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G lenn Messer is an appropriate 
name to use in beginning 
this article, and his influence 

continues to the end, since he was 
instrumental in the development of 
aviation and airports in Birmingham 
from the very beginning. As testimony 
to this, a principle Birmingham city 
street, 5th Avenue North, leading 
from downtown to the Birmingham-
Shuttlesworth International Airport 
bears his name, “Messer Airport 
Highway”. 

Glenn was born in Iowa in 1895, 
and learned to fly at age 16 in 1911, 
which was 8 years after the first flight 
of the Wright Brothers. Glenn’s “flying 
license” was signed by Orville Wright. 

Glenn worked as an 
air show pilot and 
race car driver to 
pay for his educa-
tion in mechani-
cal engineering at 
the University of 
Illinois. Then, dur-
ing duty as an army 
flight instructor in World War I, he met 
and became friends with Edward Stin-
son, a native of Fort Payne, Alabama. 
This friendship had a significant role in 
the subsequent development of avia-
tion in Birmingham.

After World War I, the fledgling 
movie industry, and the public, became 

(continued on page 3)

No. 2 Reflections on Jefferson County History Spring, 2018

Glenn Messer and the
Evolution of Birmingham’s Airports

By Edward W. Stevenson, M.D.

Messer Field 1926-1934.

UPCOMING 
PROGRAMS

April 12, 2018 
Wayne Flynt

“with a presentation from his 
book, Mockingbird Songs: My 
Friendship with Harper Lee”
Refreshments at 6:30 p.m.
Program starts at 7:00 p.m.



July 12, 2018
David Alsobrook

The Spanish-American War 
Experiences of Donald Comer

OUR MISSION:
To Preserve and 

Remember

Wayne Flynt

Glenn Messer



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. 2 Page 3Je 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 2 No. 2

T his page is usually written by our hard-working president, Alice 
Williams;  but she is begging off of that effort this edition due 
to a health issue. 

Alice was involved in her annual Christmas homecoming activities 
for her far-flung family members, when she injured her back. She has 
been undergoing treatment in the hospital and rehab, but when she 
came home, she fell in her driveway and displaced and fractured her 
shoulder. “When it rains, it pours!” Needless to say, the combination of 
pain and anodynes has required that she temporally forgo  some of her 
presidential functions of our Association. Publication of this edition of 

The Jefferson Journal had a deadline, so I am attempting to fill the void. 
We hope Alice will be able to preside over our next general meeting on April 12. Social 

hour with refreshments is between 6pm and 7pm. ; The formal meeting begins promptly 
at 7pm, and usually adjourns at 8pm.

We are indeed pleased and honored to have an outstanding program for April 12. The 
very well- known leading southern historian, Dr. Wayne Flynt, will give us a presentation 
on his recent book, Mockingbird Songs: My Friendship With Harper Lee.

Dr .James W. Flynt is Professor Emeritus in the Department of History at Auburn 
University. He was a former history professor at Samford University. He has won numerous 
teaching awards, and has been a Distinguished University Professor for many years. His 
research focuses on Southern culture, Alabama politics, Southern religion, education 
reform, and poverty. He is Editor-in-Chief of the online Encyclopedia Of Alabama.

Guests are welcome, and members are urged to bring friends to the meeting.
I do not know whether Dr. Flynt will bring books to sign, but members and guests may 

wish to come prepared in the event that he does.
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(Messer continued from page 1)
interested in making movies about aviation during that 
war. In 1918, Glenn had returned to his air show activities 
and “barnstorming”, so he was hired to fly combat scenes 
for some of those movies. One scene was being shot in 
Florida, and Glenn fell off of a moving train and received 
severe injuries. 

The effort was made to transport him by train to Illinois 
for hospitalization and medical treatment. Those in 
attendance on the train tried to convince him to leave the 
train and go to the hospital in Atlanta; but he was tough 
and opinionated, and refused. But, as the train progressed 
toward Chicago, Glenn’s condition worsened; and he was 
persuaded to leave the train in Birmingham, and to enter 
a hospital. While in the hospital, he had a visit from his 
friend, Eddie Stinson.

Stinson was a member of an early aviation-involved 
family. His mother, three sisters and one brother were all 
pioneers in early aviation in America, and were the seminal 
air leaders in San Antonio, Texas. Eddie and his sister 
Katherine are inductees in the Alabama Aviation Hall of 
Fame. Eddie became a developer and manufacturer of a 
famous group of aircraft which bore his Stinson name.

During Stinson’s visit to Messer in the hospital, he told 
Glenn that there was no airport in Birmingham, and perhaps 

the two of them could correct that deficiency. In 1919, 
with the help and cooperation of the City of Birmingham, 
Stinson, Messer and Virgil Evans started Birmingham’s 
first airfield, Dixie Field or Dixie Flying Field. Evans, the 
former Adjutant General of Alabama, based the Dixie 
Flying Club and his Dixie Flying Corporation there. 

Glenn Messer was placed in charge of running the 
airfield, and also operated his own flying school there. The 
1,200 foot wide by 2,000 foot long north-south airfield 
was located on Avenue F, just east of Elmwood Cemetery 
at the former location of Loveman Village. Plans for the 
facility included a four-way landing field, a pilot school, a 
mechanic school, and a sales and service department. The 
possibility of using Dixie Field as an air mail station was 
also studied.

In 1920, Eddie Stinson purchased the field and 
announced his plans to make it the southern headquarters 
of the Curtiss Aeroplane and Motor Company. The 
property was briefly known as “Stinson Field”. The aircraft 
factory never materialized. A tornado hit Dixie Field in 
1925, destroying a number of aircraft, and leading to the 
closing of the field.

Following World War I, Henry Badham, Jr. and James 
Meissner returned to Birmingham from France, where 

(continued on page 4)

Messer’s Air Boss plane, designed by Glenn Messer himself, and bulit in Birmingham at Dixie Flying Field.
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(Messer continued from page 3)
they had been very active as pilots in the US Army’s Air 
Service. Badham served as a senior instructor pilot at the 
Issoudun, France, training center while Meissner became 
an ace with Eddie Rickenbacker in the famous 94th “Hat 
in the Ring” Squadron. 

With Sumpter Smith, Don Beatty and other former 
military pilots, they formed the Birmingham Aero Club 
with the goal of getting an Army National Guard aero 
observation squadron based in Birmingham. Knowing 
that they would need a larger field than the Dixie Field, 
they enlisted a group of prominent business leaders to 
help get a suitable field donated for their use. 

In 1922, near the Republic blast furnaces, Roberts Field 
was dedicated in memory of Lt. Arthur Meredyth Roberts, 
an Alabamian killed at Issoudun in a flying accident in 
1918. Roberts Field served as a dual-purpose civilian 
airport for the city, and a headquarters and flying field for 
the Army National Guard. 

Roberts Field’s location, now non-existent, was behind 
Birmingham Southern College in the angle formed by 
Interstate Highway 20/59 and Arkadelphia Road. The 
main runway was 3200 feet long. It served as Birmingham’s 
primary airport until 1931. Notable happenings related to 
its active use included Charles Lindbergh’s visit with the 
Spirit of St. Louis in 1927; and Delta Airlines original 
route stop.

Billy McDonald, who was one 
of the original Army Air Corps 
flight demonstration team, “Three 
Men on The Flying Trapeze”, 
which evolved into the U.S.A.F 
Thunderbirds of today, took his 
first flight there as the passenger 
of his next-door neighbor, Jimmy 
Meissner. There is no evidence that 
Glenn Messer was involved in any way in establishment 
or use of Roberts Field, which probably was competitive 
with his own airfields.

Dixie Field operations continued to function until 1925 
when a tornado destroyed the field’s hangers. After the 
tornado, Glenn Messer organized a new private airfield 
somewhat west of Dixie Field, in Central Park, named 
Messer Field, which he operated from 1926 until 1934. 
After that, it was operated by Gus and Grace Alley under 

the name Central Park Field from 1934 until 1952. 
Operation of these fields continued, to some degree, 
during the Roberts Field era, and well into the Birmingham 
Municipal Airport era.

Following the 1927 nationwide tour of Charles A. 
Lindbergh in the Spirit of St. Louis, which was done 
for the purpose of stimulating national interest in the 
development of passenger aviation, serious interest 
developed in Birmingham for building a larger airport. 
The National Guard 106th Observation squadron, 
Birmingham business leaders, the State of Alabama, and 
the federal government combined to build a new airport 
which could accommodate the larger passenger planes 
such as the Ford Tri-Motor and the Douglas DC-3. 

Major Sumpter Smith was the motivating force and 
designer of the Birmingham Municipal Airport. He was 
also the Engineering Project Officer for the Washington 
National Airport and the aeronautical advisor to the 
nationwide depression era WPA Airport Construction 
Projects. 

The National Guard’s 106th Observation Squadron 
had a significant influence in the airport’s design. From 
the outset was it was designated to occupy the north side 
of the field, where the 117th Tactical Refueling Wing is 
located to this day. The Birmingham Municipal opened 
in 1931 in the area east of downtown Birmingham, which 
previously had been the site of large truck farms for the 
production of vegetables and fruits. Steadham Acker was 
the first manager. The name was changed to Shuttlesworth-
Birmingham International Airport in 2008. 

(continued on page 13)

Historic map of Roberts Field.

James Meissner

T owards the end of World War II, the Ingalls Ship 
Building Division of Birmingham’s Ingalls Iron 
Works Company understood that their ship 

building market, mainly the US Navy, would go from 
boom to bust. Looking for a different product to market, 
they hit upon the idea of building locomotives. Many of 
the ships Ingalls built had diesel engines and Ingalls was 
certainly proficient at steel fabrication. They could order 
the specialty parts such as the engines, wheels and axels. 
They’d design and fabricate the rest. 

Ingalls had been building ships in Pascagoula, Mississippi 
since 1938. The company’s shipbuilding facility produced 
troop ships in World War II as well as escorts, aircraft 
carriers, submarine tenders and net layers. After the war, 
Ingalls produced amphibious assault ships, destroyers 
and in the 1950s, nuclear-powered attack submarines. 
In the late 1960’s the facility became a division of Litton 
Industries.

In 1944, Ingalls also knew that there would be a large 
market for new switch engines and long-haul locomotives 
since many of the nation’s train engines had been pretty 

well worn out during the war. Also, diesel-electric engines 
were rapidly replacing the older, less efficient, much worn 
steam locomotives.

What the Ingalls designers came up with looked 
completely different from any other diesel locomotive 
ever built. The Ingalls locomotive was the only example 
its builder ever produced. It was the prototype for a 
full line of diesels with which an unknown, brand new, 
locomotive builder would challenge the established diesel-
electric locomotive builders.

The single prototype unit built was Ingalls’ model 4-S, 
an engine variously described as a road switcher, transfer 
unit or switcher. The diesel was intended to be an all-
purpose engine. Introduced into what was expected to be 
a lucrative market, the unit proved to be a monumental 
sales failure. It was sold eventually and, though an orphan, 
survived long beyond an expected useful life. In fact, it 
outlasted many of the units produced by the other major 
builders of the time, and even some of the better-known 
builders themselves.

(continued on page 6)

“Catfish”, The Only Ingalls Locomotive
By John Szwajkart, 

Condensed version of article originally published by GM&O Historical Society, Inc., reprinted with permission.
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(Locomotive continued from page 5)
Ingalls had experience in the installation and maintenance 

of diesel generator equipment. Over the years, the yard 
had been installing them in many of the Navy vessels it 
had been constructing. A large ship is like a small city 
and needs large quantities of electricity. Diesel generator 
sets provided this power and installation of them was old 
hat to Ingalls. Although their experience was primarily 
with stationary 
installations, it 
did not seem too 
great a change to 
move into the more 
mobile railroad 
environment.

Ingalls was, 
n e v e r t h e l e s s , 
unproven in the 
railroad market. The 
older, entrenched 
builders of steam 
and diesel-electric 
locomotives such as 
EMD, Alco, Baldwin 
and Fairbanks Morse 
had their well-
established lines of locomotives and open friendly lines of 
communication to railroads motive power departments. 

Design of Ingalls’ diesel line began and specifications 
were drawn. As was the practice of the yard, outside 
suppliers provided most of the components, while Ingalls 
planned to do the fabricating and assembly. Some of the 
companies chosen were existing marine suppliers who 
modified their products to meet railroad requirements. 

Superior Marine Engines was one of them, and provided 
the diesel prime mover, with a specially modified and 
extended frame necessary to accept the generator and 
motors. Most of the electrical equipment was supplied 
by Westinghouse, known to both the marine and railroad 
industries. Other suppliers included those established in 
the railroad market: Standard Steel Works, Timken Roller 
Bearings and General Steel Castings.

Five different models were proposed ranging from 
a 660-horsepower switcher to a 2,000-horsepower 
passenger unit. All would use the Superior prime mover, 

in either six- or eight-cylinder configurations. Of the five 
proposed models, only a 4-S, was built. Design of the unit 
was completed in July 1945. Construction began late that 
year. By March 1946, the 4-S was ready for road testing.

The unit had a high, flat nose that reached almost to the 
top of the unit. Its turret-like cab was raised above the body 
roof line, almost like the pilothouse of a ship. Windows 
fore and aft, gave crews all-around visibility but not 

quite the 360-degree 
visibility claimed by 
Ingalls. Portholes on 
the sides provided 
light in the interior 
and added to the 
boat-like appearance. 
Behind the cab there 
was what appeared 
to be a clerestory, 
or raised section in 
the middle of the 
unit. This provided 
clearance for part of 
the diesel inside and 
additional room for 
some of the cooling 
equipment.

The design also gave the crew better visibility to the 
rear. Also, equally interesting at the rear of the engine was 
a vestibule and windows which were provided for crew 
convenience. Ingalls claimed this was for switching crew 
comfort and protection when running. When fully ready 
for the road, the unit required 1,000 gallons of fuel, 150 
gallons of lube oil, 280 gallons of cooling water and 28 
cubic feet of sand. The Superior diesel was an adaption of 
its standard marine design. Turbocharged, its inline eight 
cylinders produced 1,650 horsepower which reduced to 
1,500 useful horsepower because of the auxiliaries. 

Two railroads served the Pascagoula area, the Louisville 
& Nashville and the Mississippi Export. Of the two, the 
Mississippi Export was willing to conduct the initial tests. 
The Mississippi Export line is a 42-mile short line was 
controlled by the Gulf Mobile and Ohio Railroad. The 
line served Southeastern Mississippi which contained 
the greatest concentration of heavy industry in the state. 

(continued on page 12)

The original manufacturing plate from the Ingalls Locomotive. I t is a little-known fact that the first courthouse in 
Jefferson County was not the Jefferson County 
Courthouse. The reason is that the first courthouse 

physically located in what is now Jefferson County served 
as the Blount County Courthouse. Blount County 
was established on February 7, 1818 by the Alabama 
Territorial Legislature. The Act creating the county 
provided that court should be held at the home of Major 
Moses Kelly in Jones Valley. This log cabin was located at a 
place probably within a few miles of the present Jefferson 
County Courthouse. Various accounts state that the home 
was located near the old Worthington Plantation home, 
in the vicinity of present day 6th Avenue South and 31st 
Street in Birmingham. The first court convened there on 
the third Monday in March, 1819.

Jefferson County was created by the Alabama Legislature 
on December 13, 1819 from territory in large part carved 
from Blount County. The county seat was temporarily 
located at Carrollsville, now the Powderly section of 
Birmingham. It was reported that the Honorable Clement 
C. Clay, Alabama’s First Chief Justice, convened court 

at Carrollsville on the second Monday in March, 1820. 
The first regular term of the Circuit Court was held at 
Carrollsville on June 5, 1820. Like the home of Major 
Kelly, this courthouse at Carrollsville was a log cabin.

The first formal building to serve as a courthouse of 
Jefferson County was located at Elyton, near present day 
Center Street and Tuscaloosa Avenue. William Ely of 
Hartford, Connecticut, was the agent of a school for the 
handicapped which had received a Congressional land 
grant in Jefferson County, Alabama. He offered land from 
this grant to the county for the construction of a courthouse 
and jail. The County Commissioners gladly accepted this 
gift and the village which grew from this beginning was 
named Elyton, in his honor. Elyton became the county 
seat in 1820. Early records show that the Circuit Court 
heard cases at Elyton as early as September 11, 1820. This 
first formal courthouse building was probably a small 
wooden structure constructed by Stephen Hall.

In an article published in the Birmingham News on 
December 13, 1949 R. B. Henckell, a member of the 

(continued on page 10)

The Birmingham-Jefferson County Courthouses
By Sam Rumore

Birmingham-Jefferson County Courthouse circa 1903.
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I n 1866, Milton Hannibal Smith began his career 
with the Louisville and Nashville Railroad as the local 
freight agent in Louisville. At that time the L&N 

only had a short amount of track south of Nashville, but 
L&N’s General Manager and Chief Engineer Albert Fink 
had plans to drive south into the undeveloped Alabama 
coal fields. Louisville was dependent on coal barged down 
the Ohio River from the Pittsburgh mines. During low 
water, the barges couldn’t get to Louisville shutting down 
its industry and causing heating shortages 
for the general populace. 

Coal was the fuel which ran everything 
in last half of the nineteenth century and 
the first third of the twentieth century. 
An uninterrupted supply was vital to 
continued growth and prosperity of 
any state or community. All cities and 
industries needed iron, and later steel, 
to build everything. If the minerals 
centered around north central Alabama 
could be developed, a huge financial and 
development boom would occur. 

At that time, James W. Sloss’s sixty-mile 
short line, the Nashville and Decatur 
Railroad, ran straight north from Decatur to the Tennessee 
state line. It did not connect with the L&N’s south end. 
The rickety winding South & North Alabama Railroad 
ended at Calera. Between Calera and Decatur there was 
only Engineer John T. Milner’s route survey of the hilly, 
sparsely populated woodlands. 

On April 12, 1869, the South & North Alabama 
Railroad executed a contract with Sam Tate and Associates 
to complete the line following Milner’s route from 
Montgomery to Decatur. For $5,014,220 Tate agreed 
to finish construction from Calera to Elyton by April 1, 
1871 then to Decatur by December of 1871. 

Also, in 1871 M. H. Smith revised and simplified the 
L&N’s freight rates. For the first time in the South, he 
had a manual printed with all the rules, regulations and 
classifications in one volume. He made very low rates 
on such bulk items as coal, fertilizers and pig iron. This 
encouraged both their manufacture in the South and the 

shipment of them to distant markets. Which built traffic 
for the L&N. This brought him to the attention of Albert 
Fink. Smith’s responsibilities began to quickly increase.

Thus began the L&N’s long-term plans to develop the 
Birmingham Mineral District’s full potential. In spite of 
the 1873 Financial Panic, the cholera and yellow fever 
epidemics, the stock market games played with L&N stock, 
and the heavy financial burdens of railroad construction, 
the L&N took over the Nashville & Decatur Railroad and 

the South & North Alabama Railroad as 
its wholly owned subsidiaries. While the 
South & North Alabama could charitably 
be described as ramshackle, it had one 
huge asset – 500,000 acres of mineral and 
timber land grants along its tracks!

Starting with L&N’s president, Dr. E. 
D. Standiford, the railroad promoted 
immigration into northern Alabama. He 
evolved the policy of selling off the South 
& North Alabama Railroad land grant at 
$1.50 to $5.00 per acre for farming land, 
timber lands and $10 to $25 per acre for 
the mineral lands. The products of all 
those lands, when developed, would make 

more traffic for the L&N.
In 1874, Smith as L&N’s traffic manager established 

a very low freight rate on coal shipped to New Orleans 
from the Birmingham mines of Truman H. Aldrich and 
Henry F. DeBardeleben opening up the New Orleans coal 
shipping market for Birmingham coal.

In 1882, Smith became a vice-president of the L&N 
Railroad. Two years later he was elected president of the 
company and began in the Birmingham Mineral District 
a huge railroad construction project; L&N’s wholly 
owned subsidiary, the Birmingham Mineral Railroad. The 
Birmingham Mineral Railroad consisted of the North 
Branch and the South Branch. Initial construction was 
completed in July, 1884.

The original North Branch extended from a junction 
with the South & North Alabama at Magella, Alabama, 
(about three miles south of Birmingham) for a distance 
of seven and a half miles along the northern base of Red 

Mountain to Bessemer. The South branch left the South 
and North at Graces Gap, Alabama (four miles south 
of Birmingham) and traversed the southern edge of 
Red Mountain for three and a half miles to present-day 
Bessemer.

To all the enterprises along the road, Smith granted low 
rates and other services designed to promote heavy traffic. 
The line was so successful that in 1885 he obtained the 
L&N Board’s approval to extend the line another ten and 
a half miles to reach new mines and furnaces.

Before any work was done, however, the arrival of the 
Tennessee Coal, Iron and Railroad Company (TCI) 
changed the situation dramatically. TCI purchased large 
tracts of ore land on and around Red Mountain. It began 
construction on several furnaces and owned limestone 
quarries as well. 

The president of TCI, John M. Inman, envisioned a 
massive growth of output for the Tennessee Company 
if adequate transportation facilities were assured. He 
proposed to Smith that TCI would use the L&N exclusively 
– if it would complete and extend the Birmingham 
Mineral road.

In addition, Smith planned to extend the road from 
the point where the branches met to a junction with the 
South & North Alabama near Boyles Station. This branch 
would pass through the works at Bessemer, Woodward, 
and Ensley as well as the Thomas Furnace. It would also 
help form a large belt railway around Birmingham. 

A smaller spur line would be run to the Edwards 
Furnace at Woodstock, Alabama. The mileage to be built 
amounted to fifty-four miles, and the L&N obtained 
contracts to supply the ore, coal and limestone for these 
furnaces as well as to haul their output.

In the spring of 1887, TCI constructed four large 
furnaces at Ensley, the “Big Four”. The first furnace was 
blown in on April 11, 1888, and the last one on April 29, 
1889. The capacity of each furnace was 200 tons a day. 
Other facilities were also going up elsewhere, prompting 
Smith to request from L&N’s board a host of extensions 
for the Birmingham Mineral. 

A 27-mile branch, known as the Blue Creek Extension, 
was built in 1888 from the North Branch to Blocton 
Junction by way of Valley Creek and Yolande. The L&N 
added to the railroad another sixty miles in 1889 and 
twenty-four more miles in 1890. It totaled 156 miles and 

cost altogether $6,063,890.
It served the Cahaba Coal Field and various limestone 

quarries in the area. The flood of raw materials that 
converged upon the ten-mile radius called the Birmingham 
Mineral District helped double pig-iron production 
between 1886 and 1888. By adhering firmly to its policy 
of low rates and a modest profit margin, the L&N spurred 
production, and L&N’s profits, on to even greater heights.

With the Birmingham Mineral Railroad paying off 
handsomely for the L&N, Smith persuaded the L&N’s 
board of directors to create a second auxiliary system, the 
Alabama Mineral Railroad, incorporated in July 1890. 
The road consolidated the Anniston & Atlantic Railroad 
and the Anniston & Cincinnati Railroad.

The Anniston & Atlantic, chartered in 1883, was a 53-
mile narrow-gauge line running from Anniston southwest 
to Sylacauga. The Anniston & Cincinnati incorporated in 
1887, extended thirty-five miles northwest of Anniston to 
Attala. Both had been built by the founders of Anniston, 
Alfred Lee Tyler and Samuel Noble, and traversed a 
meandering bowl-shaped course though the eastern 
mineral district. The region contained extensive fields 
of brown limonite ores, numerous iron industries, and 
twelve furnaces.

In January 1891, the L&N completed a 34-mile 
(continued on page 11)

The Birmingham and Alabama Mineral Railroads
By Tom Badham

Milton H. Smith

Map of Birmingham & Alabama Mineral Railroad circa 1890.
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(Courthouse continued from page 10)
globe. It was reported that the first-floor ceilings were 15 
feet high, the second-floor ceilings were 14 feet high, and 
the circuit courtroom chamber ceilings were 22 feet high.

The first session heard at the first official Birmingham 
Courthouse was held on Monday, May 17, 1875. The 
building was accepted as complete by the county on 
June 7, 1875, and as final touches the county purchased 
21 spittoons and 200 feet of horse 
hitching rails.

This courthouse served the county 
for twelve years until a committee of 
architects and businessmen appointed 
by the Probate Judge declared the 
foundation unsafe and condemned 
the building. On October 14, 1887, 
the county purchased from the 
Bishop of Mobile a 50-foot strip of 
land adjoining the courthouse site in 
order to build a larger courthouse. 
This purchase of 50 feet cost the county $50,000. The 
transaction left the county and the Church each owning 
200 feet of Block 75.

From 1887 to 1889, in the interim between the 
demolition of the old courthouse and the construction of 
a new one on the same site, courts were held in what was 
known as the Jones Building on the east side of Twentieth 
Street between Third and Fourth Avenue North. Later 
they were held in the William Hood Building located 
at 300 Twentieth Street North, the old site of Blach’s 

Department Store. The famous multiple murder trial of 
Richard Hawes, who was convicted of murdering his wife 
and two daughters, was held at the Hood Building in 
April of 1889.

The cornerstone for the new courthouse was laid on May 
17, 1888, exactly thirteen years to the day following the 
first court session in the original Birmingham Courthouse. 
The second Birmingham Courthouse cost ten times as 

much as the first at approximately 
$300,000. Charles Wheelock and 
Sons of Birmingham and H. Wolters 
of Louisville drew the plans while 
Charles Pearce of Indianapolis was 
chosen as contractor. On June 16, 
1889, the County Commission 
accepted the new courthouse.

This brick building was four stories 
high with a central clock tower rising 
180 feet. Photographs of this building 
show that it was a fitting complement 

to the Gothic St. Paul’s Church which occupied the other 
portion of Block 75. This courthouse served the county 
from 1889 until 1931. The beautiful old building was 
razed in 1937. This property remained a parking lot until 
the Downtown YMCA was built there in 1984.

The present Jefferson County Courthouse has a unique 
history itself. A decision was made as early as 1923 that the 
growing Jefferson County would need a new courthouse 
and that the site should be at Woodrow Wilson, now 

(continued on page 14)

(Railroad continued from page 9)
extension of the southern portion of the road from 
Sylacauga to a connection with the South & North at 
Calera, thirty-four miles south of Birmingham. The 
Alabama Mineral Railroad proved a valuable supplement 
to its companion road. 

The brown limonite ores were carried to the Birmingham 
furnaces to be mixed with the red hematite ores found 
in Red Mountain. The resulting blend yielded a better 
quality and larger quantity of iron than either single ore. 
Moreover, the process produced a maximum use of rolling 
stock. Cars transporting coal and coke to the facilities at 
Anniston, Talladega, Shelby, Gadsden, and Attala could 

be unloaded and promptly filled with brown ore to be 
shipped to the Birmingham area furnaces.

The link from Champion to Attala was completed 
in 1905 with the completion of the only tunnel on the 
Birmingham Mineral Railroad. This connected the 
Birmingham Mineral Railroad to the Alabama Mineral 
Railroad. While essentially complete, additional short 
branches and spurs continued to be added to the system 
even after 1912.

Sources: History of the Louisville and Nashville 
Railroad by Maury Klein; Sloss Furnace and the Rise of 
the Birmingham District by W. David Lewis; Additional 
research material by James Lowery.



(Courthouse continued from page 7)
Birmingham Historical Society, wrote that a two-story 
brick courthouse was constructed at Elyton in 1841. The 
location of this building was directly behind the present 
day Elyton School.

Following the War Between the States, plans were made 
to complete the construction of two railroads in Alabama. 
One would extend north-south, the other, east-west. 
Somewhere in this mineral rich region of north Alabama 
the railroads would intersect. The town fathers of Elyton 
hoped that the railroads would cross in their town just 
as the pre-war stage coach routes did. But a real estate 
syndicate purchased land two miles east of Elyton, and 
through its influence the crossing came there. A new 

town, Birmingham, was incorporated at this site in 1871.
In April of 1872, according to Henckell, the Elyton 

Courthouse burned. This structure was rebuilt on the 
existing foundation using the floor plan of the former 
courthouse as much as possible. Approximately 75% of 
the funds for rebuilding this courthouse was raised from 
private subscriptions by the citizens of Elyton.

Meanwhile, the promoters of the new city of Birmingham 
became ambitious for their town, and they influenced the 
Alabama Legislature to call an election so that the citizens 
of Jefferson County could vote on whether Elyton or 
Birmingham should be the county seat. The election was 
held on the first Monday in May of 1873. At this time 
the Circuit Court had only held one term in the newly 
reconstructed Elyton Courthouse.

The 1873 county seat election in Jefferson County has 
gone down in history as one of the “Classics” in Alabama 

politics. The promoters of Birmingham staged a gigantic 
barbecue on election day. They brought in special trains to 
carry voters to the polls. They had a band. It was reported 
that “Jefferson County” residents from as far away as 
Walker and Blount County voted in this election.

Many of the newly enfranchised blacks in the area 
voted in the election and then feasted at the Birmingham 
boosters barbecue. Also, in this election, voters were not 
required to cast their ballot in their home box or beat. To 
say that controls were lax is an understatement. Needless 
to say, Birmingham received a majority of the votes.

While the first courthouse in Birmingham was being 
built on land donated by the founding realty firm of the 
city, ironically named the Elyton Land Company, the work 
of the county took place in several existing Birmingham 
buildings. The County Commission rented two rooms 
in a building owned by B. E. Grace for the use of the 
sheriff and circuit clerk. The Probate Court was housed 
in a building owned by W. G. Oliver. And the Circuit 
and Chancery Courts were conducted at Sublett Hall, a 
theater located at 2013 Second Avenue North.

The residents of Elyton became outraged. Why 
should they be required to pay for an extravagant new 
courthouse when they had just paid for a newly rebuilt 
Elyton Courthouse? A court battle ensued as Elyton 
attempted to fight for “its Courthouse.” But, Elyton lost 
the war and a contract for the Birmingham facility was 
awarded to Frank Bugh and Company on May 11, 1874 
for a consideration of $30,500. The architect for the first 
Birmingham Courthouse was W. K. Ball. The building 
was completed by Frank P. O’Brien and Co., successors to 
Bugh. O’Brien was later a mayor of Birmingham.

The building was constructed at the northeast corner 
of Third Avenue and Twenty-First Street North, on 
property deeded to Jefferson County by the ·Elyton Land 
Company for a $5.00 consideration. The property was 
legally described as the west 150 feet of Block 75. The 
Catholic Bishop of Mobile owned the east 250 feet of the 
same block. This courthouse site is presently the Concord 
Center Building and the Downtown YMCA.

The courthouse was described as being a two-story red 
brick building with dimensions of 64 by 86 feet. It had 
a dome which contained a clock with four faces. On the 
front pediment facing Third Avenue sat a zinc eagle atop a 

(continued on page 11)

Birmingham-Jefferson County Courthouse circa 1903.
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(Messer continued from page 4)
Glenn Messer moved his flight and business operations 

to the Birmingham Municipal Airport in 1934. He 
remained very active in aviation flight, air mapping, 
aviation instrument development, airplane design and  
manufacturing, airshows and aviation organizations as 
long as health allowed. He lived until 100 years of age. 
A prime organizer of the Southern Museum of Flight, 
he personally signed the deed for the museum land. 

The Alabama Aviation Hall of Fame is located in the 
museum, and most of the aviation pioneers associated 
with development of Birmingham aviation and its 
airports are honored in the Hall of Fame as inductees. 
Glenn Messer and Billy McDonald were in the first class 
of inductees. Messer is buried on a hill in Forest Hill 

Cemetery, overlooking the airport, and not far from the 
highway that bears his name.

Ironically, the Messer Airport Highway was named for 
Glenn Messer, who had a very minimal, if any, role in 
establishment of the Birmingham Municipal Airport per 
se; and the airport itself was later renamed for civil rights 
leader Fred Shuttlesworth, who had no specific aviation or 
airport interests. 

Sources: Personal conversation between Messer and 
Stevenson.

“Stinson Takes Over Flying Field” (December 13, 
1920) Aerial Age Weekly 

The Southern Museum of Flight, multiple displays 
and documents.

Wikipedia. 

Birmingham Terminal circa 1950.

(Railroad continued from page 6)
Ingalls was a large customer of both the MSE and the Gulf 
Mobile & Ohio railroads. Ingalls oversized shipments of 
raw steel and finished parts moved over both railroads in 
sufficient quantities to warrant the GM&O’s interest in 
the locomotive.

According to a letter sent by Douglas B. Snow, his 
father James Snow was one of the engineers associated 
with the project. James Snow told his family that the 
locomotive was built at the Ingalls Iron Works plants 
in Birmingham and Decatur. Those plants had the 
foundry capability to forge the large structural members 
of the locomotive. A lot of the original testing of the 
locomotive took place on railroads around Decatur.

James Snow told his son that when the locomotive 
was sold to GM&O the original brass builders plate 
was removed. A new manufacturer’s plate or plates were 
provided for the locomotive. Mr. Snow was given the 
original plate because he was also a train buff.

The locomotive now numbered 1500 (for its horsepower 
rating) performed as expected and was sent off line for 
tests and demonstrations. It first was sent on the L&N, 
then to the Tennessee Coal and Iron, the Seaboard, the 
Southern and finally the Gulf Mobile & Ohio railroads. 
The stint of testing did successfully demonstrate its 
reliability and versatility, but none of the testing roads or 
any others for that matter, were impressed enough to place 
an order. Unwanted, the 1500 returned to the shipyard. 

Ingalls had no intention of keeping its prototype for 
sentimental reasons. It needed a sale! Although they 
didn’t initially place an order, GM&O management had 
expressed interest in the unit before testing began. No 
doubt their interest was prompted by the fact Ingalls was 
a major shipper through Mississippi Export. In a special 
deal, Ingalls offered the GM&O the unit for $140,000 
which was accepted. Ingalls quickly refurbished the unit 
and repainted the nose stripe to the then current GM&O 
color scheme and markings with the number 1900 applied 
to the car body. 

The unit entered revenue service in June 1946, but 
Ingalls never generated another order for any of their 
planned models. Within months, failure apparent, Ingalls 
quietly dropped out of the railroad diesel manufacturing 
business and returned its attention to shipbuilding. It was 
the shortest-lived effort of any builder in railroad history.

The unit spent its days shuttling freight between Mobile 
and Pascagoula until it was taken out of service in 1966 
and scrapped in 1967. It gained the nickname “Catfish” 
because it had been designed to run in high water and 
would seriously vibrate at low RPM’s. When run through 
standing water it would “wriggle” like a catfish according 
to its crews. Twenty years of hard service was quite an 
achievement for prototype locomotive that no railroad 
wanted to buy.

Sources: The Ingalls Locomotive, Gulf, Mobile & 
Ohio Historical Society Newsletter, 1986. Letter from 
Douglas B. Snow concerning his father James Snow.

Ingalls Iron Works ad circa 1943.
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(Courthouse continued from page 14)
The project was started in April of 1929. Site preparation 

and phase one was completed by August of 1930. But 
work was stopped due to a lack of funds in part caused by 
the Depression, and there was some question of whether 
the courthouse would be finished.

On March 10, 1931, an additional bond issue was 
approved by the voters of Jefferson County.  On March 
11, 1931 the cornerstone was laid, thus symbolizing the 
optimism that this building would be completed. It is 
interesting to note that the date on the cornerstone reads 
1929, although the stone was not actually laid until 1931.

The present Jefferson County Courthouse was dedicated 
on Friday, December 4, 1931, and it was formally accepted 
by the county as complete on January 28, 1932. The 
building itself is of granite and limestone and is described as 
modernistic in design. Similar to the second Birmingham 
Courthouse, this third structure cost ten times as much as 
its predecessor, or approximately Three Million Dollars. 

In 1964, a smaller annex was added to the main building.
It also cost approximately three million dollars. Charles 

H. McCauley and Associates served as architect for 
the Annex, and the Daniel Construction Company of 
Alabama was the contractor.

Other improvements have taken place at the courthouse 
over the years. In 1974, a parking deck was completed. 
The church property directly across from the courthouse 
was purchased by the county and for a short time several 
judges held court in the church buildings.

In October, 1986 the Jefferson County Criminal Justice 
Center was completed. The Center consists of a Jail Tower 
and a Courts Tower located at 8th Avenue and 21st Street 
North. Giattina, Fisher & Company served as architects 
for this Project and Brasfield & Gorrie Contractor Inc. 
was the general contractor. Since September 11, 2001, 
a security atrium was added on the street side of the 
courthouse.

Birmingham’s first airmail circa 1931.



(Courthouse continued from page 11)
Linn, Park. In 1927 a Jefferson County Courthouse 
Commission was created by the Alabama Legislature.

The first hurdle that the new Courthouse Commission 
had to face was a challenge to the general location 
selected. The original act of 1873 calling for an election 
to determine the location of the Jefferson County 
Courthouse had specified that if the voters approved 
a move to Birmingham, then the building would be 
constructed within the corporate limits of the town. A 
portion of the Park site selected by the Commission was 
outside the 1873 corporate limits of Birmingham. The 
Alabama Supreme Court held that no courthouse could 
be built outside the 1873 town limits. The legislature then 
passed a bill authorizing an election on the question of 
moving the courthouse site. This election was held June 5, 
1928, the proposal passed, and the courthouse could then 
be built outside the 1873 town limits.

Next, the Courthouse Commission modified its plans 
and sought a specific location at Woodrow Wilson 
Park whereby the new courthouse would face down 
Twentieth Street. Property on the east side of the park 
had been purchased previously for the courthouse. But 
the Courthouse Commission asked the Birmingham 
City Commissioners to take this property on the east 
side of the park in exchange for the desired land at the 
head of Twentieth Street. The City Commission would 
not consent to the swap and a court ruling determined 
that the desired property could not be condemned for 
use as a courthouse without an authorizing election. So, 
the Courthouse Commission returned to its original plan 
and decided to have the courthouse built on the property 
already owned on the east side of the park. Holabird and 
Root of Chicago and Harry B. Wheelock of Birmingham 
were selected as architects.

(continued on page 15)

Birmingham courthouse and St. Pauls Cathedral circa 1906.
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A s we continue to work with the 
vast Birmingham History Center 
collection, Vulcan Park and Museum 

staff frequently find that we are not the only 
ones fascinated by these artifacts. Recently, 
Tom Kaufmann of the Architecture Library 
at Tuskegee University, contacted us about 
“a special bell.” This special bell is the 
Williamson Hawkins bell in the Birmingham 
History Center collection. Mr. Kaufmann 
enthusiastically shared some new findings 
he discovered while researching for his 
forthcoming book tentatively titled Historic 
Bells of Alabama. The book is nearly complete and already 
under review by a major press.

To preface Mr. Kaufmann’s findings, here is a little 
background information about the bell. Early Birmingham 
resident, Williamson Hawkins, commissioned the 
484-pound bell in 1871 from the Jones and Company 
foundry (formerly the Troy Bell Foundry) in Troy, New 
York. It would be the crowning touch on the newly 
constructed meeting house for St. John’s Episcopal 
Church in Elyton. Mr. Hawkins had also donated the 
land on which the church stood.  The bell was dedicated 
in 1872 and followed the congregation when they moved 
to Cahaba Heights. It is now in the collection of the 
Birmingham History Center.

Although bells made by the Jones and Company 

foundry were known for their superior 
tone and melodic quality, the foundry only 
cast a limited number of them. Through his 
research, Mr. Kaufmann discovered that, in 
addition to being a relatively rare casting, 
the bell is likely to be the first brass/bronze 
bell in Birmingham and is only one of three 
Jones and Company bells on record in the 
entire state. 

The Williamson Hawkins bell is also 
unique in its inscriptions. The bell features 
both the names of the Troy Bell Foundry 
which operated from 1852-1857 and Jones 

and Company which became the foundry’s name after the 
departure of one of its founders.  The Jones and Company 
foundry operated from 1857-1887. In addition, the bell 
is inscribed with the dedication “Presented to Saint John’s 
Episcopal Church, Elyton, Ala. by Williamson Hawkins 
Sr. March 1872.”

It is always thrilling to discover new significances to a 
beloved artifact. In the words of Mr. Kaufmann, “There’s 
a lot to love about this bell and its history and legacy.” 

Sources: Bennett, James R. Historic Birmingham and 
Jefferson County.

Ross, Sydney. The Bell Casters of Troy. Industrial 
Heritage Publications. Hudson Mohawk Industrial 
Gateway, 2002.

Vulcan Park and Museum Reveals Stories of 
The Williamson Hawkins Church Bell

The Williamson Hawkins Bell, 
Birmingham History Center 
Collection at Vulcan Park and 
Museum

St. John’s- Episcopal, Elyton, Samford University Library, 
Special Collection, William H. Brantley Collection. Digital 
Identifier: d-000019

Birmingham Facts You 
May Not Know

The Elyton Land Company experienced a huge 
boom in the 1880's. After years of depression, their 
stock shot up from $15.00 per share to $6,700 per 
share. People were flocking to Birmingham to 
buy land deeds from The Elyton Land Company. 
Frequently, they would buy a deed and it would be 
re-sold for a profit several times in the same day 
before the deed was finally registered.


