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C raig was President of the 
Birmingham Jefferson County 
Historical Society in 2006. 

He and his wife Laurie brought the 
refreshments before Harry and Jeannie 
Bradford took on that chore.

Craig helped proof read Jim Bennett’s 
Blach’s, The Store, The Family, Their 
Story. Craig, Tom West and Bayard 
Tynes proof-read galleys of the book 
on many Sunday afternoons. 

He arranged for the use of the offices 
of The Redstone Club in Office Park as 
the first offices and artifact storage space 
for the Birmingham History Center. 
He was an important leader of our 
association, as well as the History Center 
at a time of transition and growth. He 
was a member of the Jefferson County 
Historical Association’s Board of 
Directors for many years.

Craig Allen Jr. died on May 17th, 
2019. He was 72 years old. Craig was 
proceeded in death by his parents 
Christine Headley Allen and Craig 
Allen Sr. 

He is survived by his wife Laurie 
Miller Allen, sons William Miller Allen 
(Bethy) and Christopher Craig Allen 

(Stacey) and brother, Charles Headley 
Allen (Chip) (Elizabeth). Craig was born 
in Birmingham, on March 17th, 1947. 

He attended the University of 
Richmond and served in the Alabama 
National Guard, He graduated from 
the University of Alabama.

He married the former Laura (Laurie) 
V. Miller in 1977. Craig worked in 
his family business, Wilcox and Allen, 
with partner Charles S. Wilcox. 

He enjoyed his hobbies of history, 
music, and vintage automobiles. 
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Remembering Craig Allen Jr.
By Edward Stevenson, M.D

UPCOMING 
PROGRAMS

Thursday, July 11, 2019
Emmet O’Neal Library 

Auditorium 
Refreshments at 6:30 pm 

Meeting at 7:00pm
Gerry Hodges

Behind Nazi Lines
“The Story of Gerow Hodges”



Thursday, October 10
Bill Finch
“Kudzu”

OUR MISSION:
To Preserve and 

Remember

Gerry Hodges

Craig Allen Jr. Obituary Birmingham 
News, Friday, May 17, 2019
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W hen the subject of history comes up, most people express at 
least some interest in it. Particularly local history. And, they 
have an appetite for learning more. Often, an informed 

speaker feeds their desire to learn. Your Association has a long history 
of providing lectures by talented, informed historians, authors and 
other speakers. Our membership looks forward to those presentations 
and we are committed to continuing those.

There are others interested in history that may find it more attractive 
when presented in other ways or mediums such as on-site lectures, 

tours, video presentations or family-friendly events. Many of our programs would be 
instructive and beneficial to school students. There are many opportunities to reach others 
with the lessons of history. Since one of the objectives of your Association is to provide 
historical information to as many as possible, your board will be considering plans on how 
to accomplish this. 

We also want to make sure we stay in touch with you. Improvements for communicating 
with you and providing other channels of delivery for information to you are underway. 
Those are likely to include an improved and interactive website, a blog, social media such 
as Instagram and more use of e-mail.

One of those responsible for building your Association and leading it as president and a 
long-time member of the board was Craig Allen, Jr. We all certainly benefit from his many 
contributions. His recent death is a sad event for all of us. We extend our sympathy to his 
wife Laurie and their family. 

Be sure to join us on Thursday, July 11 for the story of a real World War ll hero, Gerow 
Hodges, told by his son Gerry Hodges.

 W. Dan Puckett
 President

W. Dan Puckett

Message from the President

Some of Birmingham’s Prominent Men 
Give Their Views on Woman Suffrage 

“Here are views expressed by some of Birmingham’s well known men on woman 
suffrage:” 

“Henry L. Badham, president Bessemer Coal, Iron and Land company: 
‘I was glad to note in Saturday’s Age-Herald so strong an editorial favoring equal 

suffrage. It was a clear-cut policy, pro-suffrage, pro-federal amendment, pro-ratification 
by the Alabama legislature. The paper is to be congratulated, not only that it has thrown 
its influence on the side of justice and right, but the manner of its doing the big thing in 
a big way.”’ - Birmingham Age Herald 1919
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V ulcan Park and Museum is excited to announce 
that several new collections projects will 
soon be underway, and is seeking volunteers 

interested in working with the artifacts.
The staff at Vulcan Park and Museum are gearing 

up to begin a Cataloging and Inventory project of the 
entire collection beginning in August. This will provide 
information needed on the space required for housing 
the collection and the conditional needs of the artifacts 
that will feed the master planning for future expansion 
of the museum and its exhibits. This project was 
identified as a priority by the Conservation Assessment 
for Preservation (CAP) evaluation performed during 
the Fall of 2018.

In this project, staff and volunteers will work together 
to properly document provenance, measurements, and 
condition. In order to successfully do this, Vulcan Park 
and Museum needs volunteers to help. There will be 
a training scheduled for August. If you are interested 
in becoming a trained volunteer for this cataloging 
and inventory project, please contact Lindsay Elliott at 
lelliott@visitvulcan.com or 205-933-1409 x112.

The Conservation Center for Art & Historic Artifacts 
(CCAHA) has selected Vulcan Park and Museum to 
participate in their Risk Assessment and Emergency 
Preparedness program, funded by the National 
Endowment for the Humanities (NEH.) 

The CCAHA will send a member of their Preservation 
Services team to do an on-site Risk Assessment to 
identify and prepare and plan for potential threats 
and risks to the collection. They will also work with 
staff to create strategies for mitigating those risks. The 
risk assessment will lay the framework and serve as 
a starting point for the development of an emergency 
preparedness and response plan. 

An emergency preparedness and response plan is an 
integral part of a comprehensive preservation program. 
The preparation and continued updating of a plan has 
several benefits including identification of areas of risk 
and hazards, establishment of procedures and systems 
to mitigate potential risks, determination of collections 

priorities, and development of procedures for quick 
response to limit damage to collections. Writing an 
emergency preparedness and response plan is one of 
the mid-term recommendations identified in VPM’s 
recent CAP Assessment of the collection, moving VPM 
significantly forward in its care of the collection and 
creating its Preservation Plan.

The Birmingham History Center Collection will 
continue to be featured in displays around the city. In 
July, Vulcan Park and Museum will install two new 
displays, one in the Mountain Brook City Hall Case, the 
other in the Alabama Theater. All will feature artifacts 
and images from the collection. There will also be a new 
display created for the Birmingham Airport that will also 
include artifacts and images from the collection. Vulcan 
Park and Museum is looking forward to this new and 
great opportunity to share Birmingham’s history with 
its traveling residents and visitors. 

Vulcan Park and Museum’s next exhibit in its 
onsite Linn-Henley gallery will present the story of 
Birmingham’s Women’s Suffrage movement. Set to 
open in January 2020, the exhibit will commemorate 
the history of women’s suffrage and specifically explore 
Birmingham’s contribution to the movement. In order to 
make this exhibit a success, Vulcan Park and Museum 
invites you to share your stories and your artifacts for 
the exhibit! If you have an artifact you would like to 
loan or donate, please contact Lindsay Elliott at 205-
933-14090 x112 or lelliott@visitvulcan.com.

A Progress Report on the 
Birmingham History Center Collection 

at Vulcan Park and Museum

Birmingham Temple of Travel exhibit at Vulcan Park.
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(Donelson continued from page 4)
the current Commander of the 117th Air Refueling Wing, 
Alabama ANG. General Donalson was the 2nd person 
inducted into the Alabama Aviation Hall of Fame.

In late evening the night before, a group of Pathfinders 
from the 101st Airborne Division were tasked with 
marking the drop zones. The Pathfinders used lights and 
radar beacons to guide the more than 13,000 jumpers who 
would immediately follow in the all-out airborne assault. 

Then in the early morning of June 6, 1944, the first 
Douglas C-47 Skytrain led a formation of 432 C-47’s that 
crossed the coastline of Normandy, France, and let loose 
the paratroopers that began the invasion of Europe to hit 

the strategic bridges and road crossings. The popular story 
was that Col. John M. Donalson piloted the lead aircraft 
of the invasion force.

In 2006, Matt Scales, a member of the Alabama Air 
National Guard’s 106th Air Refueling Squadron became 
fascinated with the history of his squadron, especially the 
period in World War II when it flew B-25s in the South 
Pacific. 

One day Scales heard that a member of the 106th had 
flown the lead C-47 on D-Day. “I didn’t understand how 
this was possible, as, on June 6, 1944, the 106th Squadron 
was about as far away from Normandy as humanly

(continued on page 6)

The D-Day Crew of “That’s All….Brother” - l to r: Lt. Col. John M. Donalson, Command Pilot; S.Sgt. Woodrow S. Wilson, Radio 
Operator; 1st Lt. Barney Blankenship, Co-Pilot; Lt. Col. David E. Daniel, Pilot; S.Sgt. Harry A. Chalfant, Crew Chief; 2nd Lt. John 
N. Shallcross, Navigator; and 2nd Lt. Robert G. Groswird, Extra Navigator.

I n the early morning hours of June 6, 1944, some 
800 planes dropped thousands of paratroopers onto 
the beaches of occupied France, launching Mission 

Albany, part of the airborne assault on D-Day. Those 
planes were led by the Douglas C-47 Skytrain, “That’s 
All...Brother”, that was flown by a pilot from Birmingham, 
Alabama, then Lt. Col. John M. Donalson.

This C-47 led a formation of 432 C-47’s that dropped 
thousands of paratroopers behind enemy lines June 6, 
1944, in the Invasion of Normandy. “That’s All, Brother” 
will retrace the flight route this summer.

A group of 18 American restored World War II planes 
known as the D-Day Squadron will make the transatlantic 
trip to participate in Dakotas Over Normandy. The 
event features a flyover of more than 30 international 
aircraft dropping about 250 paratroopers on the shores 
of Normandy to commemorate the 75th anniversary of 
the attack.

Donalson joined National Guard in Alabama as 106th 
Observation Squadron Pilot Trainee. Graduating from 

Flight School in Texas with Charles Lindberg in 1925, 
he became Commander of National Guard unit in 1940 
before being activated for Regular Service. He became a 
US Army Air Force Base Commander training with the 
Airborne Regiments in the States before being ordered to 
England. 

In the early morning of June 6, 1944, he flew in the lead 
troop plane on the Normandy D-Day invasion as well 
as many other paratroop drops, glider drops and supply 
drops.

After World War II, Colonel John M. Donalson became 
Chief of Staff for the Alabama State Governor. When the 
Air Force became a separate branch of service as the USAF 
in 1948, he became a founding Commander of post-
war Alabama Air National Guard unit in Birmingham, 
retiring as a Major General. General Donalson passed 
away in 1987.

“We are very proud of our history in this unit, so it gives 
us a chance to reflect on that history,” says Lt. Col. Adams, 

(continued on page 5)

John M. Donelson and “That’s All…Brother”
Condensed from Flight Lines, Southern Museum of Flight Magazine, March 2019

Actual C-47 flown by Col. John M. Donelson as he led the first wave of paratroopers. Inset Photo: Maj. Gen. John M. Donelson.
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Elfreda Mais
First Woman Race Car Driver and Stuntwoman

By Donna R. Causey

W omen race car and stunt drivers were quite popular 
in the early days of automobile racing. One 
outstanding driver was Elfrieda Mais who was 

born June 19, 1893 in Indianapolis, Indiana was perhaps 
the first. She was billed as the “only woman auto racer in 
the world,” in the Wichita Beacon of Wednesday, June 28, 
1916 when she was scheduled to drive her $10,000 “Mais 
Special” in an exhibition race against time on the West 
Side Speedway July 4th. Miss Mais lived in many places 
during her life which included Salina, Kansas; Dodge 
City, Kansas; San Antonio, Texas, Phoenix, Arizona; and 
Tampa, Florida.

“In 1911, Elfrieda married John A. “Johnny” Mais who 
drove racing cars and competed in the 1915 Indianapolis 
“500”. Elfrieda was later married in 1924 to her second 
husband, William Pond Chapin and in 1928 to her third 
husband, Robert Emmett Wallace, before being married 
to her fourth husband, Ray LaPlante, sometime after 
1930 but she continued to appear at racetracks and in 
stunt shows billed as “Miss Elfrieda Mais”.

On September 27, 1934, Mais lost her life as a crowd 
watched her drive her automobile through a blazing wall 
of fire at the Alabama State Fairgrounds in Birmingham, 
Alabama. She had successfully completed this stunt many 
times before, but this time the car shot through the race 
track guardrail and down an embankment. The car hit 
a road scraper and plowed through the fairground wall. 
“Two boys, John Draper and Duncan Davenport, who 
were sitting on the roof of an automobile outside the 
fairgrounds, were hurt when the daredevil driver’s car 
struck theirs. Jenks Hoagland, a fair performer, was also 
injured.”

According to a news report, “Ray La Plante of Newark, 
N. J., the woman’s husband, saw the accident. He expressed 
the belief his wife had been burned as the car went through 
the wall. She was injured in 1928 in Jackson, Miss., and 
last winter in Tampa, Fla. Mississippi.”

She started working as an airplane stunt woman and 
wing walker in 1910 but switched to driving race cars 
in 1912. “Racing sanctioning bodies of her time did not 

allow women to compete against the men so Elfrieda’s 
efforts were mostly confined to speed trials against the 
clock and stunt driving exhibitions. She plied those skills 
at an IMCA race at West Side Speedway in Wichita, 
Kansas on July 4, 1916 where she set an unofficial two-
lap track record of 1 minute, 24 seconds on the half-mile 
racetrack. Four days later (July 8, 1916), she ran two laps 
on the half-mile racetrack at the Kansas State Fairgrounds 
in Hutchinson in 1 minute, 20.2 seconds.

On July 20, 1918, she ran exhibition laps at a race at the 
North Central Kansas Fairgrounds at Belleville, Kansas. 
On October 14, 1919, she drove exhibition laps between 
the races at the fairgrounds at Great Bend, Kansas. On June 
15, 1920, Elfrieda returned to the Great Bend Fairgrounds 
where she covered one mile in 1 minute, 8 seconds on 
the half-mile racetrack. Elfrieda lowered her own time 
to 1 minute, 11.6 seconds on the half-mile Kansas State 
Fairgrounds racetrack on July 5, 1920. She also ran on 
the one-mile racetrack at Salina, Kansas on Labor Day of 
1921. She returned to Wichita on August 7, 1932 where 
she again ran speed trials during breaks between the auto 
races at the Bo Stearns track north of town.”

The only actual auto races she was allowed to compete 
in were “outlaw” (or non-sanctioned) races promoted by 
her then husband, Johnny Mais.”

Elfreda Mais.

(Donelson continued from page 5)
possible,” says Scales. Scales spent a couple of months at 
the Air Force Historical Research Agency and researched 
both Donalson and the aircraft flown on D-Day. 

He found the aircraft tail number, 42-92847, which 
had been registered as N88874 and, in 2007, was 
owned by someone in Mesa, Arizona. At first, Scales 
thought he had uncovered The Belle of Birmingham, 
the C-47 that Donalson, who was specially chosen 
to lead the squadron on D-Day, ordinarily flew while 
in training with the 101st Airborne Division. But 
he learned that Donalson chose another C-47 as the 
lead because Belle of Birmingham was his pride and 
joy and he didn’t want it scarred by the installation of 
equipment that was used to follow the pathfinder’s signals.

Col. Donalson named this aircraft “That’s All…Brother” 
as a message to Hitler that his plans were done with the 
invasion. Scales also learned the Belle of Birmingham had 
been scrapped in Mexico during the 1970s. That’s All... 
Brother survived the war and was sold as surplus. It was 
restored as an attack gunship variant of the C-47 used in 
Vietnam by an Arizona buyer. 

A few years later, Scales found out the C-47 had been 
sold to an outfit in Oshkosh, Wisconsin. Plans were to 
convert the aircraft to a twin-engine turboprop. The 
Commemorative Air Force, an organization based in 
Dallas that collects and restores historical aircraft for 
flight, bought That’s All... Brother in 2015 and began a 

restoration with help from the technicians at Basler Turbo 
Conversions. (Basler was the “bone yard” where the plane 
had been found.) The hope is to get the job done in time so 
“That’s All...Brother” is able to fly over Normandy on June 
6, 2019 for the 75th anniversary of the D-Day invasion. 
On June 6th, thirty restored C-47’s with “That’s All…
Brother!” leading them will take part in the celebrations.

General Donelson’s Hall of Fame plaque located at the Southern 
Museum of Flight.
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O n February 17, 1941 the Newport News 
Shipbuilding and Dry Dock Company laid the 
keel of a new Cleveland class of light cruiser. Mrs. 

Cooper Green, wife of the president of the Birmingham 
City Commission, launched the USS Birmingham (CL-
62) on March 20, 1942, with the ship commissioned on 
January 29, 1943. 

Birmingham began a sterling combat record earning 
eight battle stars during World War II. Her officers and 
crew members were awarded: 4 Navy Cross Medals, 
9 Silver Star Medals, 3 Legion of Merit Medals, 9 
Distinguished Flying Cross Medals, 2 Navy and Marine 
Corps Medals, 56 Bronze Star Medals, 1 Air Medal, 77 
Letters of Commendation with ribbons, 7 Letters of 
Commendation without ribbons, one Gold Star in lieu of 
3rd Purple Heart Medal, 33 Gold Stars in lieu of 2nd Purple 
Heart Medals, 795 Purple Heart Medals. This totaled 994 
Combat Awards with 301 awarded posthumously. Naval 
historian, Samuel Eliot Morrison called the Birmingham 
“Japan’s favorite target”.

Characterized as one of the “fightingest” ships in the 
Navy, the Birmingham suffered heavy battle damage on 
at least three separate occasions with the ship’s company 
showing exceptional bravery and skill, especially in the 
attempts to save the carrier USS Princeton. 

Due to the limited size of its main guns, Birmingham was 
designated a light cruiser. Her main armament consisted 
of four turrets with three six-inch guns and six secondary 
turrets of dual-mounted five-inch guns. Displacing 10,000 
tons, the Birmingham was 610 feet long, 66 feet wide, 
capable of speeds of up to 33 knots per hour, and crewed 
by 1,200 officers and men. Nicknamed “The Big B,” more 
than a dozen of her crew hailed from their ship's namesake 
city. Most of her crew were young men with only a few 
senior chiefs and senior officers over thirty years old. Most 
were in their early twenties or late teens.

Assigned to the Atlantic Fleet after her shakedown 
cruise, she departed Norfolk, Virginia, on June 2, 1943, to 
participate in Operation Huskey, the amphibious landing 
in Sicily. she provided naval artillery support to our 

The Heroic USS Birmingham,
“Japan’s Favorite Target”

By Tom Badham

invading troops coming ashore. During the invasion her 
two OSU2U Kingfisher floatplanes came under attack. 
Mackey Prutilpac, the radio operator and gunner of one 
of the planes, was wounded and killed during the plane’s 
violent maneuvers. He was Birmingham’s first war casualty.

She was then ordered to the Pacific. On September 
11, 1943, the Birmingham sailed from Pearl Harbor as 
part of Task Group (TG) 15.1. Consisting of the carriers 
Lexington, Princeton and Belleau Wood; the Birmingham 
acted as one of the screening ships for the carriers as they 
launched air strikes against Japanese gunboats and air 
defense positions on Tarawa and Makin. 

As part of the carrier screen, her job was to be eyes and 
ears over the horizon. Her radars would warn of attacking 
enemy planes while her sonar would search for enemy 
submarines. She carried as many anti-aircraft guns of 
different calibers as could be fitted to help protect the 
carriers from attack.

On November 8, 1943, Birmingham, two other light 
cruisers and four destroyers took up a patrol position to 
the southwest of Espiritu Santo. Between noon and six 
that afternoon, Birmingham and the light cruiser Mobile 
picked up thirteen enemy air contacts on their radar 
screens. None closed and it was not until 6:30 pm that a

(continued on page 10) Mrs. Cooper Green comissioning the USS Birmingham.

Birmingham attempts to fight fires aboard Princeton.

USS Birmingham Returning to the U.S.
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(USS Birmingham continued from page 10)
expended 1,345 rounds of 6-inch and 1,172 rounds of 
5-inch ammunition. Birmingham quickly re-armed and 
replenished alongside the supply ship Alhenar before 
putting to sea on June 17th. 

After rendezvous with TG 58.3, built around the carriers 
Enterprise, Princeton and San Jacinto the warships took 
up a patrol station some 150 miles west of Saipan. From 
that position, the light cruiser participated in the Battle 
of the Philippine Sea. Birmingham was part of the three 
carriers’ screen when their planes attacked and sank the 
Japanese light carrier Hiyo. 

From June 1944 through the end of the war, Birmingham 
was in combat with the Japanese performing bombardment 
and screening missions. Her finest hour came on October 
24, 1944. At 9:30 that morning, a single Yokosuka D4Y 
Judy carrier dive bomber swept down over Princeton. 
A single bomb dropped and hit the carrier between the 
elevators, penetrated into the hangar and exploded. Severe 
fires set off secondary explosions forcing her to drop out 
of formation. Birmingham, the cruiser Reno and three 
destroyers detached and stood by to render assistance to 
the Princeton.

With fires burning in Princeton, the destroyers made 
repeated attempts to go alongside and spray water hoses 
on the flames. Heavy seas frustrated these moves, however, 
and destroyers Morrison, Gatling and Irwin all took 
serious damage in collisions with the heaving carrier. 

Now Birmingham moved alongside Princeton since 
the cruiser could better withstand any blows. Within a 
short period of time, the light cruiser sent 14 water hoses 
and 38 men from her damage control teams over to the 
carrier. This extra assistance helped extinguish one of the 
two major fires in the carrier.

That afternoon, however, Birmingham received word 
that several Japanese planes had broken through the 
carriers Combat Air Patrols and, almost simultaneously, 
a destroyer reported a submarine contact at a mere 2,000 
yards from the Birmingham. The warship quickly pulled 
in almost all her fire hoses and backed off to gain sea room 
for maneuvering. 

Shortly thereafter, one Japanese plane was sighted but 
did not close to attack. In addition, the sound contact was 
classified a false alarm. Given the great success in fighting 
the fire up to that point, Birmingham again closed to help 

the still burning Princeton.
At 3:22 p.m., just as the light cruiser was moving back 

alongside the carrier, flames touched off Princeton’s after 
magazines. The cataclysmic explosion blew off the carrier’s 
stern and much of the aft flight deck. Birmingham was 
raked from stem to stern with steel plate fragments, 
wooden planking, and all manner of debris. 

Over half of the light cruiser’s crew became casualties 
since virtually everyone on the starboard side was killed 
or wounded. The blast killed 233 men and seriously 
wounded 211, with another 215 suffering minor wounds.

Birmingham’s deck literally ran with blood and her 
surviving crew threw sand on the deck to provide a firm 
footing amidst the carnage. They then extinguished 
several fires burning topside and began to care for the 
hundreds of wounded as the light cruiser limped east out 
of the battle zone. In the meantime, continuing efforts by 
the other warships to save Princeton failed and the light 
cruiser Reno with the destroyer Irwin eventually scuttled 
the burning aircraft carrier with torpedoes.

Birmingham again limped into the Navy Yard, Mare 
Island, San Francisco, in early November, 1944, and 
commenced battle damage repairs and conversion 
into a flagship soon thereafter. The yard work included 
an overhaul of her boilers and other machinery, new 
propellers, the replacement of all 6- and 5-inch gun 
barrels, and the addition of two more quad 40-mm and 
four more twin 40-mm anti-aircraft gun mounts.

(continued on page 12)

Kamikazi damage aboard the USS Birmingham.

(USS Birmingham continued from page 9)
single Mitsubishi AGM twin-engine bomber approached 
the task group. While it was circling the American 
warships, a large raid was picked up on radar at a range of 
25,000 yards.

At 7:11 p.m., the three light cruisers began firing 6-inch 
gun salvoes at a range of 18,000 yards as the dozen or so 
Japanese aircraft closed on the formation. By the light of 
green, red, and yellow flares, Birmingham’s 40-mm and 
20-mm gunners picked up an Aichi D3A Val very low and 
close on the port quarter. Taken under fire, the bomber 
burst into flames and crashed into the water 750 yards off 
the port beam. 

Almost simultaneously, the stricken plane’s bomb 
skipped into the Birmingham, blowing a 15-foot hole in 
the starboard hull near the stern and demolishing her float 
plane hanger. One minute later, an aerial torpedo dropped 
from another aircraft exploded on the port bow, blowing 
a 30-foot diameter hole in the hull and splashing seawater 
up and over the open bridge. This hole, just above the 
chain locker, flooded two fuel oil compartments and 
buckled numerous decks and bulkheads.

As the light cruiser’s crew struggled to patch holes and 
put out fires, Birmingham steamed through a sea lit up 
by the pyres of six splashed Japanese planes burning on 
the surface of the sea. Just as the damage and flooding 
was contained by shoring-up the surrounding bulkheads, 
another Japanese Val swung past a destroyer and made a 
run against Birmingham from the port beam. 

Taken under fire, the bomber exploded over the warship 
and splashed 100-yards off the starboard beam. The 
stricken plane’s bomb hit turret #4, damaging the mount 

and all three gun-barrels in the ensuing explosion. Two 
sailors were killed and 32 wounded in these attacks.

Despite these multiple hits and damage, the light cruiser 
maintained 30-knots speed and remained in formation 
fighting off frequent Japanese bomber attacks though the 
night. No other damage was suffered that night and the 
task group retired to the central Solomon Islands. The 
next morning. Birmingham then moved to Florida Island 
on November 10,1943, for temporary repairs. 

After work crews reinforced her damaged bulkheads, 
the light cruiser’s damage control team constructed an 
open passageway up to the main deck from the damaged 
compartments forward. This allowed water to vent from 
the compartments open to the sea and relieved pressure on 
the shored-up bulkheads. When underway, this resulted 
in a geyser of water spouting out the trunk at every pitch, 
earning Birmingham the nickname “Old Faithful.” 

She returned to Pearl Harbor for a short period in dry 
dock patching her hull damage enough to sail to San 
Francisco’s Mare Island shipyard. 

Over the next six weeks, Birmingham received a 
major overhaul and battle damage repairs, including the 
replacement of six of her 6-inch guns and both airplane 
launching catapults. She arrived back in Pearl Harbor on 
February 23, 1944.

Assigned to Task Group 52.17, the light cruiser steamed 
to Saipan on June 14, 1944 to cover minesweeping 
operations, support Underwater Demolition Team 
(UDT) operations, and fire on Japanese positions ashore. 
Birmingham closed to 3,000 yards to cover a UDT beach 
reconnaissance mission. Suddenly, at 8:46 a.m., the light 
cruiser was fired on by a half-dozen Japanese shore batteries. 

Bracketed by numerous enemy shells, one of which 
landed 20-yards over the starboard bow, she was 
sprayed with shrapnel and suffered light damage to her 
superstructure and electronics antennas. Over the next two 
hours, Birmingham dueled with the persistent Japanese 
shore batteries, successfully diverting most of the enemy 
fire away from the UDT operations ashore. At 8:18 p.m., 
her guns blew up a Japanese ammunition dump and, 
following a second such explosion at 10:30 p.m., enemy 
gunfire slackened considerably. 

By the time Birmingham and the UDT withdrew 
at 11:30 a.m. the next morning, the light cruiser had

(continued on page 11)

Stern bomb damage to the USS Birmingham
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D ocena was a shaft mine into the Pratt coal seam. 
Docena (Spanish for “twelfth”) was the twelfth 
mine opened in the Pratt Coal Seam of the 

Warrior Coal Field. Begun in 1905, the mining camp was 
designed with a Spanish flavor. Precast into the concrete 
over the main entrance to the commissary is “Mercado” 
(Spanish for “market”). The commissary building looks 
as if it would fit in Barcelona or Madrid. The park was 
named Docena Prado (Spanish for “meadow”).

In Thomas Hagood’s 1960 thesis for Birmingham 
Southern College, Hagood reported he had learned the 
suggestion for a camp with Hispanic flavor was credited 
to Ed F. Stallingworth, who had done some railroad work 
in Mexico.

Being a retired railroader, I wanted to find him. 
Accessing the US Census and local records I found 
Edward F. Stollenwerck had been the Trainmaster for 
the Birmingham Mineral Railroad and later the L&N 
Railroad Train Dispatcher for the Birmingham area. 
In these positions he would have had contact with TCI 
management regarding movement of trains traveling 
through TCI’s area and interchanging freight trains with 
TCI. This may have given him the opportunity for the 
recommendation for the camp.

The proposed mine site had been owned by the Colored 
Methodist Episcopal (CME) church which had plans 
to build a college there and a black community named 
“Booker” in honor of Booker T. Washington. Tennessee 
Coal Iron & RR Company (“TCI”) did a land swap with 
the church which received the property now home to 
Miles College in Fairfield. A few miles away from Docena, 
the neighborhood of Booker Heights was begun in 1912.

The Birmingham Southern Railroad ran a spur from its 
mainline in Ensley to Docena to serve the mine. The rails 
were removed after the mine closed save for the bridge 
over Second Creek, a Village Creek tributary. There is 
community interest in converting this route to a walking 
trail.

Most coal and ore mines in Jefferson County were within 
walking distance from another mine/camp. Everyone was 

within walking distance of a friend or relative in the next 
camp. This was not applicable at Docena as it was not close 
to any other community. 

It was one of the last three coal mining towns built by 
TCI (including Bayview and Edgewater). Planners used 
their mine camp building knowledge and created a camp 
with a little extra community identity. There were schools, 
a clubhouse, a full-time physician and a social worker.

As in a few other camps, TCI built a Community 
Church building which was used alternately by Baptists 
and Methodists. It is now used by the Docena Baptist 
Church. The building is in good shape except it needs 
some roof repairs soon. Even though the population is less 
than when the mine was in operation there are at least four 
churches in Docena now. 

In the early 20th Century even “modern” Docena was 
subject to tragedy: In June 1941 five miners received fatal 
injuries from a mine explosion at which time the mine 
employed over 1000 people. (Est. 450 on dayshift when

(continued on page 14)

Docena Mining Camp
A Century Ahead of Time, Yet Too Late

By John Troulias

Docena-Community Church Building Built 1918

(USS Birmingham continued from page 11)
With repair work complete on January 17, 1945, 

Birmingham arrived off Iwo Jima on February 28, 1945. 
Assigned to the amphibious support force, she moved to 
the southern tip of the island and began firing at targets 
ashore later that morning.

On March 26, 1945, Birmingham joined the battleships 
Tennessee and Nevada, light cruisers St. Louis and Wichita 
along with supporting destroyers for fire support missions 
off the western beaches of Okinawa. 

On May 4, 1945 at 8:40 a.m., a Japanese Kamikazi in a 
vertical dive crashed into her decks just aft of the number 
2 turret with a 500-pound bomb. The ensuing explosion 
and fire wiped out the sick bay and ruptured the main, 
second, and third decks. Bulkheads were blown in and a 
five-foot hole was blown in the starboard side below the 
waterline. Four living compartments, the armory, and 
three ammunition magazines were flooded before the 
water was contained.

All fires were controlled by 9:14 a.m. and within an 
hour the more seriously wounded were transferred to the 
hospital ship Mercy via landing craft. Birmingham’s crew 
began making temporary repairs shortly thereafter. After 
repair crews pumped out most flooded compartments 
and shored up the damaged bulkheads, the warship got 
underway for Guam on May 5, 1945. 

Arriving in Apra harbor on the 10th, her crew unloaded 
wet ammunition before guiding Birmingham into a 
floating dry dock on May 13th. Repair crews patched 
the damage to her hull and drained and cleaned the last 
flooded compartments. A few more bodies were recovered 
from these areas. Fifty-two crewmen were killed with 82 
more wounded in the attack.

Birmingham departed Guam on the 21st and arrived 
at Pearl Harbor on May 28, 1945. She then moved into 
the Navy Yard, Pearl Harbor, on June 7th for six-weeks 
of repairs and alterations. Finished with yard work on 
July 22, 1945, the light cruiser rearmed, replenished and 
trained in Hawaiian operating areas in preparation for 
continued operations against Japan. With the news of the 
Japanese surrender on August 15, 1945, she was assigned 
duty with as flagship of the Commander U.S. Naval 
Forces, Australia-New Guinea.

Birmingham spent the next five months either in or 
steaming between the ports of Sydney, Melbourne, and 

Brisbane before finally returning to San Francisco on 
March 22, 1946.

The light cruiser moved to San Diego on April 2nd and 
reported to Commander, 19th Fleet, for inactivation that 
same day. On October 16, 1946, she was placed in reserve 
with the San Diego Reserve Fleet and on January 2, 1947, 
went out of commission in reserve. Her name stricken 
from the Navy list on March 1, 1959, and she was sold for 
scrap to National Metals and Steel Corp. on 13 October 
1959.

1912 Ad Alabama Fuel & Iron Company
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(Docena continued from page 14)
many mining communities the chimney has been removed 
and the houses significantly modified most of the Docena 
houses still have the central fireplace and a metal roof. 

Until recent decades TCI’s Ensley and Fairfield plants 
produced many finished metal products so metal roofs 
would be the logical choice. The most-often addition is 
an enclosure of the porch. Docena remains as one of the 
best examples of a mining camp in Jefferson County. It 
has not been “preserved” but instead it just hasn’t changed. 
With the exception of automobiles at most houses time 
has stood still.

Many of the streets have recently been repaved by 
Jefferson County but not widened so it’s a little crowded 
at times with all of the personal vehicles. Docena is one 
of the best examples of a later built mining camp in the 
County. The community still does not have a neighboring 
community. The Post Office is the only business remaining. 
Docena may qualify by some government standards as 
a “food desert”. The only shopping area, a gas station/
convenience store with an adjacent Mexican restaurant, is 
almost a mile away.  

A CENTURY AHEAD (The Hispanic Accent)
Two miles away is Pratt City, site of one of the earliest 

mines to open. Its miners included a mix of French, 
Greek, Italian, and Irish. Docena, begun significantly later, 
was populated by first generation Americans and mostly 
Alabamians. Being one of the last coal mines opened in 
Jefferson County most of its residents were born in the 
U.S. and consisted of blacks and whites. A review of the 
1930 Census of “Docena Camp” revealed approximately 
90% Alabama natives, a few from England and Scotland, 
one from Poland, and one teacher born in Sweden.  

The residents are still the same mix with a few new 
residents whose native language is Spanish. None of them 
were there when the “Mercado” was open and may have 
never seen any of the Spanish accents in Docena.   

This cultural practice was also applied to some previously 
established mining communities. TCI’s social science 
director Marion Whidden drew from Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow’s poem, “The Song of Hiawatha” as follows:

Fossil became Wenonah; Eureka became Ishkooda; 
Smith’s Mining camp became Muscoda. These American 
Indian words were not local to Alabama but have outlived 
the mines.

After the Docena mine and commissary closed Andrew 
and Greta Tortorici operated the Docena Lucky Store in 
the former commissary building. Their Store was the main 
outlet for town talk, tall tales, and the latest news. Mr. and 
Mrs. Tortorici kept the store from 1961 to 1998. Both of 
them died within the last year after a 68-year marriage. 

A church used the commissary after the store closed 
but the building has been vacant for several years. The 
commissary appears in good structural shape except for 
a small roof leak. There are no utilities, and the main 
entrance doors have been left ajar. The commissary serves 
as an excellent example of a well-built building centrally 
located in a well-planned mining community. Although 
the population is less now than when it was a mining 
camp, instead of one shared church building there are now 
four churches with their own buildings.  

A family friend’s father, Hiram “Humpty” Hutto, grew 
up in Docena. Every boy in the camp was assigned a 
nickname. Humpty recalled being awoken by a cold foot. 
With three older brothers, someone was always sharing the

(continued on page 16)

Docena Mercado-Precast Sign

(Docena continued from page 13)
accident occurred.) Employment topped out at 1,250 
during the Second World War.

TCI president George Gordon Crawford traveled to 
the Canal Zone to recruit Dr. Lloyd Noland who was 
working with Alabamian William C. Gorgas to come to 
Birmingham to address the mining communities’ health. 
In 1913 Dr Noland accepted the challenge and made 
dramatic improvements in workers’ health and camp 
sanitation. 

In a Birmingham News article, TCI stated: “…That the 
money invested in establishing these facilities (the new 
camps) has been most profitably spent, because of the fact 
that the workers and their families are 100 per cent more 
contented with their surroundings than was the case prior 

to the adoption of the modern plan of development.”
The houses for the miners are the standard mine house: 

four rooms with one center common fireplace (one to two 
families per house) and laid out in a mostly grid pattern. 
There was no indoor plumbing with TCI “honey wagons” 
traveling down the alleys to pump out the “privies”. Coal 
was also delivered in wagons via the alleys. Eventually the 
privies were replaced by sanitary sewer.

The camps had both black and white miners, but were 
segregated. The white miner families would live on one 
side of the street while the black miners lived on the other 
across small alleys. 

The larger management houses tended to be on the more 
contoured streets and on the outer perimeter. Although in

(continued on page 15)

Top photo: Docena Mercado - Dec 2018. Bottom photo: Docena Mercado Apr 2019
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(Docena continued from page 15)
bed with him. When daylight came Humpty discovered 
the brothers were sleeping with a grown man. He probably 
had a little to drink, came in late and quietly went to bed. 
The house was in the proper position on the street, the 
bedroom was laid out correctly, but the man turned up the 
wrong street.

Co-worker Phillip said at least by the 1940s there was a 
private bus that made a route through many of the mining 
camps in northwestern Jefferson County. Most passengers 
would exit in downtown Ensley. On Saturday evening he 
and his buddies would catch the bus to Ensley, window 
shop for a while, and then “hang out” around the Ensley 
Theatre. Several times the manager, seeing the boys, created 
a “job” for them and let them see the movie for free.

Martha was three in Docena when her father got an 
above-ground supervisor job at another mine but she 
remembered the chicken. Martha watched from her step 
as her neighbor’s chicken crossed the alley into her yard for 
a little privacy. After laying an egg the chicken returned 
to her own side of the alley at which time Martha ran to 
retrieve the egg to show it to her mother.  One Sunday 
Martha told her mother that she had a new daddy – she 
didn’t recognize him because she had only been seeing him 
returning from the mine covered in coal dust.

My wife, as a child, drew a house and showed it to her 
farm-raised mother who remarked “That’s good but houses 
do not have chimneys in the middle.” A few days later, 

on the way to Birmingham the family passed by a camp 
house and she happily exclaimed “Look, Mother. Houses 
do have chimneys in the middle.” 

By the time TCI built Docena it had plenty of experience 
with this house design. The “square tops” can still be seen 
with many of them scattered on Red Mountain in the 
former mining areas. In Docena, little has changed since 
they were built.

Both of my grandfathers were local miners. I never saw 
one and the other died while I was young. I heard many 
stories. He worked in many of the mines in northwestern 
Jefferson County. When a new mine opened it had to pay 
5 cents/hour or so premium to attract skilled miners. 

With exception for the one set of twins, most of the 
13 children were born in a different house and usually in 
a different camp. My grandfather never had a car. After 
leaving the mines for a permanent job in a mill, he always 
lived within a mile of the mine or mill and walked every 
day to work.

This April, the Docena Commissary building burned. 
In comparing the before and after photos, note that 
even an out-of-control fire did not bring down the main 
walls. Neither utilities nor lightning were to blame, so 
it must have been questionable circumstances – most 
likely mischief. The building has not been razed as of 
this printing. Although much smaller than Birmingham’s 
Terminal Station, it’s just a reminder another historic 
building has slipped away.


