 
squadrons came from the 91st with Observer Lt. Leonard 
C. Hammond officially credited with six victories and 
Badham, Cook and Pilot Lt. Victor H. Strahm credited 
with five each. The only other observer ace with the 
American forces was Lt. Arthur C. Easterbrook of the 
1st Observation Squadron with five victories.

On Jan. 10, 1919, at a ceremony in Luxembourg, 
Brigadier General Billy Mitchell personally awarded 13 
Distinguished Service Crosses to the squadron’s pilots 
and observers.

Two more DSC’s were later awarded posthumously to 
Pilot 1st Lt. Asher E. Kelty and Observer 2nd Lt. Francis 
B. Lowery. The squadron’s personnel also received six 
Croix de Guerre with palm and a squadron unit Croix 
de Guerre with palm.  Only three US squadrons received 
this decoration.

Sources: Memoirs and Art of William Terry Badham; Everett 
R. Cook; A Memoir; America’s First Eagles; The Official 
History of the U.S. Air Service, AEF, (1917-1918), Lt. Lucien 
H. Thayer; Find A Grave Memorial.org.

 Lt. Walter R. Lawson              Lt. William T. Badham

T he average lifespan of a pilot in World War I 
was very short, and that of an observer, very very 
short. “They’d come in and get killed before we 

learned their names.” declared William T. Badham in a 
1984 interview.

The 91st Observation Squadron was in the first 
long-range reconnaissance group in the American 
Expeditionary Force. The 91st, the 88th Observation 
Squadron and the 1st Observation Squadron were formed 
into the U.S. Army’s First Corps Observation Group at 
Amanty, France in December, 1917, to fly missions for the 
French Eighth and American First Army Headquarters. 
It would be six months, though, before the squadron 
received its observers and all its flying equipment.

While the neighboring U.S. 94th Pursuit (Hat in 
the Ring) Squadron with Eddie Rickenbacker and 
Jimmy Meissner got most of the publicity in back home 
newspapers, the 91st Observation Squadron was doing 
just as much, if not more, to win the war.

Their work was described as beginning five kilometers 
inside the German lines and as far back as their gasoline 
would carry them and then still wiggle out. Depending 
on the weather, they had up to three flights a day.

By June, 1918, the squadron moved to its first combat 
operations flying field near Gondreville-sur-Moselle, 
receiving its compliment of observers and the necessary 
machine guns and camera gear. While some of the 
observers were fresh out of training at Tours, Lt. William 
T. Badham had flown with the French for several 
months and had valuable combat experience. That 
experience taught to the other observers allowed the 
91st to successfully complete assigned missions almost 
immediately.

The squadron would fly one to three flights daily deep 
into German territory with no other protection. The 
Germans, recognizing how important their photographs 
would be to the Allies, would fire every anti-aircraft

 (continued on page 11)

Walter R. Lawson and William T. Badham
WWI Birmingham Flyers

By Tom Badham

91st Observation Squadron, from left, two members of the ground crew, Capt. Everett Cook beside the Salmson 
A2, Lt.  William Badham behind the Lewis guns, crew chief Sgt. Scott Currigan far right.
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B irmingham has had a number of post offices 
over the years, some very ornate structures. The 
city’s first post office was established on Sept. 

5, 1871, before Birmingham was officially incorporated. 
The first postmaster was William Ketcham.

As the city grew, the post office moved to a building 
on Second Avenue North opposite the Birmingham Iron 
Age. In 1884 the post office, headed by postmaster T. U. 
Green, was located at 2010 First Avenue North.

It moved again to the Wright Building on the 
northwest corner of 19th Street and Third Avenue North 
next to the First Methodist Church where it served as the 
post office from 1884 to 1893. When the church moved 
to its present location on Sixth Avenue and 19th Street 
in 1891, the Hillman Hotel was built on the old church 
site in 1901 but today is a vacant lot.

In 1893, a new U. S. Court House and Post Office was 
erected on the southwest corner of Second Avenue 
North and 18th Street. The postmaster then was William 
B. Copeland. After four decades the building was 
considered an impediment to progress and demolished.

A classical-style Post Office and Federal Court was 
then built on the 1800 block of Fifth Avenue North, 
opening in 1921 under direction of postmaster Rufus 

B. Smyer. The post office moved to a new $12 million 
modern sorting facility on 24th Street North in the early 
1970s. The 1921 building is now a federal courthouse.

The Birmingham Post Office today is a regional facility 
of the postal service which operates 26 individual post 
office locations in Jefferson County (all with ZIP codes 
beginning with 352). The enterprise is overseen by the 
Postmaster Michael A. Allison and currently employs 
850 workers and handles 250,000 daily deliveries. 

References: Bhamwiki.com; The 1887 Pocket Business 
Directory and Guide to Birmingham, Alabama; United States 
Postal Service.

Birmingham Post Offices Over The Years

This photo dates to around 1890. It shows the Post Office on the 
NW corner of Third Avenue and 19th Street. That’s the First 
Methodist Church to the right, which stood on the site on which 
the Hillman Hotel would later be built.

The Birmingham Post Office and federal court building, 
completed in 1893. The U.S. District Court for the Northern 
District of Alabama met here until 1921; the U.S. Circuit 
Court for the Northern District of Alabama met here also until 
that court was abolished in 1912.

Postcard, Birmingham Post Office, 1930s.

C harles A. Lindbergh, the famous pilot, had a 
distant family connection with a Jefferson County 
family. It would be classified as more interesting 

than important, but nevertheless worth telling.
Charles Lindbergh’s grandfather was a Swedish farmer, 

banker, and a member of the Swedish Parliament. His 
name was Ola Mannson, who had a wife and seven 
children. He also had a mistress in Stockholm, with 
an infant illegitimate son. He was accused of fraud 
and embezzlement; so he changed his name to August 
Lindbergh, and fled Sweden with his mistress and son 
in 1859. He settled in northern Minnesota, and had a 
total of six children with her.  The first illegitimate son 
became a citizen and a lawyer in Little Falls, Minnesota, 
and was the father of the famous pilot, Charles Augustus 
Lindbergh. He was elected to the U.S. Congress, where 
he served for 10 years prior to World War I.

Meanwhile, two of Mannson’s legitimate sons 
entered college in Sweden, and changed their names to 
Lindbergh also. According to uncorroborated tradition, 
one of them went to sea, and left his ship when it was 
in port in Pensacola, Fla. Either he or his descendents 
settled in Jefferson County, Ala.

The name still appears in Birmingham telephone 
books. This author had a telephone conversation with a 

member of the Jefferson County Lindbergh family some 
years ago, and found that they had no interest in making 
a connection of any sort with the family of the pilot. 
Charles’s daughter, Reeve, had expressed an interest in 
meeting some of them. 

The antagonism began when Charles visited 
Birmingham in October 5-7, 1928, as part of his national 
flying tour of each of the states. The tour was for the 
purpose of encouraging development of commercial 
aviation in the United States. He was the great hero, and 
everyone wanted to see him. A member of the Jefferson 
County Lindbergh family, Augustus Lindbergh, went to 
the Tutwiler Hotel, introduced himself to the guards by 
name, and asked if he could meet Charles. He was treated 
like a liar and a “nut case”, and unceremoniously ushered 
out. Apparently Charles never knew of the incident or 
the person with whom he shared a grandfather. But the 
Jefferson County Lindberghs have not forgotten.

References: Larson, Bruce L.: “Lindbergh of Minnesota, a 
Political Biography.” – New York, Harcourt Brace  Jovanovich, 
1973; Berg, A. Scott: “Lindbergh”, G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 
1998; Reeve Lindbergh, personal communications with 
author; Wikipedia; AT&T Telephone Directory, Birmingham, 
AL. 2011-2012.

Charles Augustus Lindbergh and Jefferson County 
By E.W. Stevenson

Lindbergh at formal Tutwiler Hotel dinner given in his honor, October 6, 1927. Second from left is Mayor Jimmy 
Jones; Lindbergh (center), former U.S. Sen. John Bankhead, Maj. Sumpter Smith, commanding officer of the 
106th, Alabama National Guard and Gov. Bibb Graves. The two women are not identified.
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(River continued from page 5)

THE FICTION
The presence of the underground water movements 

have given rise to some fantastic stories over the years 
including one that downtown Birmingham could sink at 
any moment.

A notorious tale-teller named Joe Mulhatton produced 
a sensational report of a huge river flowing beneath 
the city and endangering the entire area. His fictional 
report first appeared in the Louisville Courier-Journal, but 
was picked up by other newspapers afterward. Among 
Mulhatton’s claims were that the city rested on a “crust” 
of stone only a few feet thick which had been broken 
open during construction of a large building. He claimed 
that many buildings had collapsed and that City Hall, 
then three years old, had settled 4 feet on one corner into 
a widening fissure. The city was “flooded with telegrams” 
inquiring about the calamity over the following days.

The Birmingham Iron-Age dubbed the reported stream 
the “Mystic River”.

Mulhattan also fabricated a report sent to the newspaper 
which published it on August 28, 1884 with the headline 
“Underneath Us”. He claimed he had been hired by a group 
of leading citizens to investigate the city’s underground 
river. After negotiating the narrow entrance, he claimed 
to have spent an entire Saturday with a small company 
exploring a 300-foot wide 15-mile long tunnel in an 
improvised boat. He reported that the 45-to-70-foot-deep 
river was suitable for steamship travel and “connected 
with tide water”, meaning that the district’s mines and 
mills could enjoy a direct route to sea. He concluded that 
his was “undoubtedly the most remarkable discovery ever 
made on the American continent,” that the river was 
“greater in volume than the mighty Mississippi.” 

He also reported he had found mummies with sandals 
still on their feet, all in a state of perfect preservation, 
shipwrecks and the remains of an ichthyosaurus, an 
“extinct sea monster”.

Another fantastical report, similar to Mulhattan’s, 
appeared in the May 29, 1886 edition of the Birmingham 

Age, under the cryptic byline “H”. It tells the story of 
a covert voyage in a stolen boat under the city entering 
at the cave spring at Avondale Park, the discovery of an 
outlaw’s hidden counterfeiting operation along the way, 
and of eventually surfacing into the Warrior River.

An office in the vicinity of fifth Avenue North and 22nd 
Street advertised “Mystic Underground River” excursions 
during the 1880s and 1890s. 

In an even earlier time, settlers were supposedly 
informed by Native Americans that an underground 
stream ran the full length of the county. According 
to Leah Rawls Atkins’ 1981 history, The Valley and the 
Hills, “Indian children, when they came into the white 
settlements to trade at the stores, would play with pioneer 
children and tell them stories of how they had come from 
a long canoe ride on this underground river.”

One thing we know for sure, there’s plenty of water 
underneath all those downtown skyscrapers and on 
the Southside too. Whether any of it is navigable in an 
underground boat, well that’s another story.

References: A River Runs Through It: The strange, sometimes 
fabricated story of Birmingham’s ‘mystic, underground river’, 
Jeremy Gray, Birmingham News, February 12, 2014; 
“Underground River”, BhamWiki, August 28, 2007; 
Birmingham’s Wonder: The Curiosities of an Underground 
Stream - How it Was Discovered”, August 17, 1884, Atlanta 
Constitution; “Underneath Us”, Birmingham Iron Age, August 
28, 1884.

Birmingham News, 1949

S lag is a useful byproduct of making iron in blast 
furnaces, piles of it can be found at old furnace 
sites in Jefferson, Bibb and Shelby Counties 

dating back to the Civil War up through the 1990s.
Great white heeps of the aggregate, left over from 

molten limestone and the impurities from iron ore in 
the smelting process, could still be seen until the 1980s 
along West Oxmoor Road west of Homewood where the 
Oxmoor Furnace closed in 1927. It is also in Fairfield and 
Ensley and near the old Thomas Works of the Republic 
company across from Birmingham-Southern.

Making iron from Birmingham ores produced one 
ton of slag per one ton of pig iron. Slag comes from 
the furnace as a liquid at temperatures about 2700 F, 
resembling a molten lava.

The major components of these slags include the oxides 
of calcium, magnesium, silicon, iron, and aluminum, 
with lesser amounts of manganese, phosphorus, and 
others substances depending on the specifics of the raw 
materials used.

An early variety, glassy black and green similar in look 
to obsidian, can be found at the old Tannehill, Shelby 

and Brierfield Ironworks sites dumped there by slave 
labor in the 1860s. When Tannehill State Park was being 
developed in the 1970s, roadbeds left from antebellum 
times were covered with the black material.

Catalan forges also produced slag of a slightly different 
variety, black and bubbly from gas releases. Because their 
heat source could not reach the flowing iron stage, their 
slags contain a higher content of un-extracted metal. 
Archaeologists look for the variations in determining 
whether a furnace or a forge was located at a particular 
site. While Historian Ethel Armes listed the Brighthope 
facility in Bibb County as a Civil War iron furnace, it 
is actually just a large forge. Catalan forges, sometimes 
called bloomeries, were numerous in the mid-1800s. 
Alabama had 17 of them in 1857.

The Mt. Pinson Ironworks in northeastern Jefferson 
County was a forge, so was the Williams & Owens 
Bloomery, a mile east of the Tannehill Blast Furnaces.

Slag was considered a waste product until the early 
1900s when iron companies began to sell it for road 
aggregate, and gravel. Ground granulated slag is also often 

(continued on page 6)

How Slag, Once a Waste Product,  
Became A Valuable Resource

By Jim Bennett

Unidentifield location, ca 1908; since the beginning of the iron industry in Alabama large slag heaps like 
this one have been accumulating around iron furnace sites. The white mounds are more identifiable with 
ironmaking after 1880 (Covell). 
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2016 Meetings Calendar
January 28, 2016 – Billy McDonald, Jr.

“My Father’s Experiences in Flying the Hump” (WWII)
new book signing: “Ghost Tiger, Billy McDonald

and the Flying Tigers in China”
  

April 21, 2016 – Dr. Larry Clayton, professor of history at the  
University of Alabama:

“Alabama and Cuba”

July 14, 2016- Richard Pizitz, Sr.
“Pizitz Department Store” history; new book signing:

“Genesis of a Retail Giant” by Jim Bennett

October 6, 2016 – Ed Bridges, former state archives director: 
“Alabama in the New Century”; new book signing.

SOCIETY MEETINGS

Emmet O’Neal Library
Mountain Brook
6:30 Reception

7:00 Business and Speaker

Billy McDonald on left with Claire Lee Chen-
naute and John W. “Luke” Williams, mid-
1930s, as part of the Army Air Corps precision 
flying team, “Three Men on a Flying Trapeze” 
(Cameron McDonald Collection).

How to Contact Us
Articles submitted for consideration should be 750-
800 words and must include the writer’s name, address, 
and daytime telephone number or email. Several high 
resolution photos are also requested. Stories may be 
edited for grammer, spelling, and brevity.

Email: 
jbennett2015@att.net

Mail:  
The Jefferson County Historical Association
Editorial Office
112 Meadow Croft Circle
Birmingham, AL 35242

The Hump, Likiang Mountain, just north of 
the normal flight path (Gifford Bull photo).
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