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T he Rocky Mountains of the 
western United States have 
been described in geography 

courses in school as “young rugged 
mountains”, while the Appalachians 
in the eastern part of the country are 
called “old, worn-down mountains”. 
The description is appropriate, because 
of the hundreds of millions of years 
between the formation of these two 
great ranges. 

As a result, the forces at work are very 
different. The shifting and drifting of 
the Pacific Tectorial Plate as compared 
with the Atlantic Tectorial plate is vastly 
different. The fault lines related to 
them are likewise very different in their 
behavior. This is not the time nor place 
for a class in “Geology 101”, but the 
interplay of gigantic forces within our 
earth have resulted in a great variety of 
surface manifestations, grouped under 
the term “earthquake”. 

Because of the granite hardness of the 
earth under our west coast, earthquakes 
reflect a great crackling force on the 
surface, but extend laterally only about 
60 miles. Under our east coast, the 
deep earth tends to be softer, so the 

earthquake tends to have a repeated 
bouncing quality, and the force extends 
out 300 miles. So, the concentrated 
actual force area is much greater on the 
surface on the west coast.

Earthquakes in Alabama are 
uncommon and mild. The famous 
New Madrid earthquakes in Tennessee 
in 1812 were felt in northern and 
central Alabama; but there have been 
only 19 recorded earthquakes in 
Alabama in the past 91 years, and most 
of them were in the northern part of 
the state due to closer proximity to the 
Appalachian Mountains.

The greatest recorded earthquake in 
Alabama occurred at 4 pm. October 
18, 1916. It was felt in Jefferson and 
Shelby Counties, and reached 5.1 on 
the Richter scale. (Estimated, because 
no recording device was then present 
in Alabama.) The epicenter was 
determined to be in Irondale, three 
miles from downtown Birmingham. 

Fourteen chimneys in a two-block 
area of Irondale were partly destroyed. 
Six chimneys on a brick store were 
leveled almost to the roof line. Since

(continued on page 15)
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G reetings and best wishes to you all for a happy, healthy and 
prosperous New Year. I hope everyone had a glorious holiday 
season, and that all of you are ready for another year of great 

programs with our Association. Vice President Tom Carruthers is owed 
a big thank you as he has already lined up an entire year of wonderful 
speakers. We are also back to meeting on our usual second Thursday of 
the first month of the quarter, which takes out a conflict many of you 
had last year.

Kudos are again due to Khari Marquette as he has successfully gotten 
the Finley Roundhouse listed on the Alabama Register of Landmarks 

and Heritage, a prestigious listing of historic, architectural and archeological landmarks. 
This came with a press release and an article in the November issue of Alabama Heritage 
Magazine. Next step will be a listing on the National Register.  

Now that the Birmingham History Center Collection is at Vulcan Park and Museum, 
plans are moving ahead. A new director will be hired who will oversee the collection, and 
a staff person will be assigned to work full time with the collection. All of the artifacts will 
be completely catalogued, documented, and photographed. The ultimate aim is to digitize 
the collection and get it up on a website that will be available to the public. This is a huge 
undertaking, but will, eventually, be a wonderful gift for not only our community, but also 
researchers everywhere. In addition, the display case at Mountain Brook City Hall was 
changed out in November, and is now full of memorabilia pertinent to Vulcan, denoting 
the transition. Go by and see.

Once again it is January, and the insert denotes that dues are due. Your board appreciates 
your support as it pays for the Newsletter, our excellent programs, meeting expenses, our 
several projects and historical marker maintenance. You make it all happen.  I also want to 
thank the board for their time, talent, dedication and the excellent job they have done this 
past year. They all are a tremendous asset for the Association.

Hope to see you in January. We are looking forward to having Jim Noles back as our 
speaker with his program “101 Years of Kiwanis Club of Birmingham.” Alice
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Message from the President

Birmingham Facts You May Not Know
We've all read about the cholera epidemic that plagued Birmingham and other southern 

cities in the summer of 1873. Dr. Mortimer Jordan was a doctor, among others, who 
resisted leaving the city so he could help care for the sick. Many of Birmingham’s “Madams” 
turned their homes into hospitals. One hundred and twenty-eight Birminghamians died 
from cholera. Doctors in the city had barrels full of tar burning on many street corners- 
thinking this would act as a disinfectant. Most of the folks who died during the epidemic 
were buried at Oak Hill Cemetery.

T he following story in the Birmingham Age Herald 
newspaper was signed only “H”. It is supposed that 
H’s name was Howitzer, and that he was a reporter 

of the Birmingham Age Herald Newspaper, but we shall 
never know for certain. (Editor’s Note: I suspect this story 
was printed on April 1st.)

The fact that there is a large stream flowing under the 
City of Birmingham is well known, but the writer of the 
following experience and a companion are doubtless, the 
first voyagers upon this mysterious stream.

In H’s words:  
Sunday afternoon, my friend George and myself, went 

to Avondale for the purpose of exploring the cave. We 
carried a lantern, and by the aid of its light, we penetrated 
to what was apparently the end of the cave, where we 
paused to rest a moment before returning. While seated on 

the rocks, we both distinctly heard the sound of running 
water.

“Let us see what that means”, said George, pulling away 
a large boulder from a small opening through which the 
sound seemed to come. When the stone was removed, it left 
an opening large enough for a man to crawl through, and 
just beyond this opening we discovered a stream of clear 
flowing water, about thirty feet in length and apparently 
about five feet deep. The bed of the stream seemed to have 
been tunneled through solid rock and there was an open 
space, six to eight feet above the water.

“Let me get a boat and take a ride on the creek”, said 
George. We were both very much excited by the discovery 
we had made and anxious to know more about the 
mysterious cave and started to return to the city, but as we 

(continued on page 4)

An artists conception of what turn of century youngsters found…at the botton of caves on the city’s southside.

A Voyage On The Underground Stream
Adrift in Silence and Gloom – The Den of the Counterfeits – A Mystery Solved

Submitted by Catherine Browne Greene
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(Stream continued from page 3)
were passing the lake, George suggested that we wait until 
the night, and then borrow one of the boats, get it into the 
cave and take a ride underground. We at once decided to 
do so, and strolled around the park until nightfall when, 
after considerable difficulty and hard work, we succeeded 
in getting a boat from the lake to the cave, finally launching 
it upon the underground stream. 

Stepping into the boat, we decided to row upstream for 
a while and see if we could discover anything of the source 
of the stream. “Farewell vain world,” exclaimed George, as 
we pushed out into the stream and began to row against 
the current. Our lantern was the only light we had and 
it only served to show us the intensity of the darkness 
around us. Talk about Egyptian darkness!  Why, it would 
have been a brilliant light in that place.

It seemed as if we were surrounded by a solid wall of 
darkness. Rowing steadily up stream for about half an 
hour, we were brought to a halt by the stream branching 
off in half a dozen different directions. Turning our boat 
around, we let it drift downstream with the current, 
which seemed to be flowing about four or five miles an 
hour. George and I were both satisfied with our voyage 
and intended to return through the cave the way we came, 
but we failed to discover the opening by which we had 
entered, and after half an hour, we were forced to admit 
that we were adrift underground. We looked at each other 
for a moment in silence as we realized the horror of our 
position, but, after a moment, George rallied and said 
with a forced laugh, “This stream either empties into the 
Warrior River or China, and we will drift for some time.”

We saw that there was nothing to do but drift with the 
current and trust to luck. We surmised that, from the 
course of the stream we would pass directly under the city 
and the heavy rumbling of the passing trains, which we 
could distinctly hear directly overhead assured us that we 
were beneath the railroads. Our experience was one to 
never be forgotten.

Gazing in silence at the wall of darkness around us, 
horrible little goblins with wild eyes would glare at us for 
a moment, then fade into the darkness whence they came.

The current was much slower and the stream wider 
directly under the city, and the rumbling of trains and 
vehicles, noise of the furnaces could be distinctly heard. 
We drifted along until the noises could be heard no more; 

then in the awful silence and the darkness, we knew that 
we had passed beyond the city and were beneath the open 
country beyond.

When we were probably two miles below the city, we 
discovered just ahead of us a small light, which flashed dim 
and weird in the gloom. As the regular clanging of a small 
printing press.  “What can this mean?” whispered George, 
and as our boat came close to the light, we discovered that 
it came from an opening in the wall. With a silent dip of 
the oars, I brought the boat directly beneath the mysterious 
light. There we found a small boat anchored, and steps 
leading from the water’s edge up to what appeared to be 
the entrance of an underground chamber.

Securing our boat, we climbed silently up the rude steps 
until we could see into the mysterious room from which 
came the noise and the light. The sight we beheld made 
our blood run cold for a moment. beyond the opening 
was a rock-walled room about 12 x 12 feet, containing 
a few articles of furniture and a small printing press. 
Reclining upon a small lounge at the far end of the 
room was a beautiful young woman who seemed to be 
asleep. Seated at a small table was a dark figured man who 
seemed to be engraving. A negro was running the press 
and running out twenty-dollar bills at a rapid rate, while 
at this side, apparently the ruling spirit of the place stood 
the notorious outlaw and escaped convict, Steve Renfro. 
We had found a Counterfeiter’s den, no mistaking that, 
but the only satisfaction afforded us by the discovery was 
the assurance that there was a way out of the horrible place 
in which we were.

Returning to our boat, we started again upon our voyage. 
It was then near midnight. Oppressed by the silence, both 
George and I fell asleep and did not wake until 9 o’clock 
the next morning. Our first thought was, is this some 
horrid dream? But the hoarse murmur of the now swiftly 
flowing stream and the wall of darkness around us proved 
it a stern reality.

Mid ‘50s logo for WABT channel 13

A ccording to Ethel Armes, one of the first iron 
makers in the Jefferson County area was John 
Hanby. Unfortunately, not much was recorded 

about Hanby. Armes barely does more than mention 
his name. He may have come down to Alabama as a 
blacksmith with Andrew Jackson’s volunteer brigade in the 
Creek Indian War. What is known is that he settled by the 
Turkey Creek Falls near Pinson and erected a blacksmith 
shop or smithy. 

Sloss Furnaces and the Rise of the Birmingham District 
by W. David Lewis noted: Alabama’s earliest ironworks 
were little more than primitive smitheries; John Hanby, a 
machinist from Virginia who had fought under Andrew 
Jackson in the War of 1812, operated such an installation 
in the hills near Blount Springs and Mount Pinson, 
using brown ore he had found near Oneonta. One of his 
grandsons later became a mine superintendent for Sloss 
Furnaces.

The blacksmith wasn’t just a large, heavily muscled 
man swinging a big hammer on a piece of white hot iron. 
The smith had to be an architect, designer, metallurgist, 
engineer and fabricator. He was a master craftsman who 
had a lifetime of learning and experience in crafting 
whatever he needed. On the frontier and in the early 
settlements, he was a very important person. He was also 
the community’s dentist, since he had the tools to grapple 
with and remove rotten teeth.

Except for raw muscle power, the only other source of 

power that early settlers had was the power generated by 
falling water. Good mill sites along rivers or creeks were 
always looked for and valued. Where a blacksmith’s shop 
or mill was located, a settlement soon grew up nearby. 
Farmers could not farm without iron tools and could 
more easily transport and sell ground corn and wheat 
(flour) than just the raw produce.

Imported bar iron was very difficult and expensive to 
ship by pack mule to what was then the Alabama frontier. 
Logically, John Hanby would make what is known as a 
Catalan Forge to make wrought iron from the brown 
limonite ores in the area. The Turkey Creek Falls provide 
the water drop providing the power for a trip hammer and 
a forced air draft to the forge. At that time wood turned 
to charcoal was used as fuel for the forge. Since coal seams 
are abundant in the Turkey Creek-Pinson area, Hanby 
may also have used coal in the forge.

Blacksmiths did much more than just make horse and 
mule shoes. They made and repaired all kinds of farming 
tools and implements. Without the ax, hoe and metal shod 
plowshare, no pioneer land clearing and farming could 
occur. Then, there were all the kitchen utensils needed as 
well as nails, bolts and nuts. The master smiths could make 
and repair firearms. Anything to do with construction 
needed iron. The smith had to design and construct his 
forge to make iron before he could do anything else.

The forge, also known as a bloomary, was a modification 
of those used in Catalonia, Spain, since the 1400’s. The 
hearths or fireplaces of the forge were rectangular and 
open on all four sides. Later hearths were built similar to 
an open fireplace with a chimney to carry off the waste 
gases.

The air blast of the Catalonian forge was produced by a 
water blast device called a trompe invented in Italy. This 
was very common in the Southern States. Air is sucked 
through the opening in the upper end of the vertical pipe 
by the falling water. The water is discharged below the 
water level at the lower end of the box. The air is piped to 
the tuyere opening at the side or back of the hearth. The 
apparatus gives a cold, damp, uniform low-pressure blast 
with a great waste of water. 

(continued on page 6)

Early Iron Making in Jefferson County
By Tom Badham

Drawing by Robert Foster based on his research.
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Alabama Air National Guard A-26 from H. L. Badham, Jr. Collection.

U S Air Force Colonel Joe Shannon’s life was set in 
1927, when he was 6 years old. His dad took him 
to Roberts Field in Birmingham to see Charles 

Lindbergh make a stop on the national tour that followed 
his solo flight across the Atlantic. “I saw my first airplane 
up close, and I made up my mind that I wanted to be a 
pilot – that’s all I ever wanted to do.” Pictures hanging in 
the study in Shannon’s apartment show him with Eddie 
Rickenbacker; Jimmy Doolittle, and even Lindbergh, 
who Shannon was chosen to escort when he made an 
appearance in Birmingham in the 1973.

In 1960 when Shannon, then a Lieutenant Colonel and 
commander of the Alabama Guard’s 106th Bombardment 
Squadron, and Major Riley Shamburger, his operations 
officer, were summoned by the base commander. Brigadier 
General Reid Doster was waiting with two representatives 
from the Central Intelligence Agency. 

The CIA asked Doster to recruit American pilots, 
crewmen and mechanics to train and provide logistical 
support for Cuban exiles that would fly A-26’s in support 
of the invasion. Those were an up gunned variant of the 
B-26 light bomber designed for close ground support 
with .50 caliber machine guns and 20 mm. cannons in 

the nose. They would be flying artillery. The landing 
would be carried out by Cuban exile troops, trained and 
equipped by the CIA. The Air Guard unit was picked for 
the mission because they had flown A-26s until 1958. 

Shannon, Shamburger and the other advisors trained 
the Cuban pilots prior to the invasion at a secret airfield 
in Guatemala. The exiles, called the Cuban Liberation Air 
Force, flew A-26’s taken from the U.S. Air Force mothball 
fleet in Arizona hurriedly re-conditioned and re-painted 
to look like Castro’s air force. 

The concocted cover story was that these people were 
members of Castro’s armed forces that defected and 
took their airplanes with them. “We had phony ID. 
phony Social Security numbers, driver’s licenses, home 
addresses.” The CIA cooked up the idea for the invasion 
during the Eisenhower administration and, according to 
intelligence analysts and historians, grossly overestimated 
the popular resistance to Castro within Cuba. 

President John F. Kennedy was never comfortable with this 
inherited plan. Kennedy was anxious to maintain plausible 
deniability regarding the U.S. role and ordered the CIA to 
scale back the size of the invasion. Instead of the planned

(continued on page 10)

Colonel Joe Shannon and the Bay of Pigs
By Jesse Chambers

(Abbreviated from The Weekly Interview Magazine)
(Iron Making continued from page 5) 

It is known that forges were erected in Shelby County 
in 1820, in Tuscaloosa County in 1830 and in Talladega 
County in 1836. By 1856, seventeen forges and bloomaries 
had been constructed in Alabama. Only about eight of 
them were in operation. They produced an estimated 252 
tons of bar iron annually. 

The first step in using the Turkey Creek Falls was to build 
a six-foot-tall dam across the creek just above the falls. This 
reservoir would ensure a constant supply of water. Then a 
flume would be constructed to bring the wanted amount 
of water to the forge to generate the air blast needed. 
Once that was done, the water could be used to power 
several different water wheels. Hanby and his family in 
time constructed a grist mill for grinding the settlers’ corn 
and a niter works (gun powder). A waterwheel powering 
a trip hammer to use in working the hot iron would also 
be constructed. All of this work was done by Hanby, 
his family, and the settlers using basic hand tools, their 
horses, mules and oxen. Skilled construction laborers and 
craftsmen could be hired to help lay out and build the 
mill, if there was money to pay them.

At the same time the settlers were clearing land, digging 
wells, planting crops and building their own cabins and 
barns. Their life was constant hard labor from sunup to 

sundown. It is no wonder that most of the early settlers 
died by the time they reached their mid-fifties. 

John Hanby’s home site is believed to have been on the 
hill above the falls. There is a rock lined spring head there 
near a flattened area where he built his home. All that is 
left of the dam site are nineteen holes bored into solid 
rock stretching across the creek just above the falls.

Sources: Turkey Creek Then and Now by Alan 
Goodwin, unpublished manuscript.

When the Iron Masters Came to Alabama by Robert 
Fisher, Alabama Engineer Magazine, October 1958, 

The Story of Coal and Iron in Alabama by Ethel 
Armes, Sloss Furnaces and the Rise of the Birmingham 
District by W. David Lewis

Blount County History website.

Visitors enjoy the falls at Turkey Creek near Pinson, Alabama in this 1907 photo.

Channel 13 had a showy remote truck in the mid ‘50s.
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O n June 2, 1908, W.R. Starbuck was elected as 
President of the Avondale Public Library Board 
and C.S, Price was the Secretary-Treasurer. G.C. 

Ellis was Chairman of a Committee to arrange for a 
cornerstone. These administrators 
invited The Avondale Masonic Lodge 
to lay the cornerstone. It was placed 
at the newly constructed library 
building, which would serve the 
Avondale Community.

It was through the efforts of John 
B. Weakley and Frank O’Brien, then 
Mayor of Mayor of Birmingham, that the Avondale 
Library was founded. It was Mr. Weakley who obtained 
the $10,000 Grant from the Andrew Carnegie Foundation 
to fund the building’s construction. 

Mayor O’Brien requested that he be granted the privilege 
of placing one thousand books in the new library, located 
on the northeast corner of Avondale facing Fifth Avenue 
South. When he died, he had donated 335 books to the 
library. To honor the promise of the donation of 1000 
books, the Crescendo Literary Club completed the pledge 
and Avondale Library began to operate. The library served 
patrons from Avondale, Mountain Terrace, and Forest 
Park. Miss Hazel Hanlin was elected by the Board of 
Trustees to serve as the first librarian.

By 1909, the circulation of books had risen to 4,806. In 
February 1910, Mrs. J.D. Ellis became the librarian. Early 
Librarians included Mrs. Fannie Tabor; Miss Frances 
Partlow, Mrs. Messer, Mildred Bennet; Jay Sandifer; Sara 
Louise Hanlin; Eleanor Starns, and Mary Throckmorton. 
In 1960, Louise Bentley became librarian when she was 
hired to prepare for a move to a new building. In the years 
since construction the old building had begun to crumble 
so that by the late fifties, parts of it were considered unsafe 
and had to be shut off to the public.

The new library that opened in 1961 was built west of 
the original old building. The address of the old structure 
was 4001 Fifth Avenue South. It had been constructed 
on a knoll in the location of the old farmhouse where 
Peyton Griffin King and his wife raised their family. 
The old building had an ambience that spoke of a quiet, 
welcoming place to enter to rest and read. That library was 

surrounded by many beautiful and flowering shrubbery 
and stately older trees, which towered above, providing 
shade and coolness to the building.

Then, on January 1, 1910, the Town of Avondale and 
other suburban communities merged 
with the larger City of Birmingham, 
Alabama. On January 16 of that year, 
a meeting was held by the members 
of the Avondale Library Board, which 
voted in favor of transferring control 
to the Greater Birmingham Library 
Board, but under the agreement that 

Avondale would nominate a member of its community 
to represent Avondale Library at library meetings. At the 
January 21rst meeting, Mrs. E.L. Smith was chosen to be 
the Avondale representative on the library board.

The 15th Annual Library Report recorded on page 15 
that Avondale contained the largest number of books of 
all the branch libraries. In 1934, the annual report listed 
the number of books at Avondale at 10,306 and recorded 
circulation as 47,630 books. On August 31, 1937, the 
annual report for that year covered the period of time of 
1935, 1936, and 1937, listing 15,851 adult and 10,576 
juvenile books circulating. Membership in the library 
totaled 2,237 persons.

By the late 1950’s, the old library building was definitely 
hazardous and obsolete. By then land cave-ins under the 
rear part of the building on the western end had caused 
significant damage from cracks to the walls and ceilings. In 
1958, architect, Fred H. Renneker, Jr. drew plans for a new 
building to be constructed east of the original structure. 
The replacement would face Fortieth Street. Reeves and 
Holley Company constructed the new, modern building 
for $120,000. Local garden clubs beautified the grounds 
and interior with flowers and plants.

Opening day for the new building was on June 18, 1961. 
On hand to greet the crowds who were eager to see the 
new building were Librarian Mrs. Louise Bentley and her 
assistants, Miss Margaret Hoehn and Breland Hardeman. 
Fant H. Thornley, Director of the Birmingham Library 
System was there, as was Mrs. F.E. Pearson whose father, 
Mr. W.R. Starbuck had once served as Mayor of Avondale.
(Birmingham News Article, June 19, 1961)

The Avondale Library, How It Came To Be

T rough the years, Avondale Library has offered 
hundreds of programs and activities, which have 
included every age group, from toddlers to senior 

citizens. Besides regular storytelling sessions and play 
activities for the very young, special 
guests such as Seasoned Readers, Tale 
Spinners, lecturers and financial and 
tax experts joined her professional 
speakers to educate and entertain all 
ages. Knitting and crocheting classes 
as well as Art in the Park series were 
conducted by Mrs. Marian Woods 
and the talented artists she brought 
in to instruct children in creating their own artistic works.

In the 1980’s, the library began of to overflow with 
children during the summer months and every afternoon 
after school. Many of the children came, not to participate 
in programs that were being offered, but because they had 
no place else to go when school was dismissed. Many were 
latchkey kids whose parents were at work and did not 
arrive home until six p.m. or later. Other parents were just 
not available in the afternoons for one or another reason. 
Some of the parents instructed their children go to the 
library after school, after to be picked up when parents 
could arrange to do so.

Also, there were children who never entered the library, 
preferring rather to go to convenience stores or service 
stations around Fifth Avenue South across from the park. 
Children as young as four and five years of age were 
crossing Fifth Avenue, following older siblings back and 
forth. School buses routinely stopped at Avondale Library 
to unload children in the afternoons.

The stated duties of librarians are to serve the public by 
making available books, periodicals, and to provide a quiet 
place for research or reading.  But those responsibilities 
had to take second place and be put aside as library 
personnel were obliged to supervise as many as eighty or 
ninety school aged children and their siblings when school 
was not in session. 

More serious problems arose when library personnel 
were required to remain after the library should have been 
closed who waited for parents who had not come for their 
children. A police officer was hired to supervise children, 

and tutoring classes were begun, 
but the situation was still becoming 
impossible to remain as it was.

Pam Lyons, a librarian at Avondale 
Library, and others in that location 
realized that extreme measures 
must be taken before a child or 
patron suffered an injury from the 
crowded conditions at the library.  

Ms. Lyons appealed to the Forest Park-South Avondale 
Neighborhood Association for assistance and a program 
was agreed upon to provide Avondale Library staff with 
help in the afternoon hours between three and six p.m.

Also participating in this cooperative effort between the 
library and the neighborhood association (which provided 
funds to buy equipment for a children’s program) were 
the Avondale Methodist Church, which opened its doors 
every afternoon. Avondale Community School arranged 
schedules for tutors and found volunteers to help children 
with homework. And Five Points YMCA also provided 
services.

As social conditions have changed, so have the 
responsibilities of many groups and organizations, which 
serve the public. There are more demands on facilities 
such as churches, libraries and schools by those who feel 
they need more services than they are able to provide for 
themselves or their children.

Avondale Library has met these challenges and 
demands and responsibilities and still keeps the library 
a place where patrons can relax to read or do research. 
The library moved into the 21rst Century by devising 
services that have gone far beyond those needed in the 
earlier twentieth century. Thus, it has continued in its goal 
to meet the challenges presented by an ever-changing 
society.

Present Avondale Library

Birmingham Facts You May Not Know
50% of the US Gov’t 2,400 B-29 Bombers were modified for war duty in Birmingham during WW2.



Je f f e r s on  Count y  His to r i ca l  Assoc ia t i on  -  The  Je f f e r s on  Jour na lNo. 1 Page 11Je f f e r s on  Count y  His to r i ca l  Assoc ia t i on  -  The  Je f f e r s on  Jour na lPage 10 No. 1

D o you recognize this location in 1931? It has 
changed dramatically. The vantage point is just 
a few feet south of where the Sybil Temple now 

stands atop Hwy 31 in Vestavia. The direction is looking 
north.

Look at that rock wall on the right. Most of us know 
what you would see in any direction you chose, if you 
stood there today...let me describe what you would have 
seen in 1931...

Looking east down Shades Crest Road - mostly woods 
with a few "mountain cabins" scattered about. Maybe a 
glimpse of the George B Ward home- "Vestavia", but I 
doubt it.

Looking west down Shades Crest road- more cabins 
than you would have seen looking east, but basically the 
same view. Some more affluent families had "getaway" 
homes on the crest of the mountain just to get away from 
the polluted air in the city for fresh country air. If not for 
the forest you would probably spot the fire tower in Bluff 
Park. One thing you would NOT have seen is the Bluff 
Park Hotel – a wonderful structure that had burned to the 
ground in 1925. Photo below.

The Bluff Park Hotel in 1900.
 Looking south, you would see Hwy 31 meandering 

down the hill - a two lane road that went almost the 
full length of Alabama. Very few homes in sight - no big 

businesses that I know of.

Lakeshore Drive – 1914- prior to the dam being constructed 
that formed Edgewood Lake.

Looking north- this is where it gets a bit more 
interesting... looking northwest, you could see parts of 
the old Edgewood Lake. It covered the area from about 
where Homewood High School is now to where I-65 
now intersects Lakeshore. Looking directly north, mostly 
trees - but in the far distance you may be able to see some 
structures in the Rosedale area (now Homewood) - but 
they would probably be obscured by trees. You should be 
able to see The Lakeshore Tuberculosis Hospital. There was 
no Vulcan to see- he was still standing at the fairgrounds 
for about 4 more years.

Looking NNE, you would be able to see the Club Rex 
(later Hollywood Club) and you could probably make 
out their huge swimming pool. The Owl Cottages would 
have been visible just below where you stood. To the NE, 
at least in the winter when the trees were not full, you 
could probably get a glimpse of the Old Mill as well as the 
Mountain Brook Riding Academy. Beyond that, on the 
south side of Red Mtn, you could probably catch a few 
glimpses of English Village - the City of Mountain Brook 
was taking shape. Mountain Brook Village itself would 
not have been visible due to the valley it is in.

I'm sure I left out some things - what else do you believe 
you could have seen?

Mountain Brook Riding Academy – 1930s

Looking Back To See How Things Have Changed
By Jim Hahn from Hahn’s Historic Birmingham On Facebook

(Colonel continued from page 7)
sixteen A-26’s, only eight were to be used. Kennedy wanted 
it look like it was planned and executed by Cubans in exile. 

The CIA moved the invasion to the Bay of Pigs, or Bahia 
de Chochinos, on the island’s southern coast, because the 
nearby town of Giron had an airfield that could be used 
by B-26s. The site was surrounded by swamps, meaning 
the invaders would have no mountain escape route. The 
Cubans that invaded at the Bay of Pigs were trained in the 
mountains in Guatemala.

In April 1961, two weeks before the invasion, the Cuban 
pilots and American advisors moved from Guatemala to 
the east coast of Nicaragua. Shannon related that from the 
beginning the only way this operation could succeed was 
to have absolute mastery of the air. The sole purpose of the 
six attack bombers were to destroy Castro’s air force. 

Even a few enemy fighter aircraft would be able to wreak 
havoc on the invaders, especially since the A-26’s would 
have no fighter cover. Due to the missions’ long range, 
the defensive machine guns and turrets were removed 
and extra gas tanks were put in the planes. This left the 
planes defenseless from the air. Kennedy wanted them to 
preserve the cover story that the operation was carried out 
by defectors from Castro’s military. The originally planned 
sixteen plane raids on Castro’s three airfields wouldn’t 
have fit that profile, according to Shannon. As a result, 
the bombing runs by only six A-26’s on April 15 did not 
completely destroy Castro’s air force. Two British-built Sea 
Fury prop fighters and two machinegun armed Lockheed 
T-33 jet trainers survived. 

Shannon estimates this later proved decisive. A second 
A-26 strike planned for dusk on April 15 was cancelled by 
the White House after word of the invasion reached the 
United Nations during the day, causing a controversy. A 
third strike on Castro’s air fields, scheduled for the early 
morning of April 17, was also scrubbed. 

The amphibious assault at the Bay of Pigs on April 17, 
1961 by approximately 1,200 exiles, who called themselves 
Brigade 2506, was a disaster, largely because of Castro’s 
four remaining fighters. They sank two of the invading 
ships, one which had the reserve ammunition aboard and 
the other had communications equipment and a field 
hospital.

Shannon related that Brigade 2506 inflicted heavy 
casualties on Castro’s forces but were gradually pushed 

back onto the beach and into the swamps. By the morning 
of the third day, April 19, it was clear the operation had 
failed. To make matters worse, the Cuban air crews were 
emotionally and physically drained, and only two pilots 
were able to fly. 

This would necessitate one final heroic, and costly, gesture 
by the Alabama Air Guard. The CIA base commander 
(known only by the pseudonym “Gar”) received a telegram 
from D.C. on April 18, authorizing the use of American 
pilots as long as they remained over the beachhead and 
sea approaches. They were not to fly inland, due to the 
chance of being shot down or captured which would 
confirm the US government’s involvement. The telegram 
read, “Cannot attach sufficient importance to fact that 
American crews must not fall into enemy hands. In event 
this happens crews must take all precautions must state 
hired mercenaries, fighting communism, etc. US will deny 
any knowledge.”

According to Shannon, there had been plans all along 
to use American pilots if the Cubans could not continue 
flying. On the April 19, however, only two of the 
designated American pilots – Thomas W. “Pete” Ray and 
William “Billy” Goodwin – were available. “Gar” asked 
Shannon and Riley Shamburger if they would be willing 
to fly, even though they had been told previously by the 
Agency they would not be allowed to fly into Cuba due to 
security concerns. “He had no authority to ask us to go, 
and we knew that we weren’t supposed to go, but we had 
become so attached to the Cubans down there, that their 
fight was our fight. So, we agreed to fly this last-minute 
mission just to let these guys know they weren’t forgotten.” 

Six B-24’s took off from Nicaragua with Alabamians Joe 
Shannon, Riley Shamburger, Leo Baker, Nick Sudano, 
Wade Gray and James Vaughn among the crews. They 
made landfall about 20 miles east of the Bay of Pigs, then 
turned and followed the coastline. It was about 6 o’clock 
in the morning. As they approached the beachhead, they 
identified a column of military vehicles as their first target. 
Shannon recalled that Riley radioed, “You go in first,”. 
Then, Shamburger moved from my right wing to my left 
wing, and we were lined up on our first pass going into 
this column of vehicles. Then Riley yelled over the radio, 
“I’m hit!  I’m hit!” Shannon saw white smoke coming from 
Shamburger‘s A-26.

(continued on page 14)
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(Bowron continued from page 12)
With Birmingham becoming the iron producing center 

of the South, TCI moved its business offices and treasurer 
there in 1895. Bowron purchased a large home in the 
suburb of Highland between 14th and 15th Avenues south 
fronting on Twentieth Street. (One block up the mountain 
from Highland Avenue in modern day Five Points South.) 
He became a member of the South Highlands Presbyterian 
Church and joined the Commercial Club of Birmingham. 
Between his church, Masonic, and TCI connections, he 
would form close friendships and informal working 
partnerships with a group of Birmingham’s business 
leaders. 

In 1901, the TCI board of directors gave him the 
order to borrow money, the company could not possibly 
afford, to pay for dividends to directors. At age 57, James 
Bowron finally had enough of their financial lunacy and 
blatant disregard for the company. He submitted his 
resignation and marched out the door. About the same 
time Alfred Shook (General Manager & Construction 
Superintendent), George McCormack (Blast Furnace 
Engineer and Manager) and Erskine Ramsay (Chief 
Mining Engineer) all left TCI.

Knowing TCI’s precarious financial position, he had 
made investments in Birmingham that he hoped would 
provide for his large and fairly young family. He became 
a vice-president and director of the Bessemer Coal, Iron 
and Land Company which had just been taken over by 
his young friend and fellow church member Henry L. 
Badham, Sr. 

Other company directors were H. L. Badham, L. E. 
Bruns, A. I. Dexter, W. P. G. Harding, Walker Percy, David 
Roberts, Erskine Ramsay and A. T. Smythe. Bowron also 
became a vice president of the Dimmick Pipe Company 
and director and chairman of the Birmingham Trust and 
Savings Bank. 

In 1904, Bowron led the effort of the Commercial Club 
and Rufus Rhodes of the Birmingham News to get Vulcan’s 
statue placed on a five-acre plot on Red Mountain’s crest. 
He did save it from being melted down for scrap. There 
were still debts incurred in its casting that had to be paid. 
Until those were paid and money raised for a pedestal, the 
statue was placed at the Alabama State Fairgrounds until 
1939.

In 1910 at age sixty-six, he was asked to take over the 

failing Southern Iron and Steel Company. By 1914 he 
stabilized the company and re-organized it as Gulf States 
Steel. When the US entered World War I, the company 
was able to become quite profitable.

At the age of 76 in 1921, Bowron decided to “retire” to 
spend more time with his children and traveling the world. 
Giving up his day to day responsibilities at Gulf States 
Steel, he remained chairman of the board. He continued 
to be active in the management of the Bessemer Coal, Iron 
and Land Company and stayed on the board until his 
death at age eighty-four on August 25, 1928. At that time 
his place was taken by his son, Thomas, who years later 
passed it on to his son. There was a Bowron on the BCI&L 
board until the company’s assets were sold in 1976. 

Sources: James Bowron, The Autobiography of a New 
South Industrialist, by Robert J. Norrell.

The Story of Coal and Iron, by Ethel Armes.
The Birmingham District, An Industrial History and 

Guide, by Marjorie L. White.
Bessemer Coal, Iron and Land Company History, by 

Henry L. Badham, Jr.
Birmingham Wiki.

Vulcan at the 1904 St. Louis World Exposition.

W hen James Bowron, Jr. stepped down off the 
L&N train from Nashville in Birmingham on 
March 3, 1895, he didn’t know what to expect. 

He had the idea that he was “leaving a cultured, beautiful, 
aristocratic city to go and live in a sort of exaggerated coal 
mining village, with nothing but workmen and a few 
superintendents.”

Born in Stockton-on-Tees, a small hamlet near York in 
Northeast Britain on November 18, 1844, he 
was one of a large Quaker family. His father, 
James, Senior, was an industrious man who was 
always looking for new profitable investments 
for himself and the British Quaker community. 
His last investment scheme started in 1875 
with James, Sr. and James, Jr. coming to the 
United States to start the Southern States 
Coal, Iron and Land Company in southeast 
Tennessee’s Sequatchie Valley just north of the 
Alabama border. 

When his father died at the end of 1877, James, Junior, 
had to liquidate the holdings by selling them to the 
Tennessee Coal, Iron and Railroad Company (TCI). Part 
of the complicated deal was that Bowron would become 
assistant treasurer of TCI. The directors of TCI realized 
that Bowron had a complete understanding of corporate 
accounting as well as high intelligence and a very retentive 
memory. TCI’s financial affairs were so chaotic that 
the directors did not have any real understanding of its 
complicated financial standing.

He was an honest, religious man who never used alcohol. 
His powerful frame, physical presence, booming baritone 
voice and public speaking ability without notes favorably 
impressed everyone he was around. Not only could he give 
excellent speeches, he could sing well in choral works. As 
he got older, with his longish hair and full beard turning 
white, he looked much like an old testament prophet full 
of fire and brimstone.  

If there were any contradictions in his life it would be 
that he supported universal suffrage for women and blacks 
while at the same time was most prejudiced against labor 

unions and government interference in business.
He soon became a director and Treasurer of TCI. This 

would embark him on a twenty-year career of trying to keep 
TCI financially solvent in spite of stock manipulations by 
Wall Street speculators and TCI directors, upheavals of 
the iron trade, violent labor unrest and the nation-wide 
financial panics of the late 19th Century. 

Shortly after moving to Nashville in 1882 from South 
Pittsburgh, his wife, Ada, became ill and 
died. In their twelve years of marriage she 
produced seven children five of which survived 
childhood. Realizing he could not possibly raise 
the children by himself, Bowron set himself to 
find another wife. Through his church work he 
met and married Ada S. Cunningham, who not 
only raised his five children as her own, but also 
produced ten more over the years!

Feeling that his future was now in the United 
States, Bowron became a naturalized citizen 

in 1883. While still in England, he joined the Masons, 
but was not very active in it. He also was a member 
of the Young Men’s Christian Association. These two 
organizations would play important roles in his later life.

Bowron once described his career at TCI as “sitting on 
the money box and driving creditors away from it.” While 
the company controlled huge amounts of coal and iron ore 
lands, it also had so much debt always coming due that it 
was an everyday struggle to scrape up the monies to pay 
ongoing expenses and salaries. For most of its existence 
before being taken over by US Steel, the company tottered 
from one financial crisis to another. 

The company’s directors and top leadership were more 
interested in trying to make quick overnight personal 
fortunes than in long term planning and strategies to run 
the company on a sound fiscal basis. Company presidents 
and board of directors members would come and go as 
their fortunes waxed and waned, but they all knew that 
James Bowron had the financial skills to generate the 
money to keep TCI alive.

(continued on page 13)

James Bowron, Jr.,
Birmingham’s English Gentleman

By Tom Badham

James Bowron, Jr.
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(Colonel continued from page 14)
was not until 1997 that the families were invited to CIA 
headquarters in Langley, Virginia, for the unveiling of 
the Wall of Honor, meant to commemorate 70 people – 
including the Alabama Guardsmen – who had died while 
working for the CIA. 

The CIA finally admitted publicly in May, 1999 that the 
four men died on assignment for the Agency at the Bay of 
Pigs. In Birmingham in 2001, Joe Shannon, Carl Sudano 
and the survivors of three other participants were awarded 
the CIA Seal Medallion. 

Shannon has also received, among other honors, the 
Cuban Liberation Air Force Medal for Valor and an 
honorary membership in Brigade 2506. Still, Shannon 
believes that Cuba has a bright future. “It may not be in 
my lifetime, because that would have to be right away.” 
He said. Shannon thinks a lot about what might have 
been. “Operations of this kind are always a compromise 
between military and political, and in most cases where 
there is a failure, the political dominates, and that was 
certainly the case at the Bay of Pigs.”

Sources: The Weekly Interview Magazine, Interviews 
and Article by Jesse Chambers.

Wings of Denial, The Alabama Air Guard’s Covert 
Role at the Bay of Pigs by Warren Trest and Donald 
Dodd.

Alabama Governor John Patterson, Brigadier General Reid 
Doster, and Lieutenant Colonel Joe Shannon. The Governor 
presented Shannon’s squadron with the Commander’s Cup for 
1960. (courtesy of Joe Shannon)

(Earthquake continued from page 1)
that was the major amount of damage, it was named “The 
Irondale Earthquake”. Some geologists feel that it was 
caused by reactivation (slippage) of deep, ancient faults. 
It caused widespread panic and wide area damage, but no 
major structural damage. However, dramatic changes in 
local water well levels were noted. 

All of the four tall buildings, at the corner of 20th 
Street and 1st Avenue North in downtown Birmingham, 
“The Heaviest Corner on Earth”, had been built between 
1902 and 1912, and no damage to them was recorded. 
In Birmingham, the earthquake prompted evacuation of 
office buildings, where the sensation was described like 
“standing on the deck of a ship in mild seas”. 

It has been estimated in recent years that an earthquake 
of the same magnitude today would cause over a billion 
dollars in damage to thousands of buildings. 

Another tremor on April 23, 1957, centered near the 
Tennessee River below Guntersville Dam shook residents 
in southern Tennessee, western Georgia, and most of 
northern and central Alabama. A tremor at Palmersdale 
near Pinson on August 29, 1975 cracked a sheetrock 
ceiling and shifted lamps on tables. It caused slight damage 
in Watson, where furniture was displaced slightly.

Alabama has seen roughly twenty small earthquakes 
since the beginning of the 20th Century with quakes 
recorded near Fort Payne, Escambia County, Huntsville, 
Anniston, Cullman, Scottsboro and in Rosemary in West 
Alabama.

Geologists feel that the area could possibly have a major 
earthquake in the future. Three major fault zones lie near 
Alabama, The New Madrid, The Eastern Tennessee, and 
The South Carolina seismic zones. The United States 
Geological Survey has a seismic station in Birmingham.

(Colonel continued from page 10)
Shamburger and Gray were headed into the water in 

a shallow dive, at about 300 mph, and a Cuban T-33 jet 
fighter was on their tail. Shannon, in making his escape, 
took advantage of the early-morning sun, “When I turned 
into him, I turned into the sun. I got as close to the water 
as I could, and went full throttle for about five minutes.” 
Shannon and Sudano then turned south for their return 
to Nicaragua. 

Shannon’s nickname in the service was “Shaky Joe”, 
because he was so unflappable. Like many men of his 
generation, Shannon doesn’t go for displays of emotion. 
What did he think when he saw Riley Shamburger and 
Wade Gray plunging to their deaths? Did he even have 
time to think? “I don’t quite remember what my reaction 
was at the time,” Shannon says. “I know I was mad when 
we got back, and I wanted to go back and do some more 
damage to the Cubans. I was probably angry.” Shannon 
says. “I don’t think the human element entered into it. 
Well, before we took off, we felt like it was a futile trip. 
We knew that it wouldn’t have any effect on the outcome. 
Our primary concern was to make sure that the poor guys 

stranded on the beach knew that they weren’t forgotten.”
Shamburger’s and Gray’s bodies were never recovered. A 

memorial service was held for Shamburger in Birmingham. 
Shamburger and Gray were not the only Alabamians to 
lose their lives that day. Thomas W. “Pete” Ray and Leo 
Baker were shot down and killed on the ground by Cuban 
soldiers. Shannon was not allowed to tell Riley’s wife, 
Jane, what really happened. He couldn’t even tell his own 
wife, Helen. The operation was classified. 

The Agency began to lift the veil in the late 1970s. 
Shannon was out of the military then, having retired in 
1972 to become a commercial pilot. It was probably 15 
years after the operations. Shannon was finally able to 
tell Jane Shamburger what happened. “Before that I don’t 
think I ever had anything to say to her, didn’t discuss it at 
all.” he says. 

The CIA apparently didn’t feel the same way. In 1978 the 
Agency, while posthumously awarding the Distinguished 
Intelligence Cross, the Agency’s highest award for bravery, 
to Gray, Shamburger, Ray and Baker, still asked the 
families not to tell anyone how their loved ones died. It 

(continued on page 15)

Map showing Bay of Pigs pre-invasion airstrikes April 15, 1961 from Nicaragua to Cuba.
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B irmingham’s colossal icon, Vulcan, symbolizes 
the people, places, and events that have shaped 
our history, and proudly stands for Birmingham, 

pointing toward the future. This symbolism places Vulcan 
Park and Museum (VPM) in a unique position to tell the 
stories that define and helped shape our city and state 
through educational programming for students and adults 
alike. 

In keeping with Alabama’s Bicentennial 
celebration of Discovering Places 
and Honoring our People, VPM has 
commissioned playwright and director 
Lee Shackleford to write a one-act, two-
man play titled: Washington & Du Bois: 
Two Opinions, One Goal. The play will 
compare the vastly different philosophies 
for post-Civil War integration of Booker 
T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois, while 
showing their respect for one another’s 
perspectives. 

Booker T. Washington, Founder and 
President of the Tuskegee Institute, was a 
civil rights activist, educator, and cultural leader. Born into 
slavery, Washington worked to finance his own education, 
eventually graduating from college. His philosophy for 
civil rights encouraged easy access to education for African-
Americans in the rural south and promoted an education 
that prepared students for available jobs. He befriended 
wealthy supporters throughout the country who 
contributed to his cause. Perhaps his most controversial act 
was his speech at the Atlanta Address at the Cotton State 
and International Exhibition in Atlanta in 1895, which 
detailed an informal agreement where southern African-
Americans would receive better access to education, due 
process, and financial assistance from northern charities in 
exchange for their peaceful submission within a segregated 
society.

Although he approved of this agreement at first, 
W.E.B. Du Bois soon became the voice of an opposing 

movement that called for immediate equality and political 
representation in the South. This movement deemed 
Washington’s speech as the “Atlanta compromise,” and 
Washington himself as “The Great Accommodator.” This 
eventually led to the formation of the Niagara Movement, 
the predecessor of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP.) 

Born and raised in Massachusetts, Du 
Bois did not experience southern racism 
and segregation until attending college in 
Nashville. His philosophy did not support 
African-Americans integrating into white 
society, but instead, he wanted them to 
embrace their heritage while contributing to 
society.

Both Du Bois and Washington continued 
to work towards the common goal of equality, 
but with different strategies. At times, in 
order to advance his approach, Washington 
even used his influence to silence Du Bois’s 
movement. These two movements would 
eventually reconcile and work together after 

Washington’s death in 1915.
Washington & Du Bois: Two Opinions, One Goal 

will premiere at Vulcan Park and Museum on Thursday, 
February 1, 2018 at 6:00 p.m. following a reception at 5:30 
p.m. As with other dramatic and musical performances, the 
play will then become a part of Birmingham History on the 
Road, VPM’s repertoire of original traveling productions 
for area high school students, which shares history lessons 
that entertain while advancing fine arts concepts. 

To learn more about the premiere of Washington & 
Du Bois: Two Opinions, One Goal and other educational 
programs at Vulcan Park and Museum, see www.
visitvulcan.com or call 205-933-1409. 

Vulcan Park and Museum Reveals Stories of 

Dynamic Characters Who Helped Shape 
Alabama’s History and Future

W. E. B. Du Bois and Booker T. 
Washington.


