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O ne of Jefferson County’s 
industrial railroads was the 
Tennes see  Coa l  I ron  & 

Railroad “High Line” railroad route 
built in 1925. Built to serve the Red 
Mountain iron mines, the loaded ore 
cars dropped down from the mines 
via gravity to the Ensley and Fairfield 
steel mills. The last of the 15 ore 
mines on Red Mountain closed in 
1962.

In May, 2016, the north-south part 
of this old rail bed was opened as The 
High Line Ore Trail. The new two-

mile paved walking/bicycling trail is 
one of the main access points for the 
Red Rock Ridge & Valley Trail System. 
The system is a 30-year, $200 million 
plan which will include 250 miles of 
greenways and trails. Many of the 
planned routes of the Red Rock Ridge 
& Valley Trail System encompass 
former rail routes or other historic sites.

The trail system was begun by 
the Freshwater Land Trust with 
community  suppor t  exceeding 
original expectations. The first part 

(continued on page 10)
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A very happy, healthy, and prosperous New Year to you all. 
I hope you had a wonderful Thanksgiving and a beautiful 
December holiday season. We can all be glad that 2017 

is here, putting behind us an ugly, divisive election year and the 
seemingly interminable drought. Vice President/Program Chair 
Tom Carruthers has once again lined up an entire year of excellent 
programs. We start the year off with Gillian Goodrich and her 
program on the Comer family. This picks back up the theme we 
had running for several years of grandchildren/great grandchildren 
giving an inside look at founding families of Jefferson County. 

As 2017 marks the first of three years celebrating the bicentennial of Alabama, it is a 
wonderfully appropriate program with which to start the year.

I skipped over all announcements in my last column, so have some catching up to do. The ar-
tifacts case at Mountain Brook City Hall has been changed out and will have its current display 
until mid-March. Go by and catch a look. After a year of trying, Billy McDonald will be with 
us in January, finally, to sign his book, Shadow Tiger. He will have both hard and soft back edi-
tions. We will also have copies of all of our other books, as well as books from recent programs.

The January meeting is our annual meeting. so we will be electing officers and filling 
vacancies on the board. Thanks are due to your entire team. They have done an excel-
lent job this past year, streamlining and improving a lot of the infrastructure that helps 
us function as an organization. They are truly an asset for our Association. DUES ARE 
ALSO DUE. There is an insert in this newsletter that serves as your notice. Your board 
appreciates your support through your dues which pay for our excellent programs and 
refreshments, the much loved Newsletter, maintenance for our markers and other proj-
ects. If you are a new member and have paid dues after September 2016, that counts for 
2017. Please be prompt as it helps us to better plan for the year. You are the ones that 
make it happen. Thank you all for your support this past year. Hope to see you in January. 
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Birmingham News, May 1969.

M any thousands of people drive on Green Springs 
Highway between Birmingham and Homewood. 
Some will see a prominent sign that says “George 

Ward Park”, while others may never notice it. Most of 
those who notice it will neither know nor care who George 
Ward was; so who was George Ward; and why would a 
city park bear his name? 

George B. Ward literally grew up with earliest 
Birmingham. He was born in Georgia in 1867, but his 
parents moved to Birmingham in 1871 when George was 4 
years old. His father and mother and grandfather operated 
Birmingham’s first hotel, The Relay House. His mother, 
Margaret Ketchum Ward, helped in the founding of The 
Cathedral Church of the Advent. He attended Powell 
School until age 16 and attended Cumberland University 
in Tennessee. He went to work for the First National Bank 

in Birmingham successfully 
rising to positions of higher 
rank and responsibility before 
entering the political arena. 

His first entry into the 
political life of Birmingham 
was in 1899 at age 32, when 
he won election to the Board 
of Aldermen. Meanwhile, in 
the private sector, he formed a 
stock and bond company with 
John M. Caldwell in 1901. 
The experience as an alderman 
introduced him to a deeper understanding of activities 
and personalities in city government; so he unsuccessfully 

(continued on page 11)

George Ward Park Sign.

George Ward Park
By E.W. Stevenson, M.D.

George B. Ward
Mayor of Birmingham 1906
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Opening the Northwest Jefferson County Coal Mines
By Tom Badham

I n 1870, mining prospector William “Uncle Billy” 
Gould found a five foot thick coal seam later named 
the Pratt Coal Seam near where John T. Milner 

shortly began his New Castle Coal Mines. By 1874 a pine 
log “corduroy” road had been constructed from the site 
and several ox cart loads of the coal were sent to the little 
settlement of Birmingham to see if it could be made into 
blast furnace coke. Experiments at the Oxmoor Furnace 
produced good quality pig iron on February 28, 1876. 
Coke reduced from this Alabama coal and Red Mountain 
iron ore opened the door for the development of the 
Birmingham iron and steel industry.

Getting at that wealth of metallurgical grade coal would 
prove difficult and expensive. To serve the ever expanding 
number of mines, railroad branches had to be constructed 
through northwest Jefferson County—rough, hilly terrain 
cut by innumerable creeks flowing into the Locust Fork of 
the Black Warrior River. For the next sixty years various 
railroads would construct rail branches and spurs which 

would have to trestle over creeks, tunnel through or cut 
down steep hills or fill gullies to ship that coal to various 
coke oven batteries or other destinations.

Even though the Louisville & Nashville Railroad (L&N) 
built a short spur to Milner’s New Castle mines, they 
showed no immediate interest in driving a branch into the 
coal fields. Knowing a good business opportunity, John T. 
Milner and Dr. Henry Caldwell created the Milner Coal 
and Railroad Company to build a railroad along Five 
Mile Creek from Birmingham into the heart of the area. 
However, heavy construction costs along with a weak coal 
market stopped completion of this short line.

A new railroad, the Georgia Pacific, was planned to 
run from Atlanta to the Mississippi River. Financed by 
Virginia investors of the huge Danville and Terminal 
companies headquartered in Richmond, the railroad’s 
investors had immense long term plans for their railroads 
and Birmingham’s mineral wealth. In 1882 the company 

(continued on page 12)

(above) Cane Creek Trestle Fire.

(left) Cane Creek Trestle before the fire.

G illian White Goodrich was born in Birmingham, 
Alabama. She graduated from Converse College in 
1968 with a BA in History and received her MA in 

History from the University of Alabama at Birmingham 
(UAB). After college, she began her teaching career at 
Tuscaloosa High School in 1969 and later became an 
American History instructor at UAB. After leaving 
the teaching field, she turned her focus to serving the 
Birmingham community and began work as Charitable 
Contributions Coordinator for Protective Life Insurance 
Company. She is currently president of the Mike and 
Gillian Goodrich Foundation whose focus is on education, 
human services, and the environment.

In March of 2012, Gillian and Mike created the 
Woodlawn Foundation whose mission is to serve as a catalyst 
and facilitator for the transformation and revitalization of 
the Woodlawn community in Birmingham with a cradle 
to college education pipeline and mixed income housing.

Gillian is active in several civic and charitable  
organizations. She has served on the Board of Directors 

of numerous organizations 
including Converse 
Col l ege ,  McWane Sc ience 
Center, Children’s of Alabama, 
The Community Foundation of 
Greater Birmingham where she 
was chair in 2013. Currently 
she serves on the Boards of 
the YWCA, Gateway, and the 
Alabama Heritage Foundation 
Board of Directors. She served 
as an elder and deacon at South Highland Presbyterian 
Church.

In 2006 she was appointed to the Board of the State of 
Alabama, Department of Archives and History.

She is a member of the Alabama Historical Society, and 
the Birmingham Historical Society. Mike and Gillian 
were honored by the Alabama Chapter of Fundraising 
Professionals as Outstanding Civic Leaders in 2004 and 
again as Outstanding Philanthropists in 2011.

Gillian Goodrich

Gillian White Goodrich

Birmingham News, January, 1966.Birmingham News, January, 1947.
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W orld War II started for Ensign John A. Williamson, 
U.S. Naval Reserve in September, 1941, three 
months before the December 7th Pearl Harbor 

attack. His destroyer guarded the slow, 
plodding merchantman convoys from the 
United States to England against German 
submarine wolf packs.

Born in Fairfield on February 5, 1918, 
the son of an electrician working in west 
Birmingham, Williamson was recognized 
as a bright child and was skipped 
over several elementary school grades. 
Graduating from Ensley High School 
at seventeen, he entered Birmingham-
Southern College on a scholarship, 
graduating four years later with a degree 
in Mathematics.

In June, 1940, after Germany invaded Poland, he 
enlisted in the U.S. Navy’s V-7 program which trained 
college graduates to become Naval Reserve Officers, if they 
passed the courses and were selected for training. 

Since sub-chasers, called Destroyer Escorts, were smaller, 
cheaper and easier to build than fleet destroyers, the 
Navy decided to build a great many of them for convoy 

protection and coastal patrol duties. 
Their job was to seek out, attack and sink 
enemy submarines as well as having some 
anti-aircraft capabilities. 

Due to his math skills and excellent 
service record in destroyers in the North 
Atlantic, he was picked to be chief 
instructor at the Sub-chaser Training 
Center located at Miami, Florida.

The sub-chasers were equipped with 
the new sonar and radar sets that few 
sailors were really trained in effectively 
using. They also had a new weapon 
designed to attack subs as well as carrying 

depth charges. The “hedgehog” was mounted on the bow 
deck. This forward firing spigot mortar could rocket-
fire twenty-four “hedgehogs” at once in a semi-elliptical 

(continued on page 13)

Six Subs Sunk in Twelve Days
Birmingham’s John A. Williamson

by Tom Badham

USS England.

Lt. Comdr. John A. Williamson, 1945.

Recent History 
Center Acquisitions

A beautiful beige scrapbook recently 
donated to the Birmingham History 
Center documents the military life of 
Private Motheral Bonner. He was thirty-
two years old when he enlisted on the 
tenth of April, 1944, for whatever the 
duration of the war might be plus an 
additional six months. Inside the 
scrapbook is a certificate announcing 
Bonner’s completion of an eight-week 
medical technician course in El Paso, 
Texas, on the tenth of October, 1944.
Bonner was assigned to the 28th 
Medical Regiment which served the 68th

Station Hospital in Paris in 1945.

FROM
 THE COLLECTION

World War II Scrapbook

This unique political campaign
gimmick was promoted by a
special-blend gourmet New York
tobacco company. They claimed
to have picked the winner in
several Presidential elections in a
row based on which candidate
sold the most cigarette packages.

Vote With Your Smokes

This 1950s vintage lead-lined, 
raised-letter Coca Cola cooler was 

recently donated by Garland Smith.  
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T he community of Avondale predates the founding of 
Birmingham. Known as “Big Spring” by the tribes of 
Indians who camped there, and “King’s Spring” for 

Peyton Griffin King, an early settler there. An important 
source of drinking water, the cool springs flowing north 
from a massive cave near the base of Red Mountain were 
also a popular gathering place in the mid-1800’s when 
settlers began moving into the area. As Birmingham grew 
into Alabama’s industrial center, residents traveled in 
wagons to the beautiful wooded stretch of land for picnics, 
games and to enjoy the cool springs. The water flowed 
north down Spring Street later known as Forty-first Street.

In 1910, Avondale had joined other suburban 
communities to become part of the expanding city 
of Birmingham. Three years later the Birmingham 
Advertising Club was sponsoring an Industrial Exposition. 
The Exposition was being held in downtown Birmingham 
and residents were slow to come to the location. So, the 
promoters wanted a “crowd gatherer” to promote the show.

The most popular and best known version about the 
beginning of the Avondale Park Zoo and the acquisition 
of its first animals was that the Hagenbeck-Wallace Circus 
was performing at that time just off First Avenue and 
Twenty-second Street in downtown Birmingham. The 
circus was in financial trouble and did not have enough 
money to leave town. To raise money to pay their rail 
freight charge the circus considered selling off some of its 
animals including one of its elephants. 

When news of the stranded circus reached Advertising 
Club promoters, they decided that the circus’s female 
elephant was to be their “crowd gatherer”. The gentle 
beast had quickly captured the hearts of Birmingham’s 
children as they flocked in droves to the circus for rides 
on the friendly animal’s back. The circus agreed to sell the 
elephant for no less than two thousand dollars. The club 
raised $1,500 but didn’t have the last five hundred dollars.

Before the money could be raised the circus packed up 
and left for Tuscaloosa. Then an anonymous donor came 
forward with the $500. Mr. Edward Barrett, owner of the 
Birmingham Age Herald, and a group of friends traveled 
to Tuscaloosa to bring the elephant back on the return 

train to her new home. 
Someone suggested the name “Miss Fancy” and she 

became the central attraction at the zoo established 
at Avondale Park. As the popularity of the zoo grew 
throughout the state more animals were added. By 1917, 
the park’s unique plan provided large animal enclosures so 
the animals would have surroundings as natural as possible.

Miss Fancy became a well-known feature in the City of 
Birmingham from her first appearance at the Avondale 
Zoo. There was never a charge for patrons of the zoo 
to enter the park or to enjoy a ride on the back of the 
enchanting elephant. When her upkeep became too 
expensive, Birmingham school children saved their pennies 
and had fundraisers to pay for her lodging and upkeep. 
Soon, she was known as the “Queen of the Avondale Zoo”. 
The popular zoo had a giraffe, llamas, antelopes, deer, 

Miss Fancy, Avondale’s Enchanting Elephant,
By Catherine Greene Browne

coyotes, wolves, various snakes, peacocks and other exotic 
birds, and alligators. Its bad tempered buffalo, which 
occasionally charged at the zoo visitors, was double fenced.

Once after an especially hard rain, one of the alligators 
escaped from its pen near the park entrance on Avenue E 
(Fifth Avenue South). Park attendants swarmed over the 
streets of Avondale, eventually capturing the creature and 
returning him to his pen.

Miss Fancy was always the best known and most popular 
animal housed at Avondale Zoo. Even after the initial 
burst of enthusiasm to raise money to purchase her and 
provide her food and shelter had passed, much money 
was contributed to a fund to continue to provide for her 
nourishment. Children rushed from Avondale School, 
hoping Miss Fancy and her keeper, John Todd, would be 
on Fifth Avenue by the park so that they might have a ride.

Miss Fancy with her voracious appetite needed tons 
of fodder almost daily. Her trainer piled hay over the 
fence, reaching to the elephant’s knees. During the long 
winter months, Miss Fancy remained in her house, but 
when Spring arrived she saw came out and performed 
for her audience of eager, excited little children. Between 
huge bites of hay, she slung her trunk back and forth and 
flapped her large ears. She stomped her feet one at a time 
and someone remarked that it looked as if she were doing 
the “Charleston”, a popular dance at the time.

John Todd’s antics made him almost as a familiar 
character as Miss Fancy. Many who lived in Forest Park 
and Avondale during the glory days of the Avondale Zoo 
reported memories of the elephant and her trainer. John 
Todd would take Miss Fancy out for walks after dark. She 
is said to have eaten impatiens and pansies out of local 
gardens throughout Avondale and Forest Park. It was not 
unusual for residents to look out of the windows of their 
houses to see Miss Fancy peering in. 

One little girl of long ago days awakened one morning 
to see Miss Fancy’s huge head pressed against the panes of 
her bedroom window. This was not a dream because this 
happened to others and it was a shared memory of a time 
that is no more, and never will come again.

John Todd and Miss Fancy were known throughout 
Forest Park and South Avondale for their “nocturnal 
strolls” and many a child and parent who had just fallen 
asleep for the night was awakened by Miss Fancy’s happy 

trumpeting as she strolled up and down the streets.
Apparently, John Todd was not bashful about knocking 

on doors and asking homeowners for a dollar. Some of the 
homeowners refused to give the trainer money, knowing 
his fondness for alcoholic beverages. In instances when he 
was refused, John Todd left quietly, leading the elephant 
back to the park. 

Once a month, John Todd took Miss Fancy to a weighing 
station or freight station to have her weighed. Lacking 
proper transportation, they walked to the downtown 
locations with John holding a rope looped around Miss 
Fancy’s neck. In the years she was a resident of Avondale 
Zoo, Miss Fancy’s weight soared from 3000 pounds to over 
8000. Many times when John and Miss Fancy reached the 
weighing station, he had consumed a few alcoholic drinks 
and frequently the police, who were very familiar with 
John’s problems with alcohol, stopped them. 

One such incident happened on Fifth Avenue South 
when John Todd was so intoxicated, he could barely 
stand. Many school children, who were walking home 
from Avondale School, witnessed this and the police had 
no choice but to arrest the trainer for public intoxication. 
An officer then volunteered to lead Miss Fancy back to 
her house in Avondale Park, but she would not budge. 
All efforts failed and John Todd was seen laughing in the 
back of the police car. He finally told the officers that they 
might as well release him because Miss Fancy obeyed no 
one but him.

When the Great Depression devastated the country, the 
Birmingham area was one of the hardest hit. Funds dried 
up for all the park systems in Birmingham and gradually, 
animals in the zoo had to be sold. 

With only a few animals left, officials at the zoo contacted 
the Hegenbeck-Wallace Circus to see if it wanted to 
purchase the few remaining animals, which included Miss 
Fancy. The animals, including the beloved elephant, were 
sold back to the circus for the sum of $700. Later, the 
circus resold Miss Fancy to another circus and she lived 
there until her death.

Sources: Johnson, John A.: A History of the Avondale 
Zoo, University of Alabama 1922; Brown, Catherine G.: 
A History of Avondale; Linn-Henley Research Library 
Archives.

Two Ladies with Miss Fancy.
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(George Ward continued from page 3)
challenged incumbent Mayor W. M. Drennen in the 1903 
mayoral election. The next election, however, proved more 
successful with him being inaugurated the 13th Mayor of 
Birmingham in 1905 at age 38; winning re-election for a 
second two-year term in 1907. Apparently he maintained 
his private business activities while serving in public office.

During his four mayoral years, we now probably would 
consider him to be a “progressive populist”. His recognition 
of, and concern for, contemporary needs of the citizens, 
and his vision of their future needs, demonstrated a very 
astute and intelligent mentality. A study of the life of his 
mother, Margaret Ward, suggests that much of his concern 
for the well-being of the citizens stemmed from her caring 
attitudes and activities, which he had observed in his early 
life. A listing of his important civic achievements is truly 
too long to list here. He took a detailed interest in all 
phases of city government. Among his most noteworthy 
accomplishments was to have the utilities such as power, 
water and sewer brought under public control. Related to 
that, he had utility cables and wires moved from power 
poles and buried underground.

A very special concern, however, was his interest in 
establishing city parks so that the people would have 
facilities to use during their leisure hours. During his years as 
mayor, and with his leadership, the city bought substantial 

acreage for development 
into public parks, increasing 
600%, from 30 acres in 
1905 to 177 acres in 1909. 
One of the purchases was 
100 acres adjacent to Robert 
Jemison Sr.’s private Glen 
Iris Park Development. Glen 
Iris became the location of 
Jemison’s second Birmingham 
home and residences for his 
selected neighbors. 

The “Green Springs Park” 
original plan by the Massachusetts-based Olmsted 
brothers, who had developed Central Park in New York, 
was to make a quiet, pastoral park. The original plan did 
not have any noisy athletic fields, which could disturb the 
tranquility of the adjacent residential Glen Iris Park. 

However, Mayor Ward added athletic fields on park 
land that had not been developed in the Olmsted plans. 
Ward did not want anything named for him during his 
lifetime. After his death in 1940, in recognition of his 
energetic development of city parks, the name of Green 
Springs Park was changed to “George Ward Park”.

In some historians’ opinions, George Ward was the best 
mayor Birmingham ever had. Having served two terms as 
mayor, he elected not to run for additional terms, believing 
two terms should be the limit for anyone holding that 
office. Although Ward would not agree to run for mayor 
after two terms, he did not totally withdraw from politics. 
He unsuccessfully ran for the office of Sheriff in 1910; and 
successfully ran for the office of the first President of the 
newly-created Birmingham City Commission in 1913. 
He held that office until 1917.

George Ward was highly successful as a businessman 
and financier. His interests were manifold; his personality 
engaging and controversial. He last ran for public office in 
1917, when he was defeated in the race for President of 
the City Commission. He lived until 1940, engaged quite 
actively in business and private pursuits. The Birmingham 
News stated, “George Ward was a many-sided man. There 
were so many ways his interests found outlets.”

Ward’s life as a business man actually bridged both 
chronological phases of his life, since he believed that the 

(continued on page 15)Arial photo of George Ward Park.

George B. Ward
Mayor of Birmingham 1906

(High Ore Line Trail continued from page 1)
of the system was completed ahead of schedule when the 
Rotary Trail along First Avenue South in Birmingham 
opened in April, 2016.

Parking for the main entrance to the High Ore 
Line Trail is available at the Jefferson County Health 
Department’s Western Health Center, 631 Bessemer 
Super Highway in Midfield. From the northeast end 
of the Health Center’s parking lot by M.L. King Drive, 
walk east (to your right back towards Birmingham) along 
the sidewalk to the trail entrance. The trail proceeds 
south over Highway 11 and Valley Creek ending at 879 
Wenonah Road near the former ore conditioning plant 
where no parking lot is available. However cars can park 
alongside the road. The trail is planned to extend into the 
undeveloped northwestern section of Red Mountain Park.

Crossing over a rarely viewed scenic portion of Valley 
Creek, the trail passes over the still active double main rail 
line of the Norfolk Southern Railway and two separate 
CSX rail lines, one of which includes a portion of the 
former Birmingham Mineral Railroad North Branch 
roadbed. On a two-hour easy walk on the trail, one could 
view a CSX or two Norfolk Southern freight trains as well 
as watching Amtrak passenger trains pass under the trail.

The starting and ending points for the trail are marked 
by a sign that has a sketch of a steam locomotive pulling 

a passenger train. If there ever was a passenger car on 
this line, it would have been to transport dignitaries on 
an inspection trip to the ore mines. A more accurate 
depiction would be a locomotive with a train of ore cars.

Several easy additions could be made to the trail. It 
would be nice if there could be a sign board at the trail 
entrances with a short history of the usage of the track.

In the 1980s, U.S. Steel donated the TCI ore mines 
paymaster’s armored rail car for a proposed mining museum 
in Muscoda at Hwy 150 and Morgan Road to display the 
large collection of mining artifacts and machines a local 
resident had accumulated. The museum never materialized. 

The car appears to have received no maintenance 
since its relocation to this overgrown, weed-filled lot. An 
internet search revealed that this specialized type of car was 
last used in 1962 – this may be the last one in existence. 
It would be great if this car could be positioned at the trail 
access point in Midfield or at the Red Mountain Park.

Considering that U.S. Steel will no longer be operating 
its local blast furnace, maybe one of its ore cars could be 
donated for a permanent display. Although these ore cars last 
visited Red Mountain in 1962, they are being used to bring 
South American ore from the Warrior River to the mills.

While people walk or bike the trail system, the 
history of our great city should not be overlooked.

Grader on High Ore Line. (inset) Map of High Ore Line walking trail.
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(Six Subs continued from page 6)
pattern 270 yards ahead of the ship. Each hedgehog was 
filled with twenty-four pounds of TNT and would only 
explode when it came in contact with the submarine’s hull. 

Unlike depth charges, this meant the DE could listen 
with sonar for the sub undisturbed by useless explosions 
in the water. A Hedgehog blast would blow a two to 
three foot hole in the hull. It was a new deadly game of 
technological hide-and-seek for inexperienced navy crews.

Williamson also developed a maneuver which became 
known Navy wide, then eventually world wide, as the 
Williamson Turn while at the school. The maneuver 
allowed a ship to accurately turn to back track its wake to 
find an overboard sailor.

In 1943 as a senior lieutenant, he received orders making 
him executive officer of the brand new Destroyer Escort 
USS England (DE 635), which was being finished at San 
Francisco. By March, 1944, the England was assigned to 
Destroyer Escort Division 39 in the South Pacific based in 
the Solomon Islands.

On May 18th, the England along with DE’s George and 
Raby with Commander Hamilton Hains acting as Tactical 
Command Officer of Escort Division 39 were ordered to 
the coordinates where Navy code breakers believed the 
large Japanese supply submarine I-16 was located.

By noon of the next day the three DE’s were northwest 
of Bougainville steaming in a line abreast 4,000 yards 
apart with sonars actively sweeping the ocean. An hour 
and a half later England’s sonar man reported “Contact!” 
George and Raby stood by while England pursued the now 
wildly maneuvering I-16.

The first volley of Hedgehogs missed, but the second 
caused an underwater explosion. The sub had been hit, 
but not fatally. The England’s captain, Lt. Commander 
Walton B. Pendleton, then turned over command to the 
best trained sub hunter on the ship, Lt. Williamson. After 
a second Hedgehog firing, five or six rapid underwater 
explosions were heard, indicating hits on the sub. Two 
minutes later a giant underwater blast lifted the England’s 
fantail out of the water knocking sailors to their knees. 
Many thought the ship had been torpedoed!

A massive oil slick and debris came to the surface and 
a dozen feeding frenzied sharks were seen. When a 75 
pound rubberized bag of rice floated up, the commander 
of the division was convinced England had killed the 
massive Japanese supply submarine.

Also in the area, which covered thousands of square 
miles of ocean, were seven Ro class subs being used as 
forward pickets. American radio code breakers discovered 
their location as part of a complicated Japanese attack plan 
designed to destroy the U.S. carrier group in the South 
and Southwest Pacific areas. 

Orders from Admiral Halsey’s Third Fleet arrived, “Seven 
Japanese submarines are believed to be preparing to form a 
scouting line in a position between Manus and Truk. Subs 
30 miles apart on line. Seek out – attack – and destroy.” 
Commander Hains decided on a simple attack plan. Find 
the northernmost sub, sink it and then swing southwest to 
attack the remaining boats, one after the other. At night the 
subs would come to the surface to recharge their batteries 
and replenish their air. That’s when the DE’s radar could 
detect them.

With the three DE’s acting as an organized search team, 
they found, tracked and sank five of those subs for a total 
of six subs sunk in twelve days. To the disgust of the 
crews of the George and Raby, it was always the England 
with Williamson at the helm who maneuvered his ship 
successfully for hits on the subs

For their outstanding combat performance the 
England’s crew was awarded the Presidential Unit 
Citation, one of only three Presidential Unit Citations 
given to Destroyer Escort crews in World War II. Her 
captain received the Navy Cross and promotion to full 
Commander. With that promotion he was given a new 

(continued on page 14)

Hedgehog.

(Coal Mines continued from page 4)
sent one of Virginia’s greatest geologists, William H. 
Ruffner, to survey the Alabama mineral lands along the 
400 mile projected route. His report insured the company’s 
continued interest.

In 1883, Thomas Seddon (son of James Seddon, the 
Confederate Secretary of War) and Bernard Peyton (an 
attorney for the railroad) completed a horse back inspection 
of the proposed route where they couldn’t ride by rail. The 
rails had been laid east from Columbus, Mississippi, to the 
western borders of Walker County and west from Atlanta 
to six miles west of Anniston. But there was a sixty-six mile 
gap, “over as rough a country as one would like to see” 
according to an article in The Atlanta Constitution.

The Georgia Pacific then bought controlling interest in 
the Milner Coal and Railroad Company for a reported 
$375,000. This gave the Georgia Pacific extensive coal 
deposits, an unfinished spur line, and access to convict 
labor that Milner had used under a contract with the 
county government. The company was renamed the 
Coalburg Coal and Coke Company and incorporated 
with a capitalization of one million dollars. Another 
Virginian, Edward M. Tutwiler, became the manager of 
the Coalburg mines.

On May 11, 1883, the Elyton Land Company gave the 
Georgia Pacific a right-of-way through Birmingham along 
with adjoining property for a depot, shops, and other 
facilities. Still to be built along the route was an 800 foot 
long, 70 foot high trestle as well as finishing the 810 foot 
long Cane Creek Tunnel out towards Anniston. Telegraph 
wires had been strung along the right-of-way resulting in 
the first direct telegraphic connections between Atlanta 
and Birmingham.

The Cane Creek Tunnel was completed and 
uninterrupted traffic began to flow between Atlanta and 
Birmingham in mid-November 1883. Soon Birmingham 
pig iron reached northeastern markets, and Birmingham 
replaced Atlanta as the line’s operational headquarters. 
Then a business recession hit the United States with further 
work on the Coalburg spur stopped until the demand for 
coal improved. It was 1886 before the Georgia Pacific 
pushed its spur through the Warrior Coal Field.

In 1884, Milton H. Smith became the president of the 
L&N railroad. In return for business from north Alabama 

mines and furnaces, he promised such men as Truman H. 
Aldrich and Henry F. DeBardeleben that he would stay 
out of coal and iron production, sell the railroad’s track-
side land at bargain prices to local industrialists, and keep 
freight rates as low as possible.

He spearheaded the development of the Birmingham 
Mineral Railroad, a complex of feeder lines (branches) 
running eleven miles along both sides of Red Mountain. 
Begun in 1884, the road carried coal, iron ore, and 
limestone at cheap rates to coke oven batteries and blast 
furnaces along its right-of-way. The Tennessee Coal, Iron 
and Railroad Company (TCI) encouraged this by making 
the L&N its exclusive carrier. 

By the late 1890’s a large part of the Mineral Railroad 
had been built. It encompassed 156 miles of rails, laid 
at a cost exceeding six million dollars. Other branches 
and extensions added until 1912 took the Birmingham 
Mineral Railroad to Moragne (in 1905) on the way to 
Attalla and to Tuscaloosa (in 1912) for a total of 253 miles 
of branches (not including spurs and sidings).

In 1886, the Georgia Pacific investors bought the Sloss 
City Furnaces. By 1887, they decided to build more furnaces 
in North Birmingham which was outside of the one square 
mile Birmingham city limits. Other furnaces were being 
built all over the Birmingham Mineral District creating a 
huge ever increasing demand for more metallurgical coal 
from northwest Jefferson County’s Warrior Coal Field. 
By 1900, TCI alone had thirty coal mines in northwest 
Jefferson County. The L&N drove a branch west from 
what is now Fultondale to serve those mines. Called 

(continued on page 14)

Newfound Creek Trestle.
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(George Ward continued from page 11)
best politicians were members of the business community. 
As a very young man with limited higher education, he 
began his business career at age 16 with the First National 
Bank. At age 35, in 1902, he joined with John N. Caldwell 
to form a stock and bond brokerage firm, Caldwell-Ward 
Company. In 1919 he, as senior partner, joined with 
Mervyn H. Sterne to form Ward, Sterne and Company, 
a stock brokerage firm that became Sterne, Agee and 
Leach. ( By 2015, Sterne, Agee and Leach, was one of 
the nation’s largest and oldest privately-owned financial 
services companies outside of Wall Street.) Naturally, his 
successful business enterprises had brought substantial 
financial rewards. Certainly his political life had made 
him a well-recognized name in Birmingham and Alabama, 
which complemented his business life, and contributed to 
his successes.

Paradoxically, George Ward is not remembered for his 
great political contributions or his successful business 
interests, but for his architectural and artistic interests and 
legacy. O’Brien’s Opera House, the city’s first opera house, 
offered young George an artistic outlet as a thespian during 
those early years; and that experience possibly introduced 
him to Shakespeare and a wider world. As his life matured, 
he became a world traveler, and a student of history, art 
and architecture. He was a serious student of Greek and 
Roman history. In 1923, he bought 20 acres of land on 

Shades Mountain. In the following two years, he built a 
fabulous Greco-Roman style home on that tract. On one 
of his trips to Italy, he had bought a model of the Temple 
of Vesta in Rome. He credited the idea of the design of 
his home to an architect who had seen Ward’s model. He 
named the home “Vesta”. Beautiful gardens were included 
in the total package, and a gazebo-type Temple of Sibyl, 
copied from a structure in Tivoli, 12 miles from Rome, 
was placed toward the back of the gardens. 

Vesta has been spoken of as George Ward’s bachelor 
home, which would imply that he had not been married. 
The fact is that he was married to Frances Green Hunt 
at Independent Presbyterian Church in 1924, while the 
house was under construction; but the marriage ended 
in divorce after 20 months. Family tradition was that the 
newlywed couple went on an extended around-the-world 
honeymoon; and, when they returned to the new mansion, 
Frances was not pleased with living in a “pagan temple of 
vestal virgins”; so she only lived in the house one night.

George, however, fully enjoyed living at his estate the 
rest of his life. He enjoyed having parties and dances, and 
he enjoyed having it seen and enjoyed by others. The gates 
were open to the public most Sundays, so that the garden’s 
flowers, shrubs, trees and peacocks could be enjoyed. 
Conventioneers and visiting touring groups included it 
their itineraries. The Vesta estate was known nationwide, 
and a number of well-known celebrities were entertained 
there.

Students of Latin will remember the textbook references 
to the Roman highway, APPIA VIA, “the Appian Way”. In 
that spirit, the driveway leading to the home was named 
VESTA VIA, shortened by default to VESTAVIA. The 
residential community which evolved is Vestavia Hills, 
which is now the large suburban municipality. Following 
George’s death in 1940, three nieces inherited the house, 
but it was sold to pay debts of the estate. 

For seven years it suffered neglect and vandalism. It was 
bought by a real estate developer, who tried to convert 
it, at considerable expense, to a restaurant and tourist 
attraction; but it was a financial failure and closed in 
1958. It was sold to the Vestavia Hills Baptist Church, 
which held services in the former pagan temple for about 
ten years. 

(continued on page 16)Vesta Temple

(Coal Mines continued from page 12)
the Cain Creek Branch, it snaked through forty miles 
of the hilly creek cut territory sometimes paralleling 
the Georgia Pacific branch. Apparently, through the 
years (as was the case with a lot of words and names in 
years past when communication was more verbal than 
written) as well as more recently, the name "Cain" started 
being spelled "Cane" in reference to this L&N branch.

TCI alone had an average daily output of 19,000 tons 
of coal going to its 3,722 coke ovens which had a daily 
capacity of 6,000 tons. It owned more than 400,000 acres 
of mineral lands which also included four large quarries 
yielding 100 rail cars of limestone and dolomite per day. 
In 1899 one year’s output of pig iron, coal, coke, iron ore 
and limestone (flux) totaled 7,809,927 tons. 

The Birmingham Age-Herald wrote, “To haul this 
gigantic output of raw material and finished product 
would require over three hundred thousand railroad cars, 
making a train over 1,500 miles long.”

Sources: Sloss Furnaces and the Rise of the Birmingham 
District by W. David Lewis; John Turner Milner by 
Alice McSpadden Williams; James Lowery, Project 
Coordinator for the Historic Birmingham Mineral 
Railroad Signs Project.

(Six Subs continued from page 13)
assignment as commander of a Destroyer Escort Division 
Lieutenant John Williamson was promoted to Lieutenant 
Commander, awarded the Legion of Merit for combat, 
the Silver Star for combat, and made Captain of the 
England on which he served through the end of the war.

Although offered a regular commission in the Navy, 
Williamson returned to Birmingham and began a successful 
career selling automobiles. He 
later owned several dealerships 
and became an expert in the field 
of training automobile sales forces 
and the use of computers in car 
sales and inventory. He ran several 
successful investment companies. 
During all this he remained in 
the Naval Reserve retiring with 
the rank of full Captain. He also 
donated to many local and state 
philanthropic and charitable 
activities in which his part 
remained anonymous.

Sources: Antisubmarine Warrior in the Pacific by 
John A. Williamson, Wikipedia.

Northwest Jefferson County Coal Mines map.

Williamson Turn.
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(George Ward continued from page 15)
The building was demolished in 1970, and replaced 

with the present modern church. The church donated the 
Sybil Temple gazebo to the Vestavia Hills Garden Club. In 
1975 it was moved and installed above U.S. Highway 31 
at the crest of Shades Mountain, not far from Brookwood 
Baptist Medical Center. Its image is used as a logo for the 
city.

Because of George Ward’s intelligence, energy, 
originality, and love of Birmingham and all of its people, 
Birmingham evolved into a much better place than it could 
have been. He may still deserve the title of the best Mayor 
that Birmingham ever had. Historian Edward LaMonte 
concluded, “What distinguishes George Ward in the final 
analysis is this fact that he rose above the preoccupation 

with the daily affairs of municipal government, holding a 
vision of what this city ought to be.”

George Ward died in 1940 in New York City, after a 
five-year battle with throat cancer. He had wished to be 
buried in a tomb below the Temple of Sybil on the estate 
grounds, but city ordinances forbade it. His funeral was 
held at The Church of the Advent, which his mother had 
helped to organize at its beginning; and he was buried in 
Elmwood Cemetery.

References: LaMonte, Edward S: “George B. Ward: 
Birmingham’s Urban Statesman” 1974. Birmingham 
Public Library. Poor, Frances B. “Vestavia Hills: A 
Historical Collection”. 2000. Private publication of 
Vestavia Hills Garden Club. Wikipedia Cameron 
Vowell, private conversation

Historic Marker for Temple of Sybil. Temple of Sybil.

Birmingham News, 1974.


