
Je f f e r s on  Count y  His to r i ca l  Assoc ia t i on

T h e  J e f f e r s o n  J o u r n a l

D owntown Birmingham is 
experiencing an exciting 
renaissance, after a prolonged 

period of relative inactivity which had 
followed the development of suburban 
shopping centers and office buildings. 
One cannot visit the downtown area 
without experiencing a feeling of 
serenity and beauty, as a result of the 
many hundreds of green trees that 
line every street. They were not always 

there, as can easily be recalled by most 
senior citizens of today.

According to written records, in 
1957 The Downtown Improvement 
Association presented the seminal idea 
of beautifying downtown. In 1960 
Operation New Birmingham joined in 
the development of the ideas along with 
the Birmingham Beautification Board. 
Meanwhile Reese Murray, Marshall 

(continued on page 3)
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 Birmingham Green and 
Miss Alabama 1966

By Dr. Ed Stevenson

UPCOMING 
PROGRAMS

July 12, 2018 
David Alsobrook

“‘Gone for a Soldier’: 
Donald Comer’s  

Great Adventure in the 
Philippines, 1899-1903.”



October 11, 2018
Mary Badham

“with a presentation from his 
book, Mockingbird Songs: My 
Friendship with Harper Lee”



OUR MISSION:
To Preserve and 

Remember

David Alsobrook

20th Street circa 1911.
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(Greene continued from page 1)
Haynes, Joseph Farley and Temple Tutwiler formed a 
volunteer citizens committee to make recommendations. 
One of their recommendations was to widen the sidewalks, 
install planters and plant 
trees on 20th Street North. 
One of their ideas, which 
never came to pass, was to 
convert 20th Street North 
into a pedestrian mall from 
Morris Avenue to Linn Park.

The next step 
incorporated the various 
ideas and suggestions into a 
preliminary design. Architect 
James Adams was engaged 
for that task, which included 
many ideas for changes in 
downtown that could never 
realistically be financed or 
accomplished. But, a final 
realistic plan was distilled 
from the possibilities.

Having real plans and 
architectural drawings 
available, the all-important financing was seriously 
sought. Downtown businesses, City government, State 
government and Federal government were all approached. 
All of these ultimately contributed.

The final all-important factors were the governmental 
and legal approvals and ordinances, and the City of 
Birmingham’s related engineering problems. Underground 
pipes, conduits and wires, rebuilding sidewalks, and 
shifting traffic lights and poles, were a few of these 
problems. The Mayor and City Council were presented 
with these issues. Work could not be started until they 
approved the engineering plans.

In 1957, when the first civic stirrings toward 
beautification of downtown Birmingham began, there was 
a 12-year-old girl in elementary school in Birmingham, 
who would ultimately become extremely important in 
the accomplishment of the goal. She was the daughter 
of Federal Judge Hobart Grooms, Sr. who figured 
prominently as a Federal judge in Birmingham during the 
turbulent years of the civil rights movement. After high 

school, Angelina Grooms entered Auburn University and 
majored in Interior Design. Her beauty, her talent and her 
intelligence resulted in her becoming Miss Alabama 1966, 
and a runner-up for Miss America, using her commonly 

used nickname, “Angie”. She 
graduated from Auburn in 1968.

After becoming established in 
the Interior Design profession 
in Birmingham, and marrying 
Reed Proctor, Angie entered 
local politics. The beautiful 
young professional lady was 
elected to the Birmingham City 
Council, serving with Mayor 
Vann, Dr. E.C. Overton, Miss 
Nina Miglionico, Richard 
Arrington and other such 
heavyweights. She chaired 
the important Environmental 
Control Committee of the City 
Council. The newspaper articles 
of the day listed her either as 
Mrs. Reed Proctor, or as Angie 
Grooms Proctor.

The beautification of 
downtown Birmingham became her issue and her battle. 
There was substantial opposition voiced in Council 
meetings. The newspapers of the day carried frequent news 
items, letters-to-the-editor, and editorials about the issue 
and the debates. The ordinances were passed in the 1973-
74 time-frame due to Angie’s leadership and persistence. 

In addition to the original 20th Street North goals of 
1957, additional significant beautification of Highland 
Avenue was included. Ultimate extension of the trees 
and improvements now encompass most of the streets in 
downtown Birmingham North; and have been extended 
to Southside. The plans and projects which originally 
began 20 years before, while Angie was in elementary 
school, were accomplished in the “fourth quarter” of this 
twenty-year game, with Angie “throwing the pass for the 
winning touchdown”.

Angie moved to California thirty years ago after her 
marriage to Kirk Hyde; the green trees have matured 
during those thirty years. Just in time for – and greatly 

(continued on page 11)
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A s I write this, we are anxious for Alice Williams to return to her 
duties as President of the Association. She has been ill and is 
infinitely missed. We wish her a speedy recovery and will gladly 

welcome the resumption of her high level of drive and energy. 
While Alice is recovering, the business of the Association is receiving 

appropriate attention from your Board. It has asked me, as your Vice-
President, to insure the day-to-day duties are handled and that our 
mission “To Preserve and Remember” continues. Part of that mission 
is the presentation of quality quarterly programs. Most recently, Dr. 

Wayne Flynt fascinated the members with his discussion of Harper Lee, inspired by his new 
book Mockingbird Song: My Friendship with Harper Lee.  

On July 12, Dr. David Alsobrook will present the program on Donald Comer. Dr. 
Alsobrook is an accomplished historian with deep experience in writing and lecturing. 
His work experience has been at the highest level. In addition to being Director of both 
the Bush and the Clinton Presidential Libraries, he has most recently been Director of the 
History Museum of Mobile. We are in for a treat.

Mark your calendar for October 11 when Mary Badham, of To Kill A Mockingbird fame, 
joins us as speaker for the evening.

The Association continues other important activities. The design and oversight of 
historical marker placement is one of the most visible. Also, over the years the Association 
has been the repository for many items related to the history of Jefferson County. And, 
from time to time we are an advocate for adding a site to the appropriate historical register. 
These, and many more, make your Association membership very valuable.

Join us at every meeting and bring a friend!
 W. Dan Puckett
 Vice-President

W. Dan Puckett

Message from the Vice-President

First Aid Classes, Alabama By-Products Corporation, Dixiana and Bradford Mines. U.S. Bureau of 
Mines car N. 4 in the background
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(Bessemer Courthouse continued from page 4)
bill abolishing the Bessemer Division of the Jefferson 
County Circuit Court. In place of the old system, the 
new law created a Bessemer City Court. This court had 
similar territorial jurisdiction over the Cut-off area.

In 1915, Bessemer’s Representative in the state legislature, 
William S. Welch, authored the legislation that created 
the present Bessemer Cut-off. The Bessemer Division of 
the Tenth Judicial Circuit would have its own judge “in 
residence.” The Legislature also authorized the construction 
of a courthouse wherever circuit court was held, meaning 
that Bessemer would get its own courthouse as well.

Birmingham architect Harry B. Wheelock designed 
the first official Bessemer Courthouse. Due to World 
War I, bids were not taken on the project until June 
1919. Smallman-Brice Construction Company served 
as general contractor for the project. The total cost for 
the three-story structure was approximately $175,000. 

The building was ready for occupancy in October 1920.
As early as 1938 plans were made to enlarge the 

Bessemer Courthouse. However, funding was unavailable 
since the Federal Works Progress Administration had 
ended. Then World War II intervened, and the courthouse 
addition was again delayed until 1948. Architect 
Charles McCauley of Birmingham designed the three-
story annex and Brice Building Company was awarded 
the contract that was completed in the spring of 1949.

In 1958 a plan was proposed for the City of Bessemer 
to buy the Bessemer Courthouse Building and Bessemer 
City Hall would then be razed for the construction 
of a new courthouse. This plan was scrapped after 
it was learned that a new courthouse would cost 
two to three million dollars while renovation of the 
old courthouse would only cost about $600,000.

In 1967, another renovation was needed due to 
(continued on page 15)

Current  Bessemer  Justice  Center  and  Circuit  Court  House.

H enry F. DeBardeleben had a dream of building 
a new industrial city from the bottom up using 
the mineral resources of north Alabama. He 

hoped that the new town would become a steel center 
and wanted it to have a name related to steelmaking. 
DeBardeleben proposed the name “Bessemer” in honor of 
Sir Henry Bessemer, an Englishman who had invented the 
“Bessemer Process” of steelmaking.

On July 28, 1886, DeBardeleben helped organize the 
Bessemer Land Company. On April 12, 1887, the Land 
Company sold the first lots in the town of Bessemer. The 
new industrial city prospered as investors, capitalists and 
speculators flocked there. By 1890 Bessemer, nicknamed 
the “Marvel City”, was the eighth largest city in Alabama.

The first court held in Bessemer took place in June 1887 
before justice of the peace R.M. McAdory. As early as 1888, 
the optimism over the future of Bessemer prompted many 
city leaders to seek creation of a new county where Bessemer 
would be the county seat and have its own circuit court.

A Bessemer Journal editorial on December 20, 1888, 
called for the creation of a Bessemer County. The editorial 
also warned against the selfish opposition to this proposal 
from that other industrial town to the east, Birmingham. 
By 1891 the paper decided to drop its campaign for a new 
county. What Bessemer really needed was a local court 

beyond the justice of the peace court. 
The campaign for a new county 
never completely died out though. 

On January 21, 1893, the 
Alabama Legislature created 
the Bessemer Division of the 
Jefferson County Circuit Court. 
The citizens of Bessemer had 
felt “cut off” from the rest of 
the county. In response, the new law required that a 
circuit judge from Birmingham, the county seat, would 
actually hold court on a regular basis in Bessemer.

This law created what is known today as the Bessemer 
Cut-off, because it described a specific territory and 
excluded the authority of the circuit court in Birmingham 
from this “cut-off” area. The circuit court was held in 
Bessemer June 5, 1893, on what was called the “Charleston 
Block.” So named for the Charleston, South Carolina, 
businessmen who had invested with DeBardeleben in the 
Bessemer Land Company and financed the building of 
the office buildings on that block. Court was later held at 
Rebie Hall on the site of the present-day Realty Building.

The next milestone in the Bessemer story took 
place February 28, 1901. The Legislature passed a

(continued on page 5)

Aerial photo of Bessemer Courthouse in the 1950’s.

The Bessemer Courthouse
By Sam Rumore, Jr.

Henry DeBardeladen
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A Native American three mound group site with 
surrounding Indian village is located one and one-
half miles west of Bessemer alongside of Valley 

Creek. A large ceremonial mound, a square domiciliary 
mound, and a small burial mound comprised the group. 
Once known as the Talley Mound Group, the property 
was later purchased by TCI. Starting in 1934, the mounds 
began to be systematically investigated by archeologists. 

Dr. Carl E. Guthe of the University of Michigan led 
a six-week student excavation of the largest mound with 
the help of the Birmingham Anthropological Society, 
the Alabama Museum of Natural History and with the 
Civil Works Administration furnishing much of the 

manual labor. In 1939 another, much larger excavation of 
the mounds was begun by the museum with the Works 
Progress Administration furnishing labor and supplies. 

In the 144-page report, The Bessemer Site, Excavation 
of Three Mounds and Surrounding Village Areas near 
Bessemer, Alabama, by David L. DeJarnette and Steve 
B. Wimberly for the Geological Survey of Alabama; no 
mention was made of when the mounds were constructed, 
other than it was long before Columbus’s discovery of the 
Americas. The report contained seventy-two black & white 
photographs and drawn illustrations. This article will focus 
on the Ceremonial Mound and its contents.

(continued on page 8)

The Mysterious Bessemer Mounds
By Tom Badham

Excavating one of the Native American mounds near the TCI railroad tracks in Bessemer Alabama circa 1934.
Inset: Drawing shows mound prior to excavation.

U nless you just don’t pay attention, if you’ve ever 
driven down Montclair Road, you’ve probably seen 
this. It is mounted on a huge rock on the north 

side of Montclair Road near Crestline Village. It 
was placed there in 1935. On the plaque it 
says, “To the pioneers of good roads and 
roadside improvement. Welcome to 
Birmingham - Be not weary in well 
doing - Tawasi-1935”.
But do you know why it is there?

I’ve heard many times over the 
years that the Indian depicted on 
the plaque was Tawasi. That’s not 
accurate - the face is fictional and 
depicts no particular person. Tawasi 
is an Indian word meaning “friend and 
helper”.

At the time the monument was 
placed, Montclair Road was the old 
Atlanta Hwy (or Bankhead Hwy) and 

was a vital entry point into downtown Birmingham. The 
plaque was placed after a beautification project had just 
been completed in which the street was repaved and roses 

were planted along each side. (Actually, this was 
done at every major artery into the city).

The Tawasi Club erected the plaque to 
honor the people who had worked so 
long on the project. Local sculptor, 
William Grant, designed the plaque. 
He actually made two- the second 
one was to be placed on Bessemer 
Super Hwy at the Bham City Limits 
but it was never erected. It is unknown 

what happened to the 2nd one.
Incidentally, William Grant also 

sculpted the 2 beautiful lions that guard 
the entrance to Birmingham’s Legion Field

So, as Paul Harvey would say...”Now 
you know the rest of the story”.

The Tawasi Club Roadside Plaque
By Jim Hahn from Facebook’s “Hahn’s Historic Birmingham”

Botanical Gardens Clock
By Jim Hahn from Facebook’s “Hahn’s Historic Birmingham”

The Tawasi Plaque located on 
Montclair Road near Crestline Village

T he clock at Botanical Gardens obviously has Roman 
Numerals on it. The oddity is that this one is done 
differently than 99% of "roman numeral" clocks. 

If you have a clock in your house, go verify what I am 
about to tell you:

On almost every clock with Roman numerals, the 
number 4 is shown as "IIII" instead of the correct 
designation of "IV".

Kind of odd, isn't it? But there is an historical reason for 
it and it was done on purpose...

Remember, these are Roman numerals - that's the key. 
The Romans' highest God was named Jupiter. Their 
symbol for Jupiter was IV. It was considered blasphemous 
to write the name of a God on anything public - thus their 
sundials always had the number 4 shown as IIII vs. IV.

And that tradition carried on to clocks and continues 
today.  Most clockmakers have no idea why that tradition 
is in place.

But now you know the “rest of the story”.
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(Bessemer Mounds continued from page 7)
These mounds were constructed by a people who 

only had chipped stone hand implements and no draft 
animals. They did have crude cloth weaving and some clay 
pottery. All the dirt, sand, clay and rock which went into 
the mounds’ construction was carried by them in woven 
baskets on their backs. That a group of people with only 
a hunter-gatherer level of civilization would build such 
well designed and engineered mounds is extraordinary. 
These kinds of mounds, some much larger and even more 
complex and difficult to build, stretch from the Gulf of 
Mexico up into Illinois and Ohio. 

From the skull measurements of the burials on site 
and the pottery shard construction and designs, the 
archeologists had strong indications that the Bessemer 
Mounds, the Moundville Mounds and others such as 
the mound near Guntersville were related. Also, all the 
mounds were constructed similarly.

Construction of the Ceremonial Mound is a good 
example of the mounds’ complexity.  The mound was built 

on a humus layer (sandy loam) under which red clay subsoil 
went down 2½ feet to hardpan. The foundation (first 
stage) of construction was a layer of dolomite limestone 
rock gathered from outcrops along the nearby creek. 

This weathered talus  “stone pavement” covered an 
area approximately 95x80 feet, being longest northwest-
southeast. The stones had been quite levelly laid but 
their irregular thickness gave the pavement a very uneven 
surface. Most of the stones averaged, roughly, 9 to 10 
inches in diameter, their thickness varying from 12 to 22 
inches.

The second stage was a three-foot-thick layer of fine-
textured white sand taken from the bed of Valley Creek. 
Measuring 120 feet east-west by 85 feet north-south, it 
extended almost out to the edges of the final layer of the 
mound. The flat top of the sand layer was well packed 
and was streaked to a depth of 3 inches with charcoal and 
ashes. The whole layer showed evidence of loading.

The third construction stage was seven feet thick. The 
(continued on page 9)

(Bessemer Mounds continued from page 8)
top stretched 90 feet east-west and 55 feet north-south. 
The bottom of the layer covered the sand layer. The third 
stage was made up of definite loads of red clay and loam 
with a scattering of white sand and yellow clay. The upper 8 
inches contained considerable humus and charcoal except 
at the western end where the base of the truncated knob 
rested. Under the truncated knob, the layer of humus and 
charcoal was only faintly discernable. That would indicate 
a short lapse of time between the knob being constructed 
at the west end of the third stage after it had been finished.

The knob at the western end of the ceremonial mound 
was the fourth and final construction stage. Eight feet in 
height, it brought the total height of the mound to 18 
feet with the majority of the mound 10 feet in height. 
The knob had a 28-foot diameter round top with an oval 
base of 48x36 feet. It was built out of similar construction 
materials as the third stage.

The mound had never been cultivated so the surface 
contours of the entire mound were quite well defined. 

There were numerous pits and bore holes put down in the 
top and sides of the mound by treasurer seekers over the 
years. Near the western side of the knob, a small portion 
of the mound had been cut down by a TCI railroad bed. 

The slope of its western side was a continuation of the 
western slope of the mound proper. The north and south 
sides of the knob extended upward from just within the 
northwest and southwest edges of the mound proper. 
The eastern side, extending up from the center of the 
mound, sloped more gradually than the other sides. It 
may have been the approach to the summit of the knob.

Under the south slope of the knob was a single human 
burial. The skeleton was that of a young adult female and 
located three feet below the surface of the clay-loam layer 
of the mound proper. It looked to have been placed there 
during mound construction. 

The body was orientated with the head to the east with 
the face turned to the south. This burial yielded one of 
the two measurable skulls found at the Bessemer Site. The 

(continued on page 10)

Photo showing post holes for stockade wall and fire pits on the site.
Inset, “map showing all three of the mounds.

Top photo: Cross section of the ceremonial mound showing uncovered limestone rock base and dog skeleton burial (circled)
Bottom drawing: Cross section drawing showing the different layers of the ceremonial mound.
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(Greene continued from page 3)
enhancing – today’s exciting renaissance. Many have now 
forgotten the credit due Angie Grooms, Miss Alabama of 
1966, for the accomplishment of “throwing the winning 
touchdown”, which has made BIRMINGHAM GREEN. 

Now the trees reach above the second-floor level of the 
downtown buildings, shading the sidewalks throughout 
downtown, and adding a feeling of tranquility. Perhaps 
the 20th Street Pedestrian Mall idea could now be revived. 

Angie can be justly proud of the work that she 
accomplished during her terms on the Birmingham City 
Council. It is ironic that her education and profession 
was Interior Design; yet a big part of her lasting legacy is 
landscape beauty. If the reader wishes to thank her, you 
may Email Angie at  Angieproctor@me.com. 
References:
1. Birmingham Public Library Archives.
2.  Personal conversations with Hobart Grooms, Jr. and 

Kirk Hyde.
3. Bham WIKI.

Autographed photo of Angie Grooms with Gov. Wallace, 1966.

B’ham News Cartoon of the Birmingham City Council. (Angie Grooms 3rd from left.)

Birmingham Facts You May Not Know

T he tradition of having Veterans’ Day parades all around the country started right here in Birmingham. Veteran’s 
Day was started here as an extension of Armistice Day – which celebrated the signing of the peace treaty to end 
World War I. Birmingham continues to have the largest Veterans’ Day parade in the Country.

(Bessemer Mounds continued from page 9)
skeleton was lying in a partly flexed position on its left side, 
with the left hand under the chin and the knees drawn up 
to the left elbow. Two shell-tempered pottery vessels had 
been placed at the head. A two-handled jar of plain ware 
lay a few inches from the face, while a crushed jar lay at 
the right shoulder. 

When the entire mound had been dug up and removed 
two more graves were found. Near the west end of the top 
of the mount (not the knob), a small dog had also been 
buried. The body had been carefully laid out. 

The stone-lined human grave was 12 feet southwest of 
the ceremonial mound. Bones of two individuals – an 
adolescent female and an adult male – were placed in 
the grave. At the time of the re-burial some attempt had 
been made toward re-articulation of the bones. The male 
skeleton had been laid directly on top of the female. All 
the bones were orientated east-west except the distal end 
of the right make femur, which lay at right angles to the 
other bones.

Also, under and around the mound were four square or 
rectangular structure patterns. Two of the patterns were 
made up of entrenched post molds, one was made up of 
wall trenches containing no post molds, and one was made 
up of individually set post holes. 

One structure pattern was under the northern extremity 
of the mound, while another was under the center of the 
mound. Three feet southeast of the mound was a third 
pattern; while the fourth pattern was 60 feet north of the 
mound. 

No one knows exactly who built the mounds or why the 
mounds were built or why they were built on top of what 
was a village. Or, what happened to the natives who built 
them. The mounds still hold their mysterious secrets.

If you would like a word DOC or PDF copy of the 
entire report, please email me at thomase.badham@yahoo.
com and I will be happy to send it on to you. 

Sources: Geological Survey of Alabama, Museum 
Paper 17; The Bessemer Site, Excavation of Three 
Mounds and Surrounding Village Areas Near Bessemer 
Alabama, 1941, by David L. DeJarnette and Steve B. 
Wimberly.

Single female skeleton found on the south slope of the mound 
knob.

Dog skeleton found on west end of the mound.

Stone lined human grave with adolescent female and adult 
male bones interred found 12 feet southwest of mound.
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W hile Red Mountain is famous for containing 
huge amounts of iron ore, it also contains a 
thirty to forty-foot-thick huge deposit of pure 

limestone known as dolomite. Limestone is usually 
quarried above ground, but the Red Mountain deposit 
was mined underground. The August 1937 issue of the 
US Steel Newsletter spotlighted the company’s Tennessee 
Coal and Iron Company division’s history and operations 
in Alabama’s mineral region. It gave details of both the 
underground limestone mine and the TCI high line. 

One of the early iron mines at Muscoda was no 
longer profitable to mine, but 300 feet above its sloping 
shaft was that huge limestone deposit. To mine the 
limestone, shafts were driven straight up 300 feet to the 
bottom of the limestone. The stone was blasted out in a 
number of rooms and taken to an underground dump 
where it was dropped 300 ft. through the middle of 
the mountain to the underlying iron mine slope. From 
there it was hauled to the tipple and crushers at the 
surface and from there to the mills over the “high-line.” 

By the early 1920’s TCI was mining iron ore from eight iron 
mines on Red Mountain along with underground mining 
of the limestone deposit. US Steel decided that another 
railroad spur needed to be built to carry the ore and limestone 
to the blast furnaces and steel mills at Fairfield and Ensley.

The most efficient way to build a standard gauge 
railroad with a direct and unobstructed haul from the 
mines to the Fairfield blast furnaces without causing 
all sorts of disruptions of rail and road traffic was to 
construct an elevated “High Line” railroad spur. The 
tracks extended five miles from Fairfield across Opossum 
and Jones Valleys and through Flint Ridge directly to 
the Red Mountain Wenonah group of mines. From 
there they extend to the Muscoda and Ishkooda groups. 

The tracks were raised 15 to 20 feet above the valley 
level and pass through Flint Ridge with a cut of 58 feet 
deep. Nine bridges carried the line above steam railroad 
tracks, four electric railway tracks, four highways and one 
watercourse (Village Creek). The largest bridge is 800 

feet long and crossed five railroad tracks, a private road 
leading to the TCI Fairfield works and Village Creek. 

Construction of the “High Line” was an unusually 
ambitious undertaking for a purely industrial railroad. In 
addition to the bridges there were two concrete arches, 
six concrete waterways and seven cast iron pipe drains. 
The masonry contained approximately 22,000 cubic 
yards of concrete and 685,000 pounds of reinforcing 
steel. The bridges contained 1,700 tons of structural steel. 

All the reinforcing steel and most of the bridge steel 
were made by TCI. Fabrication and erection were 
handled by company forces. About 1,300,000 cubic yards 
of fill were used in raising the track, of which 150,000 
cubic yards came from the cut through Flint Ridge.

TCI’s Underground 
Limestone Quarry and High Line

By Tom Badham

High Line in 1937. Crossing over the now Bessemer Super 
Highway.

Iron mine shafts and limestone mine in Red Mountain.
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(Bessemer Courthouse continued from page 5)
the lack of space as evidenced by the location of a 
deputy sheriff’s office in the Bessemer Courthouse 
men’s room. This renovation was completed in 1970.

By 1976, a new court building annex was planned 
and it would be built with the help of federal revenue 
sharing dollars. The seven-story structure, the tallest 
in Bessemer, consists of four parking levels and three 
floors of courtrooms and offices. The approximate cost 
of the new tower was $6.5 million. The building was 
designed by Buddy Golson of Blondheim, Williams 
& Golson, Inc. The construction was performed by 
Robbins Corporation. This Bessemer Courthouse 
Annex was dedicated Sunday, November 9, 1980.

In 2006 the Jefferson County Commission established 
the Jefferson County Public Building Authority to issue 87 
million dollars in lease revenue warrants for the construction 
of a new courthouse in Bessemer, for the renovation of the 
existing courthouse and county jail, and for the construction 
of an E-911 communications center office building.

The Jefferson County Bessemer Justice Center was 

dedicated in June, 2009 honoring the memory of Private 
George Watson, a local resident and the first African-
American soldier to receive that Distinguished Service 
Cross in World War II. He died heroically off the coast 
of New Guinea on March 8, 1943. He later received the 
Medal of Honor posthumously on January 13, 1997.

The present Bessemer Courthouse was designed by the 
Giattina Aycock Architectural Studio, was constructed 
by Brice Building Company, and cost 38 million dollars. 
Though the building was completed in the spring of 2009, 
it did not open until June, 2010 due to the financial crisis 
faced by Jefferson County at that time. The structure consists 
of three stories and a basement. It is constructed of glass, 
brick, and Alabama limestone. Its long wall of security glass 
reflects visually the noble notion of “transparent justice”.

Sources: Tramel W. Durham; The History of the City 
of Bessemer, 1887-1917. Unpublished M.A. thesis, 
Birmingham-Southern College, 1962.

Lynn Riddle Stewart; “The Bessemer Courthouse” 
article in the Journal of History of the West Jefferson 
County Historical Society.

Steimer Block, Corner 19 St. & 2nd Avenue, Bessemer, Alabama circa 1900’s.

Kiwanis Centenial Park Plaza. The Trail along the Birmingham Mineral  RR’s Redgap Branch.

Kiwanis Fountain, Vulcan, and Centenial Park Plaza.

T he north side of Vulcan Park, once overgrown 
and inaccessible, was transformed into Kiwanis 
Centennial Park, a new plaza with a fountain and 

steps leading up to Vulcan. This connects downtown 
Birmingham to Vulcan both physically and visually.

A second component is Kiwanis Trail, a 2.2-mile trail 
extending to Green Springs Highway and serving as the 
future hub for the planned 750 miles of Birmingham Red 
Rock Trail System.

A third component, a dynamic, multi-colored light 
show projected onto Vulcan each night, to be completed 
later this year, will be something that the residents of 
Birmingham will be able to enjoy every night when they 
look up at Vulcan.

Kiwanis Centennial Park features a plaza area with a 
fountain that will be used for events while the trail ends at 
Green Springs Highway. It is hoped that ZYP Bikes will 
be added for use on the Kiwanis Vulcan Trail and beyond.

“Ninety-nine years later we have finally realized 
Olmstead’s vision to create a linear park from Vulcan 
across Red Mountain to George Ward Park. We’ve 
preserved the north face of Red Mountain for our children 
and grandchildren forever.” Said Tom Thagard, Kiwanis 
Centennial Park Committee Chair.

Libba Vaughan, Executive Director, Fresh Water Land 
Trust added, “When I look at Vulcan, everywhere Vulcan 
can see, this trail will be. And to me it represents not 
just where we’ve been, but our collective future and how 
we can spur economic development through trails and 
greenspace. How we can improve our quality of life and 
collective health and how we can attract people to stay 
and move to our community.

Vulcan’s New Walking Trail and 
Kiwanis Centennial Park

By Vulcan Parks & Museum
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T his isn't exactly a "happy" story to tell but it's a part 
of our heritage nonetheless.
The man pictured to the right is Father James E. 

Coyle - the Priest at St Paul's Cathedral. He was the Priest 
there in the late teens up until 1921 - that's when he was 
murdered on August 8, 1921 To make this more bizarre, 
he was shot by E.R. Stevenson, a local Methodist Minister! 
He was not assigned to any Methodist church and most of 
his duties were in the sense that he married many couples 
at the Jefferson County Courthouse. Those that knew him 
referred to him as "The Courthouse Minister".
Here's what happened:

Reverend Stevenson had one daughter, Ruth- 
apparently in her teens. Ruth was intent on marrying a 
young man with whom she had fallen in love by the name 
of Pedro Gussman. Because Gussman was a Catholic from 
Puerto Rico, quite a bit older than Ruth, and had a job 
as a paperhanger, Stevenson denied her the permission to 
marry and refused to do the ceremony.

Pedro, being Catholic, took Ruth to see Father Coyle, 
who happily performed the ceremony (I assume, he must 
have believed Ruth had parental permission).

When Stevenson found out, he walked to the Rectory 
of Father Doyle and found Doyle sitting on the front 
staircase. Stevenson didn't hesitate to shoot him and he 
died instantly.

But that's really not the strangest part of the story. Being 
in an area that was an incubator for the KKK, Doyle was 

often targeted and harassed by the KKK because of his 
religion. A national reporter at the time, named Charles 
Sweeney, wrote that "Birmingham is a hotbed of anti-
Catholic fanaticism". Locals, stoked by the KKK, were 
furious over being labeled as such.

Stephenson was indicted on a charge of 2nd degree 
murder in a highly publicized trial around the country. 
Future national politician and U.S. Supreme Court judge, 
Hugo Back, took the case on in defense of Stevenson. 
Stephenson was found not guilty by reason of temporary 
insanity and was set free. 

The final twist - Hugo Black was an active and adamant 
Klansman. The Klan had virtually every law enforcement 
member and many prominent Birmingham politicians in 
their back pocket. There was no way they were going to 
let Stevenson be convicted of something they viewed as a 
favor to the community.

And we sometimes wonder why Birmingham had such 
a horrible reputation in the earlier years.

The Murder of Father James E. Coyle
By Jim Hahn

St. Paul’s Cathedral

Father James E. Coyle


