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history resting on a coherent interthe interpretive frameworks or the

"Some of my earliest memories,"
writes novelist Walker Percy, "are of
Five Points. We lived on the corner
of Highland and Arlington Ave., an
easy streetcar ride to Five Points.
Two things I remember: the first
movie I ever saw, a Krazy Kat cartoon at the movie theater at Five
Points; the other, a spectacular fire at
the Packard Auto Co., with great
black clouds of smoke." And finally,
one other memory: "catching the
streetcar on Highland with my black
nurse and riding the 'loop'-for a
nickel-a cheap way of baby-sitting."
Walker Percy's bits of memory are
as much constituent elements of the
history of one of Birmingham's
neighborhoods as are the photographs
of the Five Points business district
taken by O.V. Hunt, or the diaries of
Edith Ward London, or the Richard
Massey scrapbook, or G.W. Baist's
Property Atlas of the City of Birmingham and Suburbs, or the city
directories which help to determine
who was where and when. But, as
those of us who work with source
materials know, history-whatever the
subject-is more than just an aggregate of constituent sources, more
than just the extracts from memory
and manuscript, printed, visual, and
aural documentation. History is also
the interpretation drawn from these
sources, the product of the historian's
effort to extract from what people
have said or written and from what
they remember something of the
essence of their lives, their places,
and their times.
The absence of the interpretive
side of the historian's work has been,
perhaps, one of the distinctive
characteristics of the local history
tradition in the United States. As
Kathleen Conzen notes in a recent
article published in Michael Kammen's The Past Before Us, most
local history writing, done before the
1970s, being "insulated from either

critical standards of academic
historians," has wavered "between
sterile antiquarianism and uncritical
boosterism 'so exclusively localized
as to appear to have no meaning for
any community but one.' " She
continues,
It recounted a tale of progress and
communal harmony in a conventional
formula whose elements included surprisingly elegaic accounts of the Indians whom
the community had dispossessed; heroic
tales of the sufferings and achievements of
the early settlers; chronological narratives of
political and governmental milestones;
recitation of the community's contributions
to such national events as wars and
economic crises; brief chronicles of the
main economic, social, and cultural institutions of the town; and often a "mug book"
celebrating the lives of leading citizens.

"There was, " she concludes, "little in
such a tradition that could clarify
either the distinctive quality of life in
a given community or the contribution
of trends at the local level to the nation's history.''
The study which follows, Ann
Burkhardt's "Town Within a City: The
Five Points South Neighborhood,
1880 - 1930," is a departure from the
norm described above. In fact, the
Five Points study is clearly representative of a new local history tradition in the United States, one which
offers the promise that, for the first
time in this country, there may be
"the basis," as Con zen observes,
"for a true local history-a local

pretation of the changing nature of
life at the local level and the
changing role of the local community
in American development."
Stimulus for the research and
writing of the Burkhardt study came
initially from a survey of structures in
four Birmingham neighborhoods,
funded jointly by the City of Birmingham and the Alabama Historical
Commission. The actual research and
writing for this study were made
possible by a major grant to the Birmingham Historical Society from the
National Endowment for the
Humanities. The generous gift of professional services by Birmingham
photographer Gary H. Dobbs, Jr.,
greatly facilitated the preparation of
the study as did the donation of
historical photographs from his
private collection.
Major funding support for the
publication of this JOURNAL issue
was provided by the Five Points
South Neighborhood Association and
The Greater Birmingham Foundation.
Additional financing was made
available by The Protective Corporation and Southern Life and Health
Insurance Company.
The members of the JOURNAL
Editorial Advisory Board and the officers, trustees, and members of the
Birmingham Historical Society are indebted to these generous patrons for
their support. There is also, however,
another debt: to those persons who,
in shaping their neighborhood, made
of Five Points South not only a place
to live and work but also a rich
source for the writing of the local
history.
Marvin Yeomans Whiting
Editor
The JOURNAL of the
Birmingham Historical Society
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Introduction

.......................................................................
We shall not cease from exploration.
And the end of all our exploring will
be to arrive where we started and
know the place for the first time.
TS. Eliot

In 1923 Grace Hines came to Five
Points as a young bride. She moved
into a house on 16th Avenue South
and has been there ever since. Back
then, her stretch of the avenue (two
blocks off 20th Street) was known as
Sunset Boulevard. Perched on its
high side, Grace and her husband
spent leisurely summer evenings on
their front porch watching the flames
from the Alice Furnace silhouette the
turreted mansions crowning Nabob
Hill (where Ramsay now stands).
About this same time, a few blocks
away, a young Jewish boy was being
led secretively upstairs into the
bedroom of his playmate's parents.
Bristling with curiosity-and fear of
discovery-he watched as his friend
quietly opened the closet to reveal
father and son Ku Klux Klan robes.
Over on Five Points Circle in the
building where Joe and Skelton Optical now stand, S. F Robinson, a
young black man, was balancing
floral sprays on his bicycle to deliver
throughout the city. On the second
floor of the same building, Carrie Hill
was in her studio painting one of her
now-famous landscapes of Alabama
pines.
Five Points South was, in its first
fifty years, a microcosm of Birmingham. It was the home of the
city's well-to-do, and also the home of
the middle class, people like Harry C.
Flemming, a railroad engineer from
Rome, Georgia. And it was the home
of laborers and domestic servants.
The neighborhood included Germans,
Italians, and Irish in addition to its
native American residents. Protestants of all denominations and
Catholics lived alongside Reform and
Orthodox Jews. A substantial black
community lived in a large pocket
near Magnolia Park and was also
interspersed in alleys behind white
homes.

In short, Five Points was the city's
common denominator. It had at least
a sample of every segment of Birmingham's relatively diverse population . Looking closely at Five Points
between 1880 and 1930 offers a
unique opportunity to understand
something about the larger city in its
formative years.
First, let's determine what we
mean by Five Points South. For this
study, it is the part of the present-day
Five Points South neighborhood that
was originally the incorporated Town
of Highland (see map). As you can
see, this area takes in only the first
segment of Highland Avenue,
between 20th and 23rd streets. The
Town of Highland boundaries were
selected to give a precise geographic
focus to the research and to define
an area of manageable size that
would allow close study of the
earliest of the Southside
neighborhoods that grew up along
the base of Red Mountain.
The story of the Highland Avenue
development to the east of Five
Points is still waiting to be told. Its
central character is the Elyton Land
Company (succeeded by Birmingham
Realty), the company that founded
the city of Birmingham and
developed much of its downtown core
beginning in 1871 . Although they built
a street railroad and a pleasure park
in the 1880s to stimulate interest in
the area, Birmingham Realty did not
begin actively developing Highland
Avenue and Rhodes and Hanover
circles until after 1900. From the
start, these areas were as
prestigious-and soon grew more
prestigious-than the older Five
Points neighborhood. In fact, Five
Points was probably being bypassed

?

as "the" preferred address beginning
tn the 191 Os. Lured first by Birmingham Realty down Highland
Avenue and then by the Jemison
Company into Mountain Terrace,
Forest Park, Redmont, and Mountain
Brook, fashionable suburbia headed
in a southeasterly direction away from
Five Points.
This study is essentially an exploration to define the "essence" of
the Five Points South neighborhood
b~tween 1880 and 1930. This goal
dtctated that the conventional
chronological approach to interpreting
local history be replaced by a
thematic structure. The tone of the
examination is deliberately impressionistic. Rather than an exhaustive
survey of people and places, it uses
selected, representative examples to
convey an understanding of each of
its five themes.
The five chapters correspond to
the interconnected themes or facets
of the neighborhood that gave Five
Points its unique character. First is its
original identity as the Town of
Highland (1887-93), which got it off to
a solid start. After just six years it not
only had hundreds of houses and
cottages, a fashionable district, and
two stone churches, but also a
reputation as perhaps the city 's most
desirable place to live.
The second chapter examines the
transportation systems-primarily
streetcar lines-which shaped the
neighborhood 's development patterns
and ensured its success as a thriving
streetcar suburb. The neighborhood's
buildings, developers, and architects
are the third facet to be explored.
The buildings in Five Points provide
an index to residential architecture
throughout the city. Moreover, it is
particularly distinguished by its concentration of modest Craftsman style
houses and quality apartment
houses. The fourth component of
Five Points' profile is its people, a
diverse range ·that paralleled the
variety of the city as a whole and included some of its most important
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leaders. Finally, the fifth chapter
deals with Five Points' commercial
activity, most of which was centered
around the Circle. The architectural
quality of the buildings there rank it
second-to-none for its period in
Alabama. In the epilogue, discoveries
made while looking backward are
related to the neighborhood's future.
These five facets-its roots in the
Town of Highland; transportation
systems; buildings, developers, and
architects; people; and commercial
activity-combined to make the Five
Points neighborhood a special place
in its first 50 years. It is only after
unraveling each of them and seeing
how they overlap that we discover
the " essence" of Five Points: that it
was a town within a city. It had a
diverse but interwoven social structure that included black and white,
gentile and Jew, rich and poor.
However large the racial , economic,
and social gaps that kept most
residents in their places in the accepted hierarchy, they were bridged
constantly because of the demands
of everyday living. A small-town code
of behavior prevailed: like it or not,
neighbor had to-and did-depend
on neighbor.
The interdependence of residents
was coupled with a drive toward
neighborhood self-sufficiency.
Although only two miles from Birmingham 's central business district,
there seemed from the beginning a
commitment to fully equip the
neighborhood with amenities enjoyed
by city dwellers. That in itself may not
be extraordinary. What is special,
however, was the insistence that
these amenities-churches, temples,
schools, stores, and apartmentsoffer the same quality found in their
downtown counterparts. A visitor to
Five Points in the late 1920s may
have been a bit surprised to discover
that this small neighborhood with its
tree-lined streets tucked securely
beneath Red Mountain had a distinctly urbane flavor.
It seems in retrospect that the Five
Points neighborhood in its first fifty
years wanted the best of both living
alternatives: the small town and the
big city. In the pages that follow is an
exploration of how they managed to
achieve both .

Five Points Circle as it looked c. 1910 (Birmingham News)

4

. ........................................................................... .
1. Beginning a Neighborhood:

....

The Town of Highland 1887-93

........................................................................................... •

At first glance, this exploration
seems to begin with a contradiction .
Having dispensed with the
chronological approach to discovering
the essence of the Five Points
neighborhood, why begin at the
beginning? The answer is simple: a
close look at beginnings helps us to
understand much that follows.
In particular, the neighborhood's
original identity as an independent
town-not just a section of a larger
city-influenced its evolution for the
next fifty years. Although the incorporated town 's life spanned only six
years, during that time several hundred people moved into the
Highlands, building homes, stores,
churches, and schools.
Today, however, the Town of
Highland is a nearly forgotten chapter
in the history of the Five Points
neighborhood. We can try to recapture this chapter by examining a
" snapshot" of the neighborhood in its
infancy before it was annexed into
the city. The snapshot is like many
historical photographs-faded and
torn , with some of the faces
unrecognizable. Although pieces of
the story are missing and the
physical remains are scant, there is
enough evidence to conjure up an
image of what the late 19th-century
neighborhood looked like, what kind
of people lived there, how it was
governed, and where its fashionable
district was.

Survivors

Part of the Town of Highland at the time of incorporation . Beers, Ellis & Co. Atlas of the City
of Birmingham and suburbs, Alabama, 1887-88. (Tutwiler Collection of Southern History and
Literature , Birmingham Public Library; Gary Dobbs)

What did the Town of Highland
look like? Unfortunately, little from the
period has survived: the town's
grandest homes have long since
yielded to " progress," and the scattered houses that still stand retain little of their original character or
context. 1 As the Beers Atlas makes
clear, however, by 1888 dozens of
people had built homes on the
Highlands. The building outlines in
the atlas and the few structures that
remain provide some sense of the
town's physical "look." They also
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suggest the two development patterns that were simultaneously at
work.
The first, beginning in the early
1880s, was a gradual extension of
the " walking city, " the city readily accessible by the most common form of
transportation, to and beyond Birmingham's southern boundary at 7th
Avenue South (see map inside back
cover). As early as 1883, racially
mixed concentrations of laborers,
skilled tradesmen, railroad workers,
and merchants were living where the
UAB Medical Complex and the
Southtown Housing Project now
stand.2 Along 20th and 21st streets
stood the largest homes of prominent
citizens such as J.A. Van Hoose,
George Morris, and Robert Pearson.
Although these are gone, the three
extended "walking city" houses that
have survived are more typical of
what predominated: a mix of modest
frame middle and worker-class
houses and cottages.
The second development pattern
resulted from the introduction of
public transportation in the
mid-1880s. Horsecar and steam dummy lines allowed people to live farther
out without losing access to jobs,
shopping, and entertainment in the
city center. The five identified houses
that survive from this " commuter" expansion (most located in the vicinity
of Ramsay Alternative High School)
reflect a wider range of architectural
styles and scale than those in the extended walking city. Although several
people of means relocated here during the late 1880s, both the houses
that remain and a city directory
analysis suggest that from the beginning the neighborhood had a solidly
middle-class core. By 1893 (when the
town was annexed into the city) the
neighborhood numbered close to 400
households. Why, in just ten years,
had hundreds of people moved to the
Highlands overlooking the city?3
One reason was the plateau on
which most of the neighborhood was
located. The hill that initially may
have slowed development actually
became a spur to expansion by the
late 1880s. Five Points was a difficult
climb on foot, but its elevation appealed to many who, with the new
car lines, were now able to retreat
" to the cool mountainside after a
day's work." 4 This was the era when

men and women clothed themselves
in layers of garments and depended
on hand-held fans, natural breezes,
and cool drinks to counter the effects
of the heat and humidity. Realtors
made the most of this in advertising
a "Home in the Highlands" where,
they claimed, summertime temperatures were five degrees cooler than
downtown.5
Heat isn't all that people wished to
escape by moving to Highland.
Disease was also a problem for the
young city: a cholera epidemic in
1873 had reduced Birmingham 's
population of 4,000 to almost half.
Higher ground was thought to promote good health and also provided
some respite from the dirt, smoke,
and noise of the rough-and-tumble industrial boomtown . In this respect
Highland was not unique. In the mid
and late 19th century, people in urban centers throughout the country
were retreating to suburbs like
Highland. Convinced they would find
the pure air and water missing in
overcrowded industrial cities, those
who could found refuge in the shade
trees and lawns on the cities'
outskirts.
" Bad Birmingham's" reputation for
Saturday night shoot-outs, barrooms,
and brothels forced many men to
seek out surroundings more suitable
to raising a family. Morris Adler (see
Chapter 4), one of the first to move
onto Highland Avenue, was a case in
point. He left the familiarity of his
northside neighborhood where many
fellow Jews resided because he did
not want his new bride from
Baltimore exposed to the dangers of
the inner city. It was then common
practice in his neighborhood to carry
a pistol; he even had to feign illness
to prevent his brother from going to
the jail the night a vigilante group
tried to string up Richard Hawes.6
Hawes on a December night in 1888
had murdered his wife and two
daughters and deposited their bodies
in nearby lakes. He left town to marry
a woman in Mississippi but was
arrested passing through Birmingham
on his honeymoon. Two thousand
men stormed the jail, then only a
block from downtown 's most
fashionable residential street. The
sheriff's deputies opened fire and
eleven were killed. Men like Adler
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sought a more civilized, peaceful atmosphere. Nestled in the foothills of
Red Mountain, the Highlands looked
better all the time.
The Town of Highland was born in
the midst of Birmingham 's first fullscale real estate boom, touched off
and fed by a pig iron boom. An
observer on the scene in 1886 and
1887 commented that " men would
come in at four o'clock in the morning and begin making trades before
breakfast. Property changed hands
as much as four and five times a
day. " 7 It wasn't just real estate that
was inflating in value, but the city's
image of itself. Pumped full of promoters' rhetoric and the first significant rewards of its ironmaking potential, the entire town was swept away
by the vision of magical growth. One
account recalling the spirit suggested,
Men were mad . They talked of a
million people within twenty years;
they talked of corner lots at seven
hundred dollars a foot seven miles
from city hall; they were certain of a
dozen monumental office buildings,
an equal number of hotels, and banks
with many millions of capital ; new
railroads in every direction; steel mills,
iron mills, . . . even to a United States
mint. One young fellow .. . had made
$75,000 in seventy-five days; another
had borrowed money to pay for a real
estate license a few months before,
and had cleared a half
million .... a

And the Elyton Land Company, the
city's "founding fathers" (who among
their 4,150 acres owned most of what
would become the Town of
Highland), was leading the pack in
the speculation frenzy. 9
The bulk of Elyton's profits came
from downtown real estate, not from
sales in what would become the
Town of Highland. Between 1883 and
1886, while waiting for the boom , the
company sold off well over half of its
holdings within the future town limits
to settlers and speculators.10 Precisely what improvements were made
before selling the property is not
clear, but it can be reasonably
assumed that the surveyor, Herman
Schoel, had surveyed most if not all
of the land and had laid out several
streets, modifying somewhat the city's uniform grid pattern to conform
to the area's hilly topography. Some
trees and underbrush had been cut,
too, for new thoroughfares.11

The Elyton Land Company took
the profits made from the sale of
downtown and Town of Highland property and financed its most spectacular improvement of the decade:
the construction of Highland Avenue
and the Highland Avenue Railroad .
Conceived and laid out by Elyton's
chief engineer, Willis Milner, in
1884-85, the avenue and railroad (actually a horsecar line, see Chapter 2)
were to open for development
Elyton's 1,500 acres, most of which
lay to the east of what became the
Town of Highland. Although only a
small segment of the grand winding
boulevard would fall within the future
town 's limits (from 20th to 23rd
streets), there is no doubt that its
construction and the introduction of a
public transportation line along it
precipitated rapid growth in the area
in the late 1880s and the Town of
Highland's incorporation in 1887. 12
Along with real estate sales, the
construction business was booming
in Birmingham in the late 1880s. As
office buildings, hotels, churches, and
a new courthouse were going up
downtown, a new community was
beginning to take form on the first
rise south of the city limits. The city's
population boom had touched off a
wave of residential resettlement that
continued into the 1890s. An
observer in 1891 reported on the
flight from downtown to the suburbs:
Never before in the history of Birmingham have there been so many
stores " to lef' or awellings either"
Second, third and fourth story rooms
are vacant by the hundreds. The best
buildings in town , equipped with
elevators and other conveniences, go
tenantless at any price. Yet of
building new houses there is no end.
The vacant dwellings [in the city) are
accounted for by the steady movement of population toward the
suburbs, where the hard times have
made lots cheap and the multiplication of building and loan associations
is enabling everybody to build his own
home.

The same observer lamented that
despite the flurry of activity in the
suburbs "almost no fine dwellings are
being erected, and this part of the
building trade is CO!Jfined almost exclusively to cottages ranging from
$300 to $1 ,000" (probably like those
built in the northern, extendedwalking-city section of the Town of
Highland). He continued, " The only
fine residence now under construction is that of Thos. H. Molton, on the
South Highlands which will cost
about $20,000."1 3
An account written many years
later paints a different picture of this
time period . Mittie Owen McDavid,
daughter of Highland's third intendant
(or mayor), referred only to the
"many unusually fine homes for the
times [that] had sprung up in the
area between 18th and 23rd Streets.
These were the pioneers."14
Photographs of four of the eight
houses that survive from the period illustrate that the truth probab!¥ lies
somewhere between these two
descriptions.

7

The Morris Adler House (1887; Charles
Wheelock) was one of the first houses built on
Highland Avenue. This photograph taken a
few years after the Adlers moved in shows
features common to the Town of Highland
landscape: a windmill in the back yard to collect water and tracks used by the Highland
Avenue steam dummy, the primary means of
getting around. (Courtesy Julian Adler; Gary
Dobbs)

...........................................................................

.

Survivors

Dixon House (c. 1890-93), 2125 9th Avenue
South. Although substantially altered , this is
the largest house still standing in the northern
section of the original Town of Highland. It
marked the southern edge of the extended
"walking city," the residential development
that had crept out of the city of Birmingham
since the early 1880s. Houses nearby ranged
from Victorian mansions to modest frame cottages. The social and racial composition of
the immediate neighborhood was almost as
diverse as the housing stock. Around one corner lived three presidents of local firms and a
civil engineer (all of whom were white);
around the other corner were two black
railroad workers.
Frederick W. Dixon , first occupant of the
house, typifies many of the city's pioneers
whose fortunes were in constant flux. In 1884
he came to Birmingham from Tennessee.
After an initial involvement in the ice
business, he helped organize the People's
Savings Bank. About the time he moved to
this house he had resigned from the bank
(possibly influenced by the national financial
Panic of 1893) and bought a controlling interest in the Perfection Mattress Company. A
few years later he sold out and ventured west
in search of a more " favorable location ." According to his biographer, however, Dixon
shortly returned to Birmingham convinced that
it had better business opportunities and was
" a better place in which to live than any other
he had seen. " 1 s (Stephen Stella)
McCants House ( 1888), 1321 19th Street
South . After the horsecar and steam dummy
lines began serving the neighborhood in the
mid-1880s, people began moving south of
Five Points Circle. The area early garnered a
reputation as a fashionable place to live.
A year after the Town of Highland incorporated , Mr. and Mrs. L.W. McCants bought a
lot and built a comfortable frame house. Its
high-mansard-roof tower is borrowed from the
Second Empire style, with a hint of Italian
villa, and the classical porch columns were
popular on Birmingham houses through the
early 1900s. McCants, proprietor of the Magic
City Hotel and manager of the Birmingham
Produce and Fish Company, evidently overextended himself in building this house. Not only
was he delinquent in paying the builder, but
George W. Harris, one of the city's first interior decorators, also was forced to file a lien
against the property. Harris wanted payment
of $136.85 for papering "Mrs. McC's room ,"
the dining room , and the hallway. 16
(Gary Dobbs)

•
8

'

·--------------------------------------------------------------------

•

Survivors

Newton House (c. 1893), 1722 14th Avenue
South. This old photograph suggests the
original appearance of the Victorian cottage
style home of Willis J . Newton. The horses
and wagons, three-digit telephone numbers,
what appears to be a chicken coop· in the
side yard , and a blatant expression of racial
segregation provide an immediate sense of
the times.
This was a popular late 19th-century house
style for middle-income residents like Newton.
When he moved here, Newton listed himself
as a broker, later joining J.B . Smiley in the
livery, feed , and undertaking business . Like
Frederick Dixon over on 9th Avenue South ,
Newton was a fortune seeker in a city where
opportunities abounded for those with
verve-and some capital. (Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Birmingham Public
Library)
Hanson House (c. 1890), 1414 16th Avenue
South. Alexander Barraud Hanson epitomized
the carefree spirit of optimism associated with
the city's period of " magical " growth . A
native of Maryland , as a young man Hanson
took a sizeable inheritance and two younger
brothers to Texas, had a " gorgeous time "
playing cowboy, and quickly exhausted his
booty. Hanson boarded a Birmingham-bound
train in 1887-perhaps he had caught wind of
the speculation fever sweeping the city-and
once he arrived , decided to stay. Although a
trained lawyer, he never liked the profession
and practiced for only a few years . He later
went to work for A.B. Loveman, a founder of
Loveman's Department Store.
When Hanson bought this lot in 1890 from
the Phelan family (see Chapter 3) , it was surrounded by undeveloped blocks of wooded
hills some distance from the nearest car lines.
Hanson was convinced , however, that the
Highlands was going to be the place to live,
which perhaps explains his choice of such a
remote setting. He began building the house
in the spring and finished one section in time
to bring his new bride, Hattie, to live there the
following December. According to Hanson 's
daughter, the house continued to grow " like
Topsy " over the years and eventually the
neighborhood , too, expanded to encompass
it. 17 (Stephen Stella)
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Survivors
St. Mary's-on-the-Highlands Episcopal
Church (1892), northeast corner 12th Avenue
& 19th Street South . In 1887, the year the
Town of Highland was incorporated, a small
band of Episcopalians who lived in the
neighborhood decided to form St. Mary's-onthe-Highlands. Among their leaders were
Joseph F. Johnston and E.W. Rucker (see
" Nabob Hill '}, who petitioned the Church of
the Advent, founded only 15 years earlier, to
form a church to serve the Southside. The
Highlands congregation met in temporary
quarters until a church building was erected
in 1888. After it burned in 1890, a building
committee was formed to raise money for the
erection of a permanent building, which was
completed in February 1892, shortly before
the Advent's larger downtown structure .
John Sutcliffe, a native of Great Britain
who came to Birmingham in 1886, along with
other European architects and contractors attracted by the building boom , designed St.
Mary's to resemble an English parish church
built of Kansas sandstone. As the building
was going up, enthusiastic notices stated that
the church was not planned " to be a large
one, but will be one of the prettiest churches
in the country, and will be a distinguishing
feature in the architectural beauty of the
Highlands, where there are so many handsome homes. "1s (Archives, BPL)
South Highland Presbyterian Church
(1892-93), southwest corner Highland Avenue
& 21st Street South . On a " dark drizzly night"
in October 1888, nine women led a small
group through the mud of unpaved streets to
the same schoolhouse that St. Mary's-on-theHighlands had used as a temporary place of
worship. Members of the Third Presby1erian
Church , located not far away at the corner of
6th Avenue and 22nd Street South , they petitioned for the organization of a church in the
"South Highlands village." Beginning with 23
charter members, they erected a temporary
tin-roofed frame building in 1889. The next
year, they purchased for $2,500 the lot on
which the sanctuary now stands from the
Elyton Land Company. They contracted with
one of the city's prominent architects, D.A.
Helmich , to design a permanent building and
laid the cornerstone on January 1, 1892.
Designed in an English Gothic Revival style
and built of split-faced limestone, the original
building cost $30,000. 19
The congregation , which like St. Mary's included many of Highland's social and political
leaders, was hard hit by the financial Panic of
1893. Threatened with foreclosure, they
persevered into solvency, demonstrating an
unswerving commitment to a church that
could proudly extend a " hearty welcome" to
the entire city as evidenced in the advertisement they placed in the 1893 city directory.
(Archives, BPL)
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Lifestyles
The houses and churches of
Highland provide some important
outlines in reconstructing a "snapshot" of Five Points' 19th-century
beginnings. But a sense of place is
also found in the lives of those who
lived there.
A survey of the race and occupations of neighborhood residents,
taken just after Highland's annexation
into the city (1893), provides an
interesting-if somewhat crudely
etched-profile. The profile
underscores the two development
patterns that were at work in the
neighborhood: the extension of the
walking city and the beginnings of a
streetcar suburb. Many of those living
in the northern (walking city) end of
the Town of Highland were, in a
sense, part of Birmingham's spillover
or "fringe" society: blacks and lowerincome whites excluded from the
city's center. The streetcar, on the
other hand, brought to the town's
southern reaches brought in
moderate-income and well-to-do
whites who had once lived downtown
but had become disenchanted with
its filth and crime. (By no means,
however, was downtown completely
abandoned for the Highlands. Fifth
Avenue North, the city's first
fashionable residential district, was
still a prestigious address through the
early 1900s.) Those who chose to
move to Highland skipped over its
northern "fringe" and landed in the
vicinity of Five Points Circle. There
were, of course, numerous exceptions to this tidy analysis. Absolute
segregation along racial or economic
lines did not exist in the Town of
Highland.2o
The town proper's population was
12 percent black. A strong concentration of predominantly black laborers,
servants, and railroad workers lived in
the vicinity of the town's northern
boundary between 15th and 19th
streets south. The rest of the black
population lived in segregated
pockets along 8th Avenue and adjacent alleys and along the 800 and
900 blocks of 22nd and 23rd streets
south. There were, however, frequent
but unexplained instances of widowed black women living on otherwise all-white blocks, perhaps as
domestic servants. 21

Although the occupation for almost
a quarter of the town's household
heads is not known, the greatest
number (18 percent) were managerbusinessmen, loosely defined to include company officeholders and
those who ran their own businesses.
Others made their livings in the
railroad , iron, and coal industries (16
percent) or as professionals (10 percent). Those in service occupations
such as saloonkeepers, barbers, and
shoemakers accounted for 7 percent
and another 6 percent were merchants. The balance of household
heads (21 percent) were distributed
among the following categories:
skilled and unskilled laborers, contractors, servants, clerical and public
service employees, widowed women,
and craftsmen .
The two occupational groups at
the top rungs of the neighborhood's
socio-economic ladder-the managerbusinessmen and professionals-congregated south of 1Oth Avenue South
and along 20th and 21st streets
south, the main thoroughfares that
connected Highland with downtown.
But even in the more well-to-do section it was not uncommon to have a
stone contractor living alongside a
bank president. The 1893 and 1895
city directories make clear that
although a desirable location for the
" up and coming," from the beginning
Five Points was settled by a complete spectrum of the social and
economic classes .22
Although there was no single
Highland "lifestyle"-the town encompassed everyone from those who
had several servants to the servants
themselves-a few realities were
shared by all. In those early days no
one, regardless of station, had the
conveniences of electricity, gas, running water, or sewers. In some parts
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of the neighborhood water had to be
hauled in barrels twice weekly from
nearby streams; other sections got
water from cisterns; some even had
windmills and wells in their
backyards. Bathing, using foot tubs in
front of the open grate, was limited in
most households to Saturday night,
and very occasionally on Wednesdays. Sanitary ''arrangements,''
before sewers were installed , were
especially inconvenient. A neighbor of
the L.W. McCants' (see "Survivors')
later recalled clothes washing in
vaguely bucolic terms, obviously omitting the laundress' point of view:
Each week the washerwoman carried
the family wash to the creeks flowing
from the springs and washed , and the
children nearby gathered to wade and
get watercress.

It was not uncommon to find farm
animals and vegetable patches
throughout the neighborhood. One
Highland Avenue resident recalled
that his father insisted on keeping a
cow across the back alley for " fresh
milk" and consequently they hired
only cooks who knew how to milk. In
the days before telephone service it
was another neighborhood child 's
daily duty to carry messages between
her mother and her friends.23
But, for those who could buy their
way past some of the inconveniences, life in Highland did afford
some pleasures. This was the era
when the new " safety" bicycle was
introduced and soon overtook in
popularity the old high-wheel "ordinary. " Victorian dress was clearly
the fashion. Being properly attired ,
however, involved a considerable
amount of time and effort. Women of
means were fitted with bustles and
tight corsets (hoops having been long
since discarded) and the better
dressed men wore frock coats, high
collars and silk hats. Men had to contend with cumbersome undergarments like long drawers with tapes to
tie about the ankles, recalled by one
unsentimental wearer as " abominations." 24

The people of the neighborhood
placed a high value on "sociability,"
and as one contemporary put it, ''The
people on these beautiful South
Highlands understand how to make
life worth the living. They have
learned the lesson to be upright
before God and downright before
men . This is largely due to their
social natures." Mrs. Jack Johnson,
who moved into the neighborhood in
1889 and was renowned for her
beaten biscuits and her drink of hot
Scotch and tea, recalled some of the
popular forms of entertainment:

\T

"Belles and beaux" in a parlor probably
somewhere in Highland, as three of the men
identified were town residents. This party
scene was probably typical of the many
groups whose principal form of entertainment
consisted of gathering in a private residence
for a game of cards or simply to make conversation. The pose seems to substantiate the
claim made by a local writer that " when our
people come together, our married ladies do
not discuss home affairs and our men politics,
in a corner. Men and women meet on the
broad plain of discussion , and Greek meets
Greek. The people of the South Highlands are
not sluggards in the onward march of
civilization ."26 (Archives, BPL; Gary Dobbs)

-

Illustrating both the pleasures and inconveniences encountered by those living in the
Town of Highland , this c. 1891 photograph
features one of Frederick and Laura
Ferguson's sons, Burr, stunting on a soon-tobe-outdated " ordinary" bicycle. It also provides a view of how many Highlanders were
forced to get their water supply: underground
brick cisterns (bottom left) caught rainwater
that drained from the roof and filtered through
a box of charcoal and gravel. Water was
retrieved with a chain-bucket pump like the
one under the ladder. (Archives, BPL)

During the '90s, the neighborhood
grew ... And we became very gay.
We had a Theatre Club in those days.
The men took boxes at the old Jefferson Theatre, and we attended plays
together, and partied afterwards.2s

Literary, card , and dancing clubs also
proliferated. Young people found
amusement in taking bike excursions
across town, riding the steam dummy
around Highland Avenue, or taking
the same route in a horse and
buggy. The young men of the
neighborhood formed the German
Club and each week they and their
dates hopped aboard the Red Mountain dummy line to reach a tiny park
and dance pavilion perched high on
the side of the mountain (see
Chapter 2) .
Although they lived without toilets
or telephones for the first few years,
Highlanders like the Oliver Chalifoux
family, who later helped found the
Birmingham Music Club, continued to
pursue cultural refinement. A notice
in the society column in the
September 21, 1893, Birmingham
News reported:
Mr. and Mrs. Oliver Chalifoux have inaugurated a very entertaining custom
at their pretty South Highlands home.
They are at home every Wednesday
evening. On these evenings they
gather about them their musical
friends and spend a few hours with
the best authors. It is a French
custom, very much in vogue in Paris.

To bring the snapshot of Highland
a bit more into focus, let's take a
look at a few Highland residents who
would have been included in the
Highland social register, had one
been compiled. Although certainly not
a representative sampling of the
populace, it nevertheless provides insight into some who were drawn to
the Highlands.
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Who Was Who in Highland

Frederick and Laura Ferguson. Frederick
and Laura Burr Ferguson moved to Birmingham from Montgomery in October 1887.
Ferguson had been defeated recently in a bid
for a judgeship in south Alabama. Largely at
Laura's insistence, according to their son Hill,
he decided to practice law in Birmingham ,
then in the midst of its first boom .
Their experience upon arrival was probably
shared by many who moved to Birmingham in
the late 1880s. The family spent their first
night in the Florence Hotel (presently site of
Newberry's Department Store) before moving
to Mrs. Kirtland's boarding house nearby,
where they lodged a week. Ferguson next
rented a house on the site of Phillips High
School for $40 a month. A year later he purchased a house on Highland Avenue for
$7,250.27
In addition to practicing law, he was active
in the Town of Highland 's politics, serving as
a member of its council. His social and
political affiliations-he was a Democrat,
Methodist , and Mason-placed him in the
mainstream of Highland society. (Archives,
BPL)
Robert Pearson. Atop the first major hill
south of the city, Robert Pearson and his
wife, Sallie, lived in an imposing, turreted
Queen Anne style house that was one of
Highland's busiest social centers. Their home,
built in the mid-1880s, soon became a
neighborhood landmark (see Chapter 2) and
the hill was accordingly dubbed Pearson 's
Hill. Pearson, a pioneer whose personal fortunes follwed those of the city , came to Birmingham from Barbour County only a year
after the city was incorporated. Shortly after
opening his law office he was appointed city
attorney. He became increasingly involved in
mining, real estate , and railroad investments
to such a degree that he retired from his legal
practice. In addition to these interests, Pearson was one of the organizers of the Birmingham Gas and Birmingham Railway, Light
and Power companies. Sallie Pearson remained in the neighborhood several years
after she was widowed in 1909, maintaining
her reputation as one of the neighborhood's
most proficient hostesses. (Portrait by Menzel ,
1908, Archives, BPL ; Gary Dobbs)

•
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Who Was Who in Highland

William M. Cosby (above). William M. Cosby
moved to 11th Avenue South, one of
Highland's first subdivisions, in the early
1890s. His story was shared by other prosperous Highlanders: young men who had
come to the young city to make fortunes in
commercial, rather than industrial, enterprise.
He came to Birmingham from Tennessee at
the age of seventeen and with his father
started a modest grocery and feed business.
It quickly expanded into the W.M. Cosby Flour
and Grain Company, which distributed its products throughout the Southeast. In 1887 he
married Josie Plosser, the daughter of
another early Birmingham merchant. Cosby
was active in the Presbyterian Church and the
Y.M.C.A. , and he was a director of The First
National Bank of Birmingham. By 1893, when
he moved into his house, 11th Avenue South
was, along with Highland Avenue and Nabob
Hill, one of the town's most prestigious addresses. (Albert Burton Moore, History of
Alabama; Gary Dobbs)
John Boddie (below). Entrepreneur extraordinaire, John Boddie was clearly one of
Highland's most engaging and enigmatic
personalities. To some he was simply a
"showman" and a " big operator," always rich
or poor, never playing it safe. To others, he
was "a man of nerve, of energy, of
success." 2s
At the age of seventeen he was called
back to Marengo County from his studies at
the University of Mississippi to assume the
management of his father's estate,
$350,000-worth of plantations located in the
canebreak. He lost most, if not all, of the
property in the Panic of 1873. When he came
to Birmingham ten years later he had less
than $1 ,000 in borrowed funds.
He quickly set about to recapture his fortune. In a short time he had turned some
magnificent profits on property along Morris
Avenue and 1st Avenue North, and became
one of the principal investors in early Birmingham's grandest hotel, the Caldwell. He
owned real estate all over the city, as well as
investments in several land, coal, and iron
companies. Boddie's skill at speculative investment was matched by his finesse as a
promoter. A contemporary enthusiastically
claimed that Boddie " has done more to
advertise Birmingham .. . as a safe investment for capital than any other one man." 29
Boddie " intuitively recognized the magnificent natural beauty of the Southern Highlands
for suburban homes" and between 1883 and
1889 purchased several acres which he resold
at considerable profit. He built his own home
there in 1888 (still standing at 1231 19th
Street South, one of the eight Highland "survivors" ) and had another more in keeping
with his extravagant tastes under construction
(see " Nabob Hill' ) when his untimely death
occurred at the age of 41 . He left an estate
valued at more than $200,000.30 (State of
Alabama, Department of Archives and History)

.....................................................................................
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Politics
Having considered what the Town
of Highland looked like and who lived
there, we must not fail to ask why.
Why did twenty-two property owners
come together in the spring of 1887
to petition for the incorporation of this
scattered settlement, located only
blocks from Birmingham's corporate
limits? And, why, after only six years,
did these same men decide to annex
into the city?
The answer-actually there are
probably several answers-revolves
around services. The city and the
Southside were growing rapidly in the
late 1880s. The demand for municipal
improvements-graded streets,
sanitation, fire and police
protection-was fast outdistancing the
city's capabilities as provider. One
account suggests that the people in
the South Highlands recognized that
the city was soon going to initiate
work on Southside streets, which
meant annexation and high taxes.
They decided to outmaneuver the city
by incorporating their own town and
floating bonds to pay for the muchdesired improvements.31 Another version suggested that the
neighborhood's location made it
unlikely that city improvement would
come quickly enough and the community, eager for the "basic
necessities of civilized living," saw incorporation to be their only means of
acquiring municipal services. 32
Immediately after they filed for incorporation, an election was held to
select a mayor (called the intendant)
and councilmen. On June 18, 1887, it
was announced that William C. Ward,
the attorney who had drafted the
declaration of incorporation, had been
elected intendant. During Ward's and
the next five administrations, the
focus of activity was on undertaking
improvements and financing them
through increased taxes and public
improvement bonds. Within four
years water and sewerage systems
and street lights were installed,
several streets graded and paved,
electrical, telephone, and gas lines
laid, and a town hall and prison built.
The town also passed ordinances
that provide insight into the quality of
town life. The ordinances covered a
multitude of sins: goats and hogs
running at large, random garbage
dumping and stagnating water in

ditches, stores open on Sundays, and
unfenced "vicious dogs." One provided that all "tramps, strumpets, and
those habitually idle persons" be arrested and fined $50. The ordinances
and the photograph of the town hall,
which looks as if it belonged on the
main street of a western frontier
town, suggest that the struggle for
civilization in Highland was not easily
waged, let alone won. 33
Despite pride in the town's accomplishments, by 1892 several of its
citizens were seriously considering
annexation into Birmingham. The
townspeople and their leaders were
generally united in their support for
the merger, but the issue of Highland
joining the city became momentarily
entangled with the more controversial
merger of Birmingham's other outlying suburbs, a proposal which was
just gathering momentum. Some lastminute negotiations resulted in a
compromise. Birmingham's boundaries were officially extended to include both the South and North
Highlands (part of present-day Norwood) by the state legislature's
passage of a bill on February 8,
1893. It was a particularly good time
for the young city to extend its tax
base. The same month that Highland
was annexed a national financial
panic (known as the Panic of 1893)
began. The consequences for Birmingham were tremendous: industry,
banking, and construction did not fully recover from the devastation until
after 1900. But the Highlanders must
have come into the city chuckling.
The public improvement bonds they
had floated to pay for streets and
sewers-the last one maturing as late
as 1931-were, under the provisions
of this same bill, assumed and to be
paid out by the City of Birmingham .34
The Town of Highland's multipurpose Town
Hall. The town leased the lot on the corner of
Highland Avenue and 21st Street South (present site of Highland Manor Apartments) from
the Elyton Land Company and in 1889 built
this rather primitive but utilitarian structure for
$285. It served as the jail , town hall , a small
grocery, and an office for the mal{or and marshal. The men on the porch in this c. 1891
photograph may be the storekeeper and
town's marshal.35 (Archives, BPL)
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William C. Ward was the attorney who
drafted the Town of Highland 's incorporation
petition and became its first intendant (or
mayor.) A captain in the Confederate Army,
after the war Ward had returned to Selma to
study law. He moved to Birmingham in 1885,
established a law practice, and quickly accumulated real estate, much of it located in
Highland. He built a handsome home in the
fashionable Nabob Hill section and became
an active member of the Southside Baptist
Church .
During Ward 's administration , the town
began much-needed public improvements ,
passed health and safety ordinances, and
established a system of property assessment
for taxation . Several years later Ward made
an unsuccessful bid for the governorship . This
photograph , taken at a 1908 gathering of
Confederate war veterans, shows Ward
without the black silk skullcap that he frequently donned to cover his bald head . (Archives, BPL; Gary Dobbs)

Nabob Hill
Thus far the exploration of the
Town of Highland has uncovered
aspects of its physical, social, and
political complexions. The study has
not yet suggested, however, a solid
sense of the town 's culture, the "sum
total of ways of living" in the Town of
Highland and, in a larger sense, the
times.
Curiously enough, the best place
to examine its culture is on the partially wooded and overgrown slope
behind Ramsay Alternative High
School. Along this two-block stretch
of 12th Avenue South , the stone retaining walls buried beneath the
brambles provide the only clue to the
ridge's former life, when it was
known to Highlanders as Nabob
Hill .36
As the name implies, this avenue
was " the" prestigious address during
the Town of Highland era. But what
is more relevant is not the residents'
wealth or social station but rather that
they embodied values peculiar to late

19th-century southern Victorian
culture: the Civil War heritage, a
political outlook shaped by
Reconstruction , and New South industrialization and boosterism.
Their complex culture was
reflected in their architectural tastes.
The houses along Nabob Hill included, in true Victorian spirit, an array of
ornate and imposing styles, primarily
based on Romanesque Revival and
Queen Anne. The block epitomized
the two major components of Victorian architecture: the picturesque
and the eclectic.37 Conjuring up from
the sea of undergrowth the houses
that once perched atop Nabob Hilland profiling the people inside-may
provide the finishing touches on this
portrait of the early Five Points
neighborhood.
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Nabob Hill , 1982 (Gary Dobbs)

Edmund Winchester Rucker. Nabob
Hill was largely the creation of Birmingham's highest ranking Confederate officer, Gen . E.W. Rucker.
Recently widowed in the early 1880s,
Rucker was in search of the most
desirable place to raise three children
when he set his sights on this location, partly because of the view it offered of the city. His nephew, flamboyant real estate speculator John
Boddie, had purchased the eastern
half of the 1700 and 1800 blocks of
12th Avenue South in 1883, but the
Elyton Land Company officially deeded the property to Rucker in 1884.38
It seems that Rucker purchased this
large tract in order to control access
to the neighborhood and ensure that
his children had suitable companions.
And in this he was successful, bringing in another Confederate general
(Robert D. Johnston), a soon-tobecome Alabama governor (Joseph
Forney Johnston), and Highland's
first mayor (William C. Ward) to build
their homes alongside his.39
Rucker, a civil engineer from Tennessee, moved to Birmingham in
1881, when the city was ten years
old, and soon became involved with
railroad development, iron and coal
companies, and banking interests. To
his neighbors, however, he was probably a poignant reminder of "the Lost
Cause." Rucker lost his left arm during the Battle of Nashville in 1864
and was subsequently taken prisoner.
Shortly afterward he was released in
a prisoner-of-war exchange and was
en route home at the time of Lee's
surrender. (Courtesy Elizabeth Agee;
Gary Dobbs)

E.W. Rucker's daughter, Mary, in the parlor
of the Rucker home on Nabob Hill. Above her
hangs a portrait of Gen. Nathan Bedford For·
rest , with whom her father served in the Civil
War. (Courtesy Elizabeth Agee; Gary Dobbs)
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Joseph Forney Johnston. Next-door
neighbor to E.W. Rucker, Joseph
Forney Johnston was a Confederate
veteran and served with Rucker as
an officer of the Alabama State Bank
and the Sloss Iron and Steel Company. Given so much in common , it
is not surprising that Johnston was
one of the first men Rucker lured out
to the Highlands. Johnston built his
home on Nabob Hill around 1887 and
while living there he was twice
elected governor (in 1896 and 1898).
His political fortune was never steady
in this era of political unrest. Elected
in 1896 " to unite the white voters of
the state" who had been divided between the Democratic and Populist
parties, he lost favor with the
Democrats during his second term
because of his equivocation over the
issue of a constitutional amendment
to exclude blacks from state
politics.4o In 1907, he was appointed
to complete the unexpired term of
U.S. Sen . Edmund Pettus and in
1909 he was elected for a full term ,
which his death in 1913 cut short.
(Archives, BPL)

Boddie-Sims House (c. 1890).
Standing at the eastern end of Nabob
Hill , this was the most intriguing
house on the block. Sometime
around 1890 John Boddie hired the
local firm T.H. Maddox & Son to
design what may have been the
grandest Romanesque Revival style
house in the city. Boddie, the
epitome of New South boosterism,
had recently made an enormous sum
of money through successful land
speculation . He probably wanted a
home that reflected his newly won
station better than the rambling frame
house he lived in just down the
street. Unfortunately, Boddie's luck
ran out. During a vacation he contracted typhoid fever and died suddenly at the age of 41 before the
house was completed. It remained a
shell for several years, used only by
the neighborhood children playing
hide-and-go-seek, until it was sold to
the former Governor of Mississippi ,
W.H. Sims. Sims found this palatial
home of stone and brick to be perfect
for his retirement years " to take enjoyment in retrospection and in the
companionship of old comrades."
After his death his son, the prominent
local attorney Henry Upson Sims,
and his wife occupied the house.4 2
(Art Work, 1907)
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Dwyer House (1887). Located at the
western end of Nabob Hill, the John
D. Dwyer home was surely one of
the richest examples of the Queen
Anne style in the city. Built in 1887
during the height of the style's
popularity, it captured the exuberance, variety, and decorative surface texture that distinguish Queen
Anne houses. The vertical massing,
punctuated by assymetrically placed
gables, bays, porches, and windows,
culminated in a tall , thin tower with a
bell-shaped dome that may have
been visible from as far away as
downtown .
Dwyer came to Birmingham from
Kentucky in 1883 to serve as
superintendent for the recently
reorganized Birmingham Rolling Mills,
the city's largest manufacturer of
puddled iron (a purified pig iron).
Dwyer lived in officer's quarters on
the mill property before moving his
family to Highland in the winter of
1887. (His daughter, Lucy, is pictured
with a neighborhood playmate.)
Dwyer left Birmingham a few years
before the rolling mills closed in
1910; he sold the house to W.D.
Tynes, president of the nationally
known firm that produced heavy
machinery and munitions. The City of
Birmingham acquired the site in 1927
for the construction of Erskine Ramsay Technical High School. 4 1 (Art
Work of Birmingham, Alabama, 1907)

Lucy Dwyer (left), daughter of John D.
Dwyer, with a 20th Street playmate, 1891 (Archives, BPL)
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.............................................................................. .
2. Getting around a Neighborhood
Transportation's Role in Five Points

.............................................................................. .
If Five Points' infancy was spent
as the Town of Highland (1887-93),
its youth and adolescence was as a
thriving streetcar suburb. Streetcar
lines were the catalyst that made
neighborhoods like Five Points happen throughout the country. The
lines served as major arteries connecting the neighborhood to the
city's center, industrial work sites,
and other suburbs.
So inextricably was building tied
to the location of streetcar lines that
the neighborhood's present configuration makes more sense once we
see where the lines were laid.
Although the tracks have long since
been paved over or uprooted, the
system fortunately left its imprints in
some obvious and not-so-obvious
places. Finding and interpreting
them helps us reconstruct how the
neighborhood grew.
Five Points and the streetcar
system reached maturity at about
the same time, just as the
Automobile Age was gathering
momentum in the 1910s and 1920s.
The automobile loosened the bond
that had tied the early settlers to
Five Points and Five Points, as a
neighborhood, together. For the first
time it made escape from the noisy
and polluted valley feasible. If one
could afford a car, the only other requisite was a road-dirt, graveled, or
paved- to get up and over Red
Mountain to the cleaner, newer, and
often more exclusive suburbs to the
south. It is ironic, but not at all
unique, that transportation
technology (in the form of the electric streetcar) precipitated the
neighborhood's first building boom
and then contributed (by way of the
automobile) to its eclipse.1
To begin, it may help to step back
from Five Points momentarily and
look at what was happening in transportation in Birmingham and the nation that had direct impact on the
neighborhood.2
The issue of transportation had
long sparked controversy in the
South. There were those who had

decried its sad state long before the
Because the Town of Highland
Civil War; others turned the lessons
was just beyond the city limits it
of war and Reconstruction into opwas, for a short time, served by
portunities to build a system of
horsecar lines. The Behrens Park
transportation equal to the task of
line, which ran to the west of the
modern urban-industrial living. It was Town of Highland, near present-day
Jordan Park, and the Highland
especially fitting then that the New
South city of Birmingham was found- Avenue Railroad, which ran up 15th
Street to 10th Avenue South and
ed at the crossing of two railroads,
then zigzagged to Highland, started
the South & North Alabama and the
as horsecar lines (a misnomer since
Alabama & Chattanooga, and its
street grid laid out parallel to the
mules, not horses, were the motive
tracks. These railroads assured the
power). But probably the best known
was the 20th Street line, which
mineral-rich region's future developopened as the city's second street
ment. In its first decade of life, Birmingham became home to a popula- railway, serving the city's " main
tion of 3,000. By 1890, a spectacular street." The line ran between Oak
boom had pushed the city's popula- ·Hill Cemetery and Highland (hence
its other name, Cemetery and South
tion to some 26,000; by 1900 it was
Highlands), climbing the steep inthe 100th largest city in the nation.3
cline between 8th and 9th avenues
By this time it had become obsouth and terminating at the Five
vious that Birmingham's future
growth would depend, in part, on its
Points Circle. An extra mule was
willingness to provide adequate
always stationed at the bottom of the
public transportation. Improvements
hill to pull the car to the top.
in manufacturing and technology had (Wherever streetcar lines are
discussed in this chapter, see map
facilitated a nationwide trend toward
inside back cover for clarification.)
upgrading and expanding city services, not the least of which was
With the resourcefulness of
transportation. Such steps were
pioneers- in this case urban
taken both to benefit residents and
pioneers-Birmingham's leaders
to promote business development.
soon capitalized on the very sparsity
One could not survive without the
that had quashed hopes for comother.
prehensive horse or cable railway
The newest system of public
systems. They began to tinker with a
transportation in the mid-1880s,
different form of mass transit known
cable railways, would have been pro- as the steam dummy, a light rail car
hibitively expensive for the young
powered by a steam engine. It had
city of Birmingham to construct. A
proved largely unsuccessful in cities
more likely alternative was the horse with crowded, narrow, horse-traveled
railway system that most of the nastreets, producing more frightened
tion 's larger cities still used. The
animals than efficient transportation.
decentralization of the Birmingham
But in Birmingham's " wide-open
area's mining and industrial sites,
spaces" it was ideal, and much
however, made such a system immore economical to build then either
practical except within the city
a cable or main-line steam railroad.
proper.
Birmingham's surface dummy
system soon became the largest in
the nation, with Los Angeles, which
also had a widely dispersed population, second.

20

The first sign of mass transit in the
neighborhood was the horsecar (actually
pulled by mules) . Pictured here is a northbound car (c. 1886) on 20th Street South near
9th Avenue. In the background is the Robert
H. Pearson house, which once crowned the
steep hill known to many as Pearson 's Hill .
For the southbound part of this segment of
the Cemetery and South Highlands line, an
extra mule was stationed at 8th Avenue to
pull the car up to the Circle. (Archives, BPL)

i

In addition to the well-remembered
Highland Avenue dummy, another steam
dummy line operated in the neighborhood in
the early 1890s. Beginning at 20th Street
South (in the vicinity of Cobb Lane) , it climbed
by way of 15th Avenue South across where
the Red Mountai n Expressway now cuts
through the mountain. turned by the present
site of the Red Mountain Museum , and crossing back over the mountain , terminated where
Homewood is now . Unlike most streetcar
lines, this one did not spark extensive real
estate development. To attract riders , Red
Mountain Park , an amusement park with a
casino, was built on the mountain's crest
overlooking the city. For a few yea rs it was a
popular summer spot, advertising afternoon
band concerts and free mineral water and ice .
Young fellows in Highland 's German Club
brought their dates here for dances. Contemporaries said that the casino " when all aglow
at night resembled a huge lighthouse on
mighty rocks. " The dummy line closed down
in 1893, probably a victim of the national
financial panic of that same year. (Archives,
BPL)

These dummies began to spew
their steam on May 25, 1885. In
1886 suburban Highland's most
famous dummy started operation. It
ran along Highland Avenue, replacing the horsecar that had been
in service barely one year. The
Highland dummy served the
neighborhood through the 1890s.
Something of a curiosity, it was
remembered fondly by both young
and old:
On school days I rode to and from on
the little dummy. It seemd almost
toylike and the trip was fun . . .. generally there was only a sprinkling of
passengers and at the time of day
when I was one of them the
passengers were mostly school
children ... . When mothers put their
children on the dummy in the morning and in the care of Bob Baker [the
conductor) they had a feeling of complete confidence in both the conductor and the dummy.4

On October 10, 1891 , the first
electric streetcar in Birmingham
operated over the 20th Street (now
North and South Highlands) line and
the Birmingham Age-Herald was
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there to witness the historical occasion : "All along the street, people
ran to see the car pass by. The first
cheer went up from the crowd at
Avenue A [1st Avenue South] and it
was taken up all along the line,
everybody cheering and shouting to
the parties on the flying car." 5 The
Highland Avenue and Belt Railroad
(as the Highland Avenue Railroad
came to be known) began converting
from steam to electricity in 1900. By
1899 the old Behrens Park line was
electrified and extended down to
11th Avenue South and through Five
Points Circle, looping back
downtown via 20th Street. Such a
route had been proposed as early as
1895, but construction had been
blocked by the Highland Avenue and
Belt Railroad , owned by the Elyton
Land Company. It seems likely that
the Elyton Land Company was in no
hurry to help a competitor, E.N.
Cullom , who was actively engaged in
building a little " City of Homes"
along 11th Avenue in the 1890s. By
blocking a line coming down 11th
Avenue, the Elyton Land Company
undoubtedly strengthened its own
degree of success in developing
Highland Avenue east of 23rd
Street.6
After 1900 two new streetcar
lines, now status symbols of urban
maturity, were opened to serve the
burgeoning Five Points community.
The Idlewild Line (1903) connected
the western edge of Five Points, in
the vicinity of Robert Jemison Sr.'s
exclusive Glen Iris Park development, to downtown. Not coincidentally, Jemison was then president of
the Birmingham Railway, Light &
Power Company, the company that
built and operated the Idlewild line .?
In September 1907 the South
15th Street line opened . Penetrating
the neighborhood's southwestern
quadrant, it came from town by way
of 15th Street, making a jog onto
16th Avenue South where it terminated at Cullom Street. Although
the area around its terminus had
been built up by E.N. Cullom and
other developers, the line pierced

the still virtually undeveloped Anderson Place and Phelan subdivisions
(see Chapter 3). No doubt recognizing opportunity-opportunity they
possibly even helped create-the
Phelan sisters just three months
after the line opened had their fortyplus acres resurveyed to create
more saleable lots. For the next
several years they actively sold their
holdings and even put a few
speculative houses on the market.
Likewise, J.Cary Thompson , who
had purchased the property along
15th Avenue South that would
become Anderson Place in 1903,
waited until the South 15th Street
line was laid before building houses
there. This was the last line opened
in Five Points, completing a streetcar network that was readily accessible to all who lived in what had
been the Town of Highland.
Speculators, builders, and
homebuyers quickly responded : during the next ten years the
neighborhood experienced the
greatest residential building boom in
its history.
Five Points' experience was by no
means unique. Streetcar lines
radiating in all directions took people
out of the inner city. Between 1900
and 1920 they nurtured the flowering
of such Birmingham suburbs as Norwood , Avondale, Woodlawn , East
Lake, Ensley, West End , and Pratt
City. As in Five Points, real estate
and streetcar interests were often
closely allied. Sometimes they were
united in the same person , as in
East Lake, a middle and workingclass suburb whose land development company was headed by Birmingham Railway, Light & Power
Company president Robert Jemison ,
Sr.9
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Streetcar lines often brought
amenities to neighborhoods. In Five
Points apartment houses, modern
stores , churches, temples, and
schools were built along the routes.
The streetcar also lured people out
for fun. " Trolley parties" had
become an American passion in the
1880s and 1890s, and street railroad
operators in Birmingham capitalized
on the popularity of pleasure parks
by building and operating several
along their routes . In addition to
Lakeview Park , built by the Elyton
Land Company as part of their
Highland Avenue development
strategy, there were also parks in
East Lake and North Birmingham to
draw weekend passengers on those
lines. Finally, the streetcar provided
the vital link between the suburb and
the central business district, and
often connected it to other suburbs
as well. One incidental benefit of the
vast network was to acquaint
passengers with the neighborhoods
found along the route to their
destinations.
Fueling the rapid growth of streetcar suburbs was the late
19th-century American fear of the
untamed and impure city. In the
North , some of this phobia was
directed toward the new immigrants
who had come from southern and
eastern Europe . In the South , anxiety was touched off by the
thousands of blacks who had flocked
to cities largely to seek opportunity
and escape the oppressive crop-lien
and tenant farming systems. By
1900, Birmingham 's black population
had reached 40 percent of the total ,
giving it the South 's third-h ighest
ranking out of 12 cities; only
Jacksonville, Florida (57% ), and
Memphis, Tennessee (48% ), showed
higher proportions. Flight to the
secure and comfortable suburbs
meant, for many, escape from those
of other racial and ethnic
backgrounds. A leading historian of
urban development sees streetcar
suburbs as both a cause and an effect of the American appetite for
social , racial , and economic
segregation .1o

Five Points, however, was never
racially pure. There was, from the
Town of Highland period forward , a
substantial black community in and
around the Magnolia Point area, and
elsewhere blacks were scattered
throughout the neighborhood in
alleys behind white homes. It
therefore did not seem inconsistent
that the home of some of the city's
elite would have a 26 percent black
population. Those residents who
strongly supported segregation were
some of the most dependent on
blacks living close-by to help them
maintain their preferred manner of
living. Although streetcars promoted
the segregation of cities, a more
uniform and comprehensive separation of races, religions, and social
classes emerged with the
automobile-oriented suburbs of the
1920s.11
Riding streetcars quickly became
a necessity for most, but Americans
were not ready to abandon other
forms of transportation . In the early
days, the well-to-do had horses and
carriages, which remained commonplace until after the turn of the
century. Many Highland residents
continued to walk to town-and
perhaps preferred a traditional stroll
to the fast-paced trolley. Bank president Webb Crawford, who lived
across from St. Mary's Episcopal
Church, walked to work at 1st
Avenue and 20th Street North every
day. A woman who spent her
childhood in the Magnolia Point area
recalled that on Sundays the babies
were put in a buggy, and the family
departed on foot for an ali-day
outing. First, they walked to mass at
St. Paul's downtown, and afterwards
to Fountain Heights, two miles
beyond, for a picnic.1 2

Streetcar suburbs and Jim Crow segregation often went hand-in-hand in cities
throughout the country. Laws requiring the
separation of races on streetcars were first
passed in Birmingham in 1923. The initial
ordinances, however, did not require blacks to
ride in the rear of the car, probably because
the older cars were rear-loading and blacks
were assigned to the least convenient , i.e.,
front , seats. But when new center-entrance
cars were purchased , blacks were assigned to
the more traditional rear location . Since the
relative number of passengers could vary, a
system of movable signs was devised to indicate which race sat where. Not surprisingly,
Alvin Hudson noted in Street Railways of Birmingham , "conductors apparently spent much
of their time rearranging the seating to provide for the varying loads." (Alvin Hudson and
Harold Cox, Street Railways of Birmingham ;
Gary Dobbs)
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Transportation· s Footprints in Five Points
The earliest methods of " getting around " in the neighborhood have long since vanished, but some have left clues for us to
trace.13

Streetcars started running on 23rd Street South in 1904 to alleviate
the heavy congestion on 20th Street. Coming from town via 23rd
Street, streetcars turned onto Magnolia Avenue and then connected
with the Highland Avenue line. At the intersection of 23rd Street and
Magnolia Avenue a commercial center, Magnolia Point, was built in
the mid-1910s. The best comme rcial locations in the early 20th century
were on major streetcar lines and junctions. (Gary Dobbs)

This diagonal was cut so that cars on the Highland Avenue Railroad
coming from the city would not have to climb more than a 3 percent
grade. The line started service in 1885 with horsecars, necessitating a
route that kept steep inclines to a minimum . (Gary Dobbs)

Metal (or brick) protrusions laid near the edges of streets like these
in the 1400 block of 22nd Street South hark back to the days of horsepulled carriages and wagons. Horses (and later, automobiles) got their
footing on steep hills by using the protruding edge for traction. (Gary
Dobbs)

When the automobile came on the scene in the 1910s and 1920s,
its lodging became something of a problem because many of the
neighborhood's houses predated the need . In response to this dilemma, these garages were built about 1926 to serve automobile owners
in the immediate vicinity of 10th Terrace South . For a fee, their cars
were· housed and an attendant (who lived in one of the garages) was
on call to deliver their autos to them on request. (Gary Dobbs)

•

•
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Toward the end of the 19th cenFerguson were riding the new "safety " bicycle, successor to the popular
tury Birminghamians, like most
but dangerous " ordinary," which
Americans and Europeans,
developed a mania for the bicycle._ _ had a big wheel in front, and a little
one behind.14
Though inventors had created
The age of invention climaxed
rudimentary bicycles as early as
with the automobile. It ushered in a
1818, the first practical machine
new craze which, by comparison,
made its debut in Paris in 1861.
made the bicycle fad seem dull. Not
Bicycling as an amateur sport
only was the car more popular, but it
wheeled onto the Birmingham scene
in the late 1880s. Within a few years had an unprecedented impact on the
social and economic life of cities . It
Jefferson County began to
allowed greater numbers-most
macadamize its roads, which gave
the sport a substantial boost. Aside
often the affluent-to leave the inner
city and close-in neighborhoods like
from recreation , some in the
neighborhood mounted their
Five Points for more secluded and
" wheels" in the performance of their segregated suburbs. New autorelated businesses altered local
jobs . S.F. Robinson, a delivery man
for Black's Florist in Five Points in
economies and the appearance of
the late 1920s, remembered balanwhole sections of towns. And the
cing five floral sprays at a time while automobile opened new vistas for
the use of leisure time .
peddling to area funeral homes.
Even those who rode for fun were
quite earnest in their approach to
the sport. Noted an avid cycler in
her diary: "Rose early . .. and
washed my hair. Then cleaned and
oiled my wheel. " Excursions were
planned with such ambitious destinations as Bessemer. One young participant along on a Bessemer jaunt,
however, admitted returning home to
Five Points via the dummy. By the
1890s, Five Points biking enthusiasts
Edith Ward London and Hill
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Although bicycling was a popular pastime
in turn-of-the-century Five Points , the Munger
fami ly probably surpassed all in their thorough
pursuit of the sport. Children (and later grandchildren) were taught to ride at an early age;
some before they were even two years old .
Pictured here are Mr. and Mrs. R.S. Munger
with servants, children , and wheels. (Courtesy
Mr . and Mrs . Robert M. Montgomery ; Gary
Dobbs)

The Mungers were among the first
automobile-owning families in Five Points,
here about to take a Sunday drive in their
1902 (rear) and 1903 (front) Wintons. But old
ways die hard: a carriage drawn by Prince
and Salem , their Tennessee horses, bring up
the rear of the family entourage. (Courtesy
Mr. and Mrs. Robert M. Montgomery; Gary
Dobbs)
A thirty-foot setback for parking was an
unusual feature when these Spanish style
stores were built on Five Points Circle in
1926. The developers recognized , however,
that the convenience would appeal to
automobile-owning customers, particularly
those coming from new residential
developments beyond the reach of streetcar
lines. (Birmingham News)
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The automobile encouraged different forms of family recreation.
Families fortunate enough to own a
car and have free time often devoted
both to travel. Short trips might
simply include a ride around town , to
church , or to the nearest park. R.S.
Munger, who lived on Five Points
Circle until he moved to Arlington ,
was the neighborhood's earliest and
most devout auto aficionado. He
made a sport of picking up people
and giving them a lift. Once during a
First Methodist Church , East Lake,
picnic, he chauffeured carloads of
people around the lake. According to
his son , " this went on all day."
Munger was also known to venture
much farther from home in the pursuit of his hobby. After he purchased
his fi rst car, a 1902 Winton , in New
York City, he set out for Philadelphia
accompanied by his family. Twelve
hours over rocky roads, a few
broken chains, and a punctured tire
later, they reached their destination .
Renowned for his improvements to
the cotton gin , Munger tinkered with
auto design as well. In 1905 the first
car with a side door was produced
in England , built on R.S. Munger's
suggestion. 15
The automobile boosted the national prosperity that peaked in the
1920s. Auto assembly plants
sprouted, the need for raw materials
grew, and all types of auto-related
wholesale and retail businesses appeared and prospered . Automobile
dealerships, for instance, claimed
significant portions of the urban
retail trade . Accessory stores, repair
shops, gas stations, roadside
restaurants, and tourist inns all
depended on the car. In 1929 retail

businesses in the automotive
category comprised over 16.5 percent of Atlanta 's retail trade, 18.5
percent of Memphis ' and a huge
20.7 pe·rcent of Birmingham 's. Birmingham 's automobile businesses
(centered in what is now the
Southside neighborhood) proved its
largest single category of retail
trade .16
The Five Points neighborhood
was visibly altered by the car. Its hilly topography, like the 20th Street incline that had required an extra mule
in horsecar days, proved too great a
test for early autos. A popular
pastime around the Circle was to
wager which cars could make the
hill without shifting gears. In the
1920s, the steep slope was graded ,
as were others that were difficult to
negotiate. Filling stations were a new
feature on the neighborhood landscape. Garages were a feature of
some houses and apartments built in
the 1920s, some rather ingeniously
incorporated in the overall design .
The Munger family , who orchestrated the commercial development of the Five Points Circle in the
mid-1920s, recognized that
automobile accessibility would be an
increasingly important factor in
marketing . Among the first shopping
center developers in the city to do
so, they allotted thirty feet in front of
their Spanish stores for parking .17
Cars quickly became the bane of
the streetcar owners' existence.
Jitney buses including everything
from Modei-T Fords to 20-passenger
vehicles began operating in Five
Points and siphoned off some of
their business. Men could be seen
positioned precariously on the running boards of Modei-Ts hanging on
for dear life while the ladies sat
securely inside. Jitneys must have
been popular, because the Birmingham Railway, Light & Power
Company felt it necessary to get the
city in 1923 to prohibit their operation within four blocks of a
downtown streetcar line .1s
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Most significantly, there is no
doubt that the automobile continued
the rush to segregated suburbs
earlier begun by the electric streetcar. Whereas the streetcar depended on accessibility to lines, the car
did not; anyone who could afford it
could leave the city via the
automobile. Harry C. Flemming, who
lived in Anderson Place (see " J.
Cary Thompson " in Chapter 3), got
the itch in the 1920s like many of
his neighbors to move over the
mountain . His wife , however,
adamantly refused to leave her
home. " An old aristocrat," according
to her daughters, Mrs. Flemming
believed that you stayed where you
had put down roots.
After Fire Engine Company No. 3
moved onto Highland Avenue in the
late 1920s, Richard Massey (who
lived just around the corner from it) ,
loaded his fam ily in the car and
moved to Mountain Brook . The
neighborhood , according to his
daughter, had gotten " too noisy." 19

. ....................................................................... .
3. Building a Neighborhood:
From Land Grants to Skyscraper Apartments

The focus to this point has been
on two nearly invisible facets of the
neighborhood's past: its 19th-century
beginnings and systems of transportation. With this chapter we shift to
more tangible neighborhood history:
buildings and land.
The physical remains of Five
Points provide the ideal props for
restaging the story of how it grew.
The scenario of the neighborhood's
growth , save for a few particulars,
was replayed countless times in
streetcar suburbs stretching from
San Francisco to Boston. To understand the basic plot, we will look at
selected vignettes that illustrate the
various steps in building a
neighborhood : acquiring land , subdividing it for resale, selecting architects, and building houses and
apartments.
The buildings themselves-some
still standing and others that remain
only in photographs-are the most
accessible clues in the search for
neighborhood " essence." Mos,t of
the houses and apartments we see
today were built between 1908 and
1916. Their variety reiterates the
diversity found in the neighborhood's
social fabric . Just as neighbors were
closely tied to one another despite
widely divergent backgrounds,
blocks that juxtaposed mansions and
cottages, Craftsman bungalows and
multi-storied apartments also seem
comfortably unified.
Coexistent with this variety was a
distinct presence of quality. The architects who practiced their skills in
the neighborhood were the same
ones who designed such downtown
Birmingham treasures as the Empire
Building , Birmingham Trust National
Bank. and the Y.M .C.A. In addition

to many individually distinguished
houses in assorted styles, architects
and local builders gave Five Points a
wonderfully rich collection of modest
Craftsman style houses. Furthermore, beginning with the construction of Terrace Court in 1907, the
neighborhood had the most outstanding concentration of apartments
in the city by 1930.
There is probably no surer way to
discover the sense of the " town
within a city" than to look at the
neighborhood 's buildings.
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Craftsman bungalows and apartment
buildings si t together comfortably on a typical
block in Fi\.te Points. (Gary Dobbs)

Neighborhooding
Step One:
Getting the Land
It could be argued that the
neighborhooding process in Five
Points began with the War of 1812,
before Alabama was a state. Joseph
Hickman , a private in the South
Carolina militia during that war,
moved to Jefferson County in 1818
and thirty-three years later (1851)
finally laid claim to the land owed
him for that military service . The forty acres he selected would eventually become prime Five Points property bounded roughly by 8th and 1Oth
avenues south and 19th and 21st
streets. Why Hickman selected this
particular tract, and what he did with
it are still open to speculation . The
story illustrates , however, that the
first stage of the neighborhood 's
development (the transfer of land
from the government to individual
ownership) predates even the founding of Birmingham .1
Alabama is one of thirty states
whose land was once entirely owned
by the federal government. 2 When
the government decided to open a
portion of the public domain to
private ownership, it would create a
district land office to handle the
details of transaction. A person
seeking to acquire land had to appear in person before the reg ister in
the land office (or send a proxy) and
complete documents (called make
an entry) indicating the tract of land
desired. He also selected the
method of acquisition (called class of
entry): simple cash purchase, a
more elaborately documented
homestead or mineral claim , or a
warrant or scrip entry.3 Warrants ,
which were vouchers for federal
land , were often given in payment
for military service (like the one
issued to Joseph Hickman). They
could be used by the recipient to
select a tract or could be sold to
someone else for use in the same
way. District land office papers were
reviewed by the General Land Office
in Washington and , if all was found
proper, a patent was prepared for
the entryman who had won title to
it.4
Stephen M. Owen made the first
purchase in 1821, buying close to
eighty acres for $99.91 in what
would become the northwest corner

Joseph Hickman received a warrant for 40
acres of Five Points property for his service in
the War of 1812. (National Archives)
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of Highland. He may have been part
of the wave of poor and land-hungrysettlers who came into the county
from Tennessee, Georgia, and South
Carolina in the 1810s and 20s. Many
of these immigrants "squatted" on
the land until they raised the required quarter-cash downpayment.5
The bulk of the Five Points property was transferred to individual
ownership in the 1850s. To begin
with, there were two more military
warrants, similar to Joseph
Hickman's, that were given for service in the Florida and Creek wars,
only the soldiers did not exercise
their claims. Private John Hundley's
widow, Patsey, did what many in her
circumstances might have done: she
assigned her warrant for forty acres
to John Camp, probably in exchange
for cash. Thomas Childs, who had
served in the Creek War, sold his
eighty acres to John Timmons. Additional land totaling 160 acres was
sold to three individuals between
1853 and 1855. One of them, Elijah
Brown, bought forty acres for $50 in
1853; two years later he got more of
a bargain, paying $10 for eighty
acres. Two more tracts were sold
after the Civil War. One, just beyond
Highland's southern boundary, went
to homesteader Ellis Phelan in 1869
and the other to the South and
'
North Alabama Railroad (1871)
which, at that point, was nearing
completion of its rail line from Montgomery to Decatur.s
Most of the Five Points property
changed hands several times after
the initial transfers from the federal
government. By the time Birmingham was incorporated (1871 ),
the Elyton Land Company had
bought up all but approximately 100
acres of it as part of their vast
holding in and around the new city.
Even so, a few of the original title
holders left their imprint. An elevated
section of Elijah Brown's holding
(present site of Southtown Housing
Project) was for many years dubbed
"Brown's Hill." The Elyton Land
Company surveyor used John Timmons' name for what is now a segment of 14th Avenue South. But it is
the story of Ellis Phelan and family,
who owned eighty acres that the
Elyton Land Company didn't get,
that offers the most direct link to the
neighborhood's early roots.?

.............................................
Ellis Phelan

The Phelans probably most
deserve the epitaph "First Family
of Five Points." Their connection
with the early neighborhood is as
intriguing as it is elusive.s
Ellis Phelan was born into a
distinguished Marion, Alabama,
family and, along with his three
brothers " followed the flag of the
South. " After the war (in which he
was wounded in the Battle of
Atlanta), he studied law and was
admitted to the bar. He became
active in state politics, and after
moving to Birmingham he served
as clerk of the House of Representatives (1870-77) and two
terms as secretary of state under
Gov. Emmet O'Neal (1882-86).
He came to Elyton to practice
law about the time of Birmingham's founding (1871 ). But
before that, in September 1869,
he had begun homesteading
eighty acres of land along Red
Mountain's northern slope,
building "a good log house, sixteen by eighteen, such as is commonly used in this Country: also a
stable." It is unclear how and
when he acquired the eighty
acres nearby in Five Points proper which would become Phelan's
Addition. Neither is it known why
the Elyton Land Company, which
in the early 1870s had consolidated a vast holding in the
Five Points area, failed to obtain
this acreage contiguous to their
property. Did Phelan purchase it

in the early 1870s with development plans of his own? In any
case, it is known that by 1881 he
had started dividing the land and
sold unimproved lots to individuals
through the 1880s.
For unknown reasons, in 1890
Ellis Phelan and his second wife
moved to Waterbury, Connecticut,
where he was elected circuit
judge and seven years later died.
It appears that his son, John,
stayed in Birmingham and continued to sell lots, as his father
had done, to individual home
builders like Alexander Hanson
(see " Survivors " in Chapter 1),
and also to investment companies, which purchased several
lots at a time. John died in 1907,
bequeathing his remaining neighborhood property to his three
sisters. Probably spurred by a
new streetcar line that was being
laid through the center of their
land that same year, the Phelan
sisters revised their subdivision
map to create more lots to sell.
They also built a few scattered
houses, one for the youngest
sister, Sarah. But trading slacked
off after about 1912, and it is not
clear how long family involvement
in the neighborhood continued. It
does seem appropriate that the
small triangular park at 14th
Avenue and 15th Street is named
for one of the first families that
made claim to Five Points' land.9
(Archives, BPL)

................................................. .
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Neighborhooding
Step Two:
Dividing and Selling Property
Having looked at the initial
transfers of land from the federal
government, we can now skip past
the many property transactions that
ensued and pick up the narrative at
the next critical episode, the creation
of subdivisions. For it was at this
point that development plans first
materialized, plans that would determine the neighborhood's physical
layout.
Alabama law requires that a property owner wishing to subdivide
acreage into blocks and lots for
resale must first have the property
surveyed and an approved plat (or
subdivision map) prepared and
recorded in the appropriate county
probate office. Besides providing individuals with a precise legal
description of their property (for example, lot B, block 34, Phelan's Addition), the plat could also officially
dedicate portions to public use as
streets, alleys, and parks. If the
owner or subsequent owners wanted
an alteration (lot dimensions
changed, an alley vacated, etc.),
they were required to resurvey and
file a new map showing the
changes.
Five Points is a patchwork of subdivisions. Although most of the
neighborhood was purchased and
surveyed by the Elyton Land Company in the early 1870s, there was
never a single comprehensive
development plan for the neighborhood. Elyton Land Company (later to
become Birmingham Realty) targeted
its residential development efforts on
the property lying just to the east of
Five Points, the property through
which it had laid the serpentine
Highland Avenue. In fact, by 1900
the company had sold most of its
holdings in Five Points, retaining
only isolated pockets along the 1500
to 1700 blocks of 1Oth Avenue
South, the 900 and 1000 blocks of
21st and 22nd streets south, and a
small section wedged between 18th
and 21st streets south and 15th and
17th avenues.1D

Two large parcels of neighborhood land were never owned by the
Elyton Land Company. The Phelan
family had one of these (comprising
eighty acres), which they named
Phelan's Addition . They had it
surveyed twice ; the second survey
(1907) considerably increased the
quantity by reducing the size of the
lots. The other piece of land, roughly
bounded by 14th and 16th avenues
south and 16th and 18th streets (see
"J. Cary Thompson " in this chapter)
was platted and named Anderson
Place in 1905. In 1913 a portion of
this was replatted as Hillside
Heights _,,
With many individuals involved in
carving up and developing
neighborhood property, it is no
wonder that variety is one of Five
Points' most distinguishing
characteristics. Irregular street patterns, varying orientations of houses
on lots, and the wide range of scale,
style, and age of houses are each
reflections of a neighborhood that
evolved without a master plan.
Although much of the developing
was done piecemeal by individuals
and several small-scale builders, two
men created within this patchwork
niches of distinct identity.
=
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Cullom used to-the-point messages such as
this one in advertising Cullom Place . (From
the July 1, 1900, Age-Herald; Gary Dobbs)

Edward Northcraft Cullom
An 1898 editorial in the Birmingham
Age-Herald boldly proclaimed that
E.N. Cullom with " but brains,
energy, and ambition to start" had
"done more for Birmingham of this
day than any man in it. He has
brought happiness to wives and
children-contentment to husbands."
The accomplishment being lauded
was Cullom Place, described as a
"little city of splendid homes " along
11th Avenue South between 15th
and 1Oth streets , including a few adjacent blocks. Five Points' first large
subdivision, it was developed by
Cullom in the 1890s and was an instant success thanks largely to its
liberal financing terms. A downpayment equivalent to one-year's rent
and a monthly note of about twentyfive dollars bought a house in
Cullom Place, converting many
would-be renters into new
homeowners.
The development offered many of
the sought-after advantages of
suburban living. Its altitude afforded
a view of the city and more importantly made it "high and dry," removed "from the noise and dust of
the city, yet within easy reach of the
business center." Glowing (and
perhaps somewhat exaggerated) accounts spoke of what the worker
would find at the end of the day:
''fresh and cool breezes from the
mountains refresh the tired body and
the sight of green grass greets the
eye." Along with its "tasty architecture" (much the work of T.U . Walter,
Ill, grandson of the architect who
designed the wings and dome of the
U.S. Capitol), its " almost palatial"
dwellings were touted for their up-todate features :
porcelain lined bath tubs , the most
modern sanitary appliances, nickel
plated pipes, gas and water connections, handsome interior finish ,
modern reception halls, in a word with
everything that contributes to the
elegance and convenience of a home.

According to his daughter, Cullom
in 1886 had " heard a strong call
and met the challenge by moving his
wife and three young children to this
new region rich in minerals. " Soon
after his arrival in Birmingham, he
organized and served as president
of the Alabama Trust & Savings
Company and the Alabama Abstract
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Company. He noticed the pressing
need for housing in the rapidly growing Magic City. But before acting, he
canvassed residential suburbs in
close to fifty eastern and western
cities, concluding:
I found . . . that residence property
located about the same distance [as
Cullom Place], or even further from
the heart of the city, was in these
cities, as here, more valuable than intermediate property. This is due probably to the fact that electric car
systems have made accessible
desirable outlying property for
residences and ... have indeed
revolution ized the value of residential
property.

Between 1890 and 1895 Cullom
purchased several blocks along 11th
Avenue South from the Elyton Land
Company. Attracted by the area's
"natural advantages," he must also
have anticipated-and possibly
helped devise-plans to extend the
Behrens Park horsecar line down to
11th Avenue through the heart of his
subdivision. He first macademized
the muddy stretch of avenue and
. had two stone pillars inscribed with
Cullom Place positioned at the 15th
Street entrance. By 1898, he had
built and sold seventy-two houses
(including one for himself) and had
only one purchaser default on his
contract. Cullom 's success, which
came on the heels of the Panic of
1893, is all the more impressive
because of the five-year delay that ·
prevented direct streetcar service to
downtown. The legal restrictions
were lifted in 1898, and a new electric streetcar line installed.
Redevelopment of this area has
obliterated all but a few time-worn
remnants of what was once proudly
described as "second to no
residence spot in the South. " 12

Edward Northcraft Cullom (right) standing
with Jesse Kilgore Brockman (center) in front
of the Alabama Abstract Company building on
1st Avenue. Cullom served as its president
while he was developing 11th Avenue South.
(Archives, BPL)
One of Cullom Place 's major attractions
was being right on the streetcar line. (Archives, BPL)
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J. Cary Thompson
Like E.N. Cullom, J. Cary Thompson
was one of Five Points' most prominent developers ; beyond that the
similarity fades . When Cullom purchased his 11th Avenue South property in the 1890s, the Elyton Land
Company had already subdivided it
into blocks and lots, and plans for a
streetcar line to serve it were well
under way. About a decade later, in
1903, Thompson acquired forty
acres of unsurveyed wilderness just
south of Elyton's holding and several
blocks from the nearest car line .
Cullom built more than 100 houses
in his subdivision ; Thompson probably put up fewer than 20. Today little of Cullom Place survives, while
Thompson's Anderson Place is virtually intact. 13
Thompson was (his photograph
suggests) quite dashing , as though
he may have been something of a
gambler. But clearly he recognized a
solid bet when he , along with his
father , N.F. Thompson, and Richard
Randolph purchased land on the
northern slope of Red Mountain.
They bought what would become the
1600 and 1700 blocks of 15th and
16th avenues south from Frank Y.
Anderson, who had acquired it while
he was land commissioner tor the
Alabama Great Southern Railroad .
By 1905 they had the newly
christened Anderson Place officially
platted.1 4
Between 1906 and 1910 Cary
Thompson sold several lots to individuals and other developers.
Thompson also built several houses
for resale in addition to his own
home at 1631 15th Avenue South.
The area, however, was still rather
remote. The daughters of Harry C.
Flemming, who purchased one of
Thompson's houses in 1906 (see
photograph), said that at the time it
was like moving to the country,
recalling that one " could hear the
owls at night." 1s
The success of Anderson Place,
described in 1910 as "one of the
most famous home places in the
[Birmingham] district," was in large
part due to the new streetcar line
that began running down 15th Street
in 1907, coming within a block of the
development. Its graceful aging
probably reflects a combination of

Thompson built these houses with identical
floor plans and put them on the market
around 1906. Harry C. Flemming purchased
the house on the right and his daughter lives
there today. (Courtesy Mrs. Frank J. Selman)

J . Cary Thompson oversaw the development
of Anderson Place . (Pen and Sunlight
Sketches of Greater Birmingham ; Gary
Dobbs)

Thompson 's careful oversight, architectural quality (some provided by
D.O. Whilldin , architect of the
Florentine Building and the Thomas
Jefferson Hotel, now the Cabana
downtown), and relatively little re~ent
redevelopment. Its most impressive
section is the grouping of deeply setback houses along the boulevard-like
stretch of 15th Avenue . In addition to
Five Points, Thompson at this time
was also active in development in
West End and Avondale and was
planning a summer resort on
Shades Mountain known as Sunset
Park. 16
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Neighborhooding
Step Three:
Finding an Architect
Imagine for a moment eavesdropping on a conversation between Mr.
and Mrs. Philipson who have just
bought a lot in J. Cary Thompson's
Anderson Place. They want to put a
house on the lot and are considering
their options. One, perhaps more interested in saving time and money,
advocates hiring a builder who
would come equipped with a house
plan (or pattern) book, including
plans similar to those advertised on
the following page. After selecting a
plan that suited their taste and
pocketbook, they could give the
builder the go-ahead . Many houses
in Five Points were built in just this
manner.
The other Philipson, however, has
noticed some of the houses Thompson has already built, using the
designs of architects like D.O.
Whilldin . Desiring a home that would
be on the par with "the Joneses' "
and custom-designed for their particular needs, this Philipson wants
the services of an architect. If they
decided on this course, there is still
more decision making to come: the
1910 Birmingham city directory listed
twenty architectural firms practicing
in the city.
Although many architects designed houses in the neighborhood
in its first fifty years, space permits a
profile of only three. 17 But these
three are rather special , for each
lived in the neighborhood as well as
shaped its appearance for years to
come .

The deeply set-back houses along 15th
Avenue South are in the heart of Anderson
Place. The one on the far right was built for
Thompson 's father, Newcomb F. Thompson.
(Gary Dobbs)
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Many of the houses in Five Points were
built from house plan books such as the one
advertised . (The Dixie Manufacturer, January
1911 ; Gary Dobbs)
The Philipson House (1416 16th Street
South , c. 1909) was probably built from a
house plan book and is similar to No . 1
illustrated here. (Stephen Stella)
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Wheelock, Joy & Wheelock
Charles Wheelock opened his office
shortly after he arrived in Birmingham in 1883, about a decade
after the city's founding . Born in
Massachusetts , he came to Alabama
by way of Emporia, Kansas (where
he served as its first mayor), California, Texas, and New Mexico.1s
Charles had his son , Harry, serve
an apprenticeship as a carpenter
before taking him in as a partner in
1888, when their practice was
benefitting from the young city 's first
boom. Subsequent Wheelock
designs still standing include the
original Hillman Hospital and
Lakeview School (both 1901) and the
Y .M.C.A. Building (191 0) .
When Morris Adler decided in
1887 to build his home on Highland
Avenue , he contacted the
Wheelocks, then considered '' the
leading architectural firm in the city, "
to design it. Charles Wheelock
showed Adler a recently completed
house to get a sense of his stylistic
preferences. Adler , who was not terribly interested in domestic details,
quickly responded , " That will do,
with one exception ." Instead of one
bathroom , he wanted two. The
Wheelocks accordingly converted the
first-floor room with the best exposure into a second bathroom .19
Scott Joy, the third partner in the
firm (and probably the most talented
designer), had studied architecture
at the University of Illinois before
joining the firm around 1904. He left
about the time of Charles
Wheelock's death in 1910. Joy, apparently influenced by the work of
his midwestern contemporary, Frank
Lloyd Wright, had a great feel for
materials, as well as projecting
eaves and gables with a Japanese
flavor, bold horizontal lines, and
cleanly geometric facades .2o
The firm's residential designs
ranged from columned neoclassical
houses to shingled bungalows.
Perhaps their most successful commissions were those in the Craftsman and Colon ial Revival styles, illustrated respectively in the T.H.
Aldrich, Jr., and the Harry Wheelock
residences . According to one of the
family relatives , Harry Wheelock built
his own Spanish Colonial Revival
style house in response to a bet:
that he couldn 't design and build a
house on a lot that size. 21

One of early Birmingham's most successful
architectural firms was Wheelock, Joy &
Wheelock. Seated at the desk from left to
right are Harry B. Wheelock, his father ,
Charles, and S. Scott Joy. (Wheelock, Joy,
Wheelock , Architectural Work)
Harry B. Wheelock 's residence at 1500 19th
Street was designed c. 1904 in the Spanish
Colonial Revival style . (Wheelock, Joy,
Wheelock, Architectural Work)
The firm designed this house at 1771 13th
Avenue South for Truman H. Aldrich , Jr., in
1904. (Wheelock, Joy, Wheelock, Architectural
Work)
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Frank Hartley Anderson
Like Harry Wheelock, Frank Hartley
Anderson must have enjoyed the
challenge of designing for small
spaces . In 1924, some twenty years
after Wheelock had won his wager,
Anderson balanced a three-tiered
house on a steep hillside, situated
on " the smallest lot he'd seen in
Birmingham ." 22
Anderson, a native of Boston , had
come to the city as a town planner
to help lay out Fairfield . Some ten
years later he co-authored Birmingham 's first master development
plan with Warren Manning (1919). In
the 1920s he specialized in residential design with a Bohemian flair . But
he did not restrict himself to architecture; he also designed an adjustable chair and a cotton one-piece
summer suit for men , as well as
block prints, murals, sketches, and
cartoons. Anderson may have also
been Birmingham's first attempt at a
" liberated" husband . He located his
home's kitchen (equipped with the
city 's first electric range and a
dishwasher, reputed to be the first
south of the Ohio) in the center of
the second floor. This enabled his
wife, the artist Martha Fort, to "stir
things on the stove, without getting
very far from her easel. "23
Anderson's houses represent a
highly personal and romantic strain
of architecture (reviving all sorts of
historical and fairy tale imagery) that
had great popularity in the 1920s.
Another example (but by another architect) is the Quinlan Castle apartments (now Royal Arms), which were
built about the same time as Anderson's house and just a few blocks
away.

Anderson designed his house at 2112 11th
Cou rt South in 1922. (Gary Dobbs)
Frank Hartley Anderson lived and worked in
the neighborhood . (Birmingham News)

37

Hugh Martin designed and lived in this
house at 1919 15th Avenue South (1919), just
around the corner from Harry Wheelock's
residence. His son, Broadway musical composer Hugh Martin, Jr., wrote the music for
" Meet Me in St. Louis" here. (Gary Dobbs)

:J

Hugh Martin (and John A. Miller) designed
this building for the R.S. Munger family in
1928. It was Miller & Martin's first Art Deco
style building for the Five Points Circle area
(they designed three more between 1928 and
1936) and for over 40 years it housed the
popular delicatessen, Fred S. Jones & Co.
(Gary Dobbs)
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Hugh Martin
Like many of his colleagues, Hugh
Martin began his Birmingham architectural practice in the office of
Wheelock and Son. Martin had
graduated from the School of Architecture at Cornell University in
1894 and had practiced in Texas
and New York offices before coming
to Birmingham in 1899.
After a short stint with the
Wheelocks, he formed a partnership
with John A. Miller, a former
officemate from his New York years.
Over the next four decades they collaborated in the design of some
notable downtown buildings, including the Farley Building (1909),
the main building ol the Birmingham
Public Library (1927), and
Bromberg's downtown store (1946).
They also prepared plans for many
of the houses scattered throughout
the city's Southside. In the 1920s,
the Munger family commissioned
them to design several commercial
buildings around Five Points Circle.
Miller and Martin demonstrated their
fluency with the popular Spanish
Revival style and what was then the
most current design trend in the
country, Art Deco. With these
buildings they created an exceptionally fine suburban shopping
center, the most distinguished in
Alabama. Shortly before, in 1919,
Martin had designed this rather
modest house in the English cottage
tradition for himself, just a few
blocks away.24

Neighborhooding
Step Four:
Selecting a Style
Once the architect or builder was
chosen, there still was the question
of style. What should the house look
like? At any given period there were
always several styles popular in the
neighborhood and across the country. Probably the most fascinating
aspect of style, though , is that the
years between the 1880s and the
early 1900s were a time of cultural
fermentation and change wh ich was
chronicled in the period's domestic
architecture. The houses are, in effect , a diary in which we can "read"
the shift in taste and values that
took place, as well as how people
lived in ~he early 20th century.2s
The f1rst houses built in Five
Points (mid-1880s to mid-1890s)
reflected the eclectic tastes of Victorian America. Architects borrowed
freely from earlier architectural
perio~s to create the original , busy,
rambling structures that we
associate with the word Victorian.
The vitality and expansiveness that
characterized the country's
economic and social life in the
1880s were epitomized by the
~ueen Anne style, recognizable by
1ts asymmetrical profile, rooflines
with collections of turrets and
gables, and varied surface treatment. The irregularity of its outline
revealed "the occupants' search for
individuality and their interest in
functional design. Each bay, window,
porch, and other protrusion was considered evidence of some particular
activity taking place within ; it made
the spaces exactly right for playing
the piano, sewing, reading, or tending a hot stove . " 26 Though ideal for
the grandest houses, such as the
John Dwyer House, elements of the
style could also be adapted to more
modest cottages, such as the Willis
Newton House (see photographs and
discussion in Chapter 1). The Queen
Anne style was often embellished
with elements of other styles, such
as French Second Empire, to produce a house such as the one pictured , which belonged to John
Jackson McDavid and once stood at
the corner of 21st Street and 13th
Avenue South.

The late 1880s ushered in a
revolution in domestic technology
that changed the way houses
worked. The introduction of such
amenities as indoor bathrooms with
hot and cold running water and a
flushing water closet, electrical
heating, and lighting systems made
everyday living more convenient and
?omfortable. Homebuyers, accordIngly, became more interested in a
house's utilitarian features than its
appearance. It was not just new
homebuyers who demanded modern
and fully equipped houses. When
Mrs. Braxton B. Comer (whose husband was later governor of Alabama)
saw that the house of her newlywed
daughter, Sallie Lathrop, had electric
lights, hardwood floors and a hot air
furnace, she announced that "no
child of hers should have these
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Queen Anne style . John Jackson McDavid
House . Corner of 21st Street and 13th
Avenue South (now demolished), 1887;
William Bird , architect. (Archives, BPL)

modern conveniences when she did
not." Her husband quickly agreed to
update their gas-lighted , heavily
car~eted home (built just ten years
earlier, about 1890) with all of the
new improvement\3 .27
The devastating financial Panic of
1893 brought building in the
neighborhood, and throughout the
nation, to a standstill. Simultaneously, a major shift in architectural
styles was emerging , as revealed at
the Columbian Exposition , an extravagant world's fair that was held
in Chicago in the same year as the
pa~i~ . Its grand , classically derived
bu1ld1ngs made the eccentricities of
the Queen Anne and related styles
seem old-fashioned and coarse in
comparison. By 1900 Victorian eclecticism was considered passe as
American architects turned t~
classical Greek and Roman forms
for thei~ inspiration , and symmetrical
proport1ons and classical details
replaced irregular profiles and fanciful turrets.
Architects practicing in Five Points

were obviously aware of the new
trend: houses based on the cube
form, emphasizing balance and
order, can be found on almost every
block in the neighborhood . Actually,
there were several popular styles
that expressed this renewed interest
in classical values and associations.
One , the Colonial Revival style,
grew out of a reawakened interest in
the country's founding . The country's 1OOth birthday, in 1876,
celebrated at the Centennial Exposition that year in Philadelphia, fueled
a new fascination with preserving
national roots. Interest in historical
museums grew, following the example of Mount Vernon , and throughout
the country patriotic homebuyers
yearned for replicas of their
forefathers ' homes. Variations of the
Colonial Revival style included
Georgian Colonial Revival , Dutch
Colonial Revival (instantly recognized
by its gambrel roof), and Spanish
Colonial Revival , a good example of
which is seen in the Harry Wheelock
house (see " Selecting an
Architect' ).
A second style based on order
and classical detail is loosely termed
Classical Revival , represented here
by the Frank and Sallie Comer
Lathrop House. It is a two-storied
cube form with all elements on the
facade perfectly balanced on either
side of a prominent central feature
at the second story or along the
roofline (in this case a Palladian window with broken-pediment gable).
Architectural details (such as Ionic
columns) harked back to the
Renaissance or to ancient Greece
and Rome.
A third popular style based on a
symmetrical , self-contained form was
the Beaux Arts style. It emphasized
monumental scale with grand porch
entrances composed of colossal
(two-story) paired columns supporting a massive pediment. An
elaborate doorway often surmounted
by a second-story balcony made
Beaux Arts style houses all the more
imposing , as can be seen in the
Gustave Rotholz house.
Far less imposing but sharing a
preference for simplified forms and
symmetry were such utilitarian and
unpretentious styles as the
American Foursquare, identified by
its boxlike shape and hipped roof,
and the Homestead House, which

Classical Revival style. Frank H. and Sallie
Comer Lathrop House. 1923 14th Avenue
South , 1901 ; probably William C. Weston ,
architect. (Gary Dobbs)
Beaux Arts style . " Oak Terrace," Gustave
Rotholz House. 2125 16th Avenue South ,
1905; Robert Edgar Posey, architect. (Stephen
Stella)
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had evolved from the 19th-century
farmhouse and had many variants. A
good example of the latter is advertised as house plan number one in
The Dixie Manufacturer.
The most creative architectural
development of the period was
Frank Lloyd Wright's Prairie style,
which emerged in the early 1900s in
the suburbs of Chicago. The Prairie
style combined open floor plans and
many of the details and treatment of
materials found in contemporary
Craftsman houses (see following
pages) with a control that was expressed not in familiar classical
details but in the interpenetration of
spaces and strong horizontals. The
style, which Wright said was a
response to the wide open spaces of
the Midwest, is relatively rare in the
South . Birmingham is fortunate to
have several good examples of the
style in Five Points and in the vicinity of Rhodes Park. Probably all were
designed by S. Scott Joy (see
" Selecting an Architect'), whose
brother Ted lived briefly in the house
pictured here at 1933 16th Avenue
South . It is an excellent local version
of the Prairie style, with its flat
horizontal roofs, wide overhanging
eaves, bank of multiple windows,
cantilevered porch projection, and
formal rectangular panels .
The houses of the lower-income
residents in the neighborhood were
less a reflection of aesthetic
preference than a straightforward
response to the need for inexpensive
shelter. Nevertheless, two types of
worker-class housing had a distinct
design identity. The Shotgun style
pictured here was one of the most
common forms of vernacular (local
and not high style) architecture.
Although in other cities such as New
Orleans and Mobile frame shotguns
were often ornamented with Victorian scrollwork, in Birmingham they
were usually unadorned structures,
usually three rooms deep and one
room wide. The name shotgun probably derives from its room alignment.
That is, a pellet fired from a shotgun
could, theoretically, pass through the
front and out the back door without
hitting a wa11. 2s The second common
style was the Pyramid top, an
essentially square form with a
pyramid roof. Examples can be seen
in the vicinity of the 800 and 900
blocks of 23rd Street South.

American Foursquare or Classical Box
style . 1505 15th Street south , c. 1910.
(Stephen Stella)
, Prairie style. Ted Joy House. 1933 16th
Avenue South , c . 1906; probably designed by
S. Scott Joy. (Steph en Stella)
Shotgun style. 957 and 959 23rd Street
South , c. 1900. (Stephen Stella)
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The Craftsman Stvle

If there is a generic Five Points
house, it is probably in the Craftsman style. Examples of the style
are easily found on almost every
neighborhood block. Popular from
about 1900 to 1920, the Craftsman
style shared with its contemporaries,
Colonial Revival , Classical Revival,
and Beaux Arts, a reaction to the ornate and extravagant designs of the
Victorian era. But, whereas the
neoclassicists looked to ancient
Greece and Rome for inspiration,
the Arts and Crafts movement (out
of which evolved Craftsman architecture and furnishings) sought to
emulate an idealized medieval world.
The Arts and Crafts philosophy
developed in England in the 1870s
in reaction to the dreadful living conditions and shoddy workmanship
spawned by industrialization. It
called for a renewal of quality and
satisfaction in home life and work.
The Arts and Crafts creed was
closely related to a shift in values
that was taking place across the
Atlantic. Turn-of-the-century America
was in revolt against the excessive
materialism associated with the Gilded Age . Purify, revitalize, and reform
were the " buzz words" of the day.
This spirit sparked the Progressive
movement in American politics and
infiltrated all areas of life:

Interior of a Craftsman style home, probably
designed by William Welton. Welton must
have followed , almost to the letter, Gustav
Stickley's admonition to all would-be Craftsman designers: "First of all, do away with any
sense of elaboration and with the idea that a
house must be a series of cells, room upon
room, shut away from all others. Have a living
room , the 'great hall' of ancient dwellings.
This space is the opportunity for people to
come together, to sit around the fireplace, for
there must always be an open fire ." (William
Welton Scrapbook, Archives, BPL; Gary
Dobbs)

Theodore Roosevelt's strenuosity cult
and his interest in conservation, Frank
Lloyd Wright's organic architecture,
Mark Twain's realistic prose and
Frederick Jackson Turner's
hypothesis about the significance of
the frontier in American history were
all facets of this cultural
reorientation .zg

The period's fads reflected the
changed sensibilities: health foods,
no-frills clothing, hand crafts such as
batik, basket weaving, and pottery,
and a fascination with American Indian artifacts. In fact, much of what
is commonly associated with
late-1960s American popular culture
was actually a replay of what was in
vogue some half-century earlier.
Craftsman design ideas began to
take hold in this country in the late

.............................................................................. .
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The Craftsman Stl,Jie

1890s. One of their most influential
popularizers was Gustav Stickley,
who designed furniture and interior
fittings for people of moderate
means. Between 1901 and 1916 he
published The Craftsman magazine,
which featured his furniture, his
philosophy, and mail-order plans for
Craftsman homes. The photograph
of a Birmingham interior from this
period suggests that its designer,
probably architect William Leslie
Welton , was well-acquainted with
Stickley's views advocating "the
building in of furnishings that are
essentially structural features,
and ... the planning of . .. the
woodwork so that it embraces the
built-in fittings , so that every
bookcase or corner seat is a part of
the development of the
woodwork ."3o The furniture and fittings Stickley designed were usually
made from fumed oak with a coat of
lacquer and featured clean lines and
simple forms that expressed their
structure and were easily
reproduced.
A typical Craftsman house, exemplified by 1517 14th Street South,
generally has a rectangular form
with two stories and a gable, clipped
gable, or pent roof. The style's most
recognizable feature is the rich combination of natural materials used on
the exterior, in this case random
rubble or fieldstone in the foundation , porch piers, and chimney; clapboard and shingles (usually stained
or painted in earth hues) for siding;
stucco and half-timber in the gable
ends; and rafter ends and rusticated
brackets to express structure and
provide some three-dimensional
decoration.
Craftsman style. 1517 14th Street South , c.
1912. (Stephen Stella)

RECEPTION HALL.
RI::SIUF;NCE H. II WHEELOCK

DINING ROO M.

LIBRARY.

The home of a leading architect, Harry B.
Wheelock, shows how Classical , Craftsman,
and lingering Victorian touches coexisted at
the turn of the century. Many of the dining
room features , including the table, window
seats. hanging light fixture, and stenciled
walls above the plate rail look like they could
have come from the pages of Gustav
Stickley's Craftsman magazine. (Wheelock,
Joy, Wheelock, Architectural Work)
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The Bungalow style could be
considered a variation on the Craftsman . Typically it is a one-story
house with a pent or low-pitched
gable roof. Paired spreading-gable
roofs , such as on 1702 14th Avenue
South, are often the style's most
distinctive feature. Another important
element is the porch, likely to be of
random rubble or brick and stretching across the entire front of the
house . Having all rooms situated on
one floor made the design wellsuited to the middle-class family who
did not have servants in the house.
The Bungalow remained popular
through the 191 Os and 1920s; its
later variations used different forms
and ornamental motifs, particularly
Classical and Spanish Revival.
The Tudor Revival style is also
related to the Craftsman ; in fact ,
sometimes the two are so intertwined that a house could be correctly classified in either category. Its
trademark is the half-timbering and
stucco (or sometimes brick) found on
the second story or gable, as seen
here in the J. Cary Thompson
house. The initial influence of Tudor
Revival architecture emerged in the
United States in the late 1870s, 80s,
and 90s, reflecting in part an interest
in English " roots " parallel to the
growing interest in American
heritage . The expression of materials
associated with the Tudor style and
its representation of traditional
values were also themes of the
Craftsman style. Furthermore, its picturesque composition and romanticism had great appeal , so much
so, in fact, that its popularity was
renewed in the 1920s, after the
Craftsman style had left the scene.
Related to the Tudor Revival is the
English Cottage style (see the
Hugh Martin house in " Selecting an
Architect"), representing the same
values but drawing on medieval
English farmhouses for general
inspiration .

Bungalow style. 1702 14th Avenue South , c.
1923. (Stephen Stella)
Tudor Revival style. J. Cary Thompson
House. 1631 15th Avenue South , c. 1905.
(Birmingham deLuxe ; Gary Dobbs)
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Neighborhooding
Step Five:
Choosing an AlternativeThe Apartment House
If we could cut a Five Points
silhouette, we'd be surprised by its
verticality. Along with houses,
dozens of apartments ranging up to
nine stories tall would stand outlined
against the horizon. The
.
neighborhood's unique concentration
of old apartment houses-found
nowhere else in the city-is part of
its trademark. Apartments prominent
in the neighborhood's physical profile also helped to form its social
identity.
. .
The history of apartment bu1ldmg
in this country offers sharp insight
into attitudes about "home." 31
Although Boston's Hotel Pelham,
America's first apartment building,
went up in 1855, the form, "universal in Paris and common in most
other big European cities, was exotic
in the American modern city of the
late 1860s." Its late acceptance in
this country was in part because of
the strength of the Anglo-Saxon
ideal of the single-family residence
as the only respectable dwelling for
families of even modest means.
"French flats" (as apartments were
first called), conversely, conjured up
images of tenants of questionable
morality.32
The success of New York City's
elegant Stuyvesant Flats, de~igned
by French-trained architect Richard
Morris Hunt in 1869, however, set
off an apartment-construction boom
in the country. In Chicago, a little
more than a decade after the Fire of
1871 1 142 apartment buildings
went' up in a single year. Building up
was an obvious solution to the
skyrocketing real estate values that
resulted from post-Civil War land
speculation in cities everywhere. Investors, stimulated by the prospect
of ten-to-thirty-percent returns, and
tenants, facing housing shortages
that forced them to make-do m.
boarding houses, put aside the!r .
reservations about building or llvmg
in a " French flat."

Besides offering an affordable
place for a family to live and
economic rewards to investors,
apartment houses "captured the nation's fancy with unheard-of
technological advances and the efficient organization of domestic
chores. " 33 Apartments provided their
tenants with such modern (and not
yet altogether commonplace) co.nveniences as hot and cold runnmg
water steam heat, and electric
lights: plus services such as . .
elevators, switchboards, and dmmg
rooms, and more privacy than a
boardinghouse could offer. Investment in rental property in Birmingham , however, was not always
a certain bet. Richard Massey, some
twenty-five years after building the
Terrace Court, claimed that his
return was slight. Had he borrowed
the money for its construction, he
would have lost on the venture. He
advised, " I consider, in the long run ,
an apartment house in Birmingham
is the poorest investment one can
make." 34
Acceptance of apartments varied
from city to city. Reasons included
housing needs, availability of land
and capital, the quality of the
buildings, and tenants' aspi'tations. It
would appear from the number of
apartments built in Five Points and
the immediate vicinity between 1910
and 1930 that Birmingham's conditions favored the housing alter-
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1749-61 13th Avenue South. c. 1908; probably designed by T.U. Walter, Ill. (Gary
Dobbs)

native. But, clearly there was never
total acceptance and it was
sometimes considered more respectable for a young couple to live in a
boardinghouse until they could afford
to buy a home. Consequently, in addition to the many apartments, there
were boardinghouses scattered
through the neighborhood. It is clear,
however, that many were drawn to
Five Points not to live in its apartments or boardinghouses, but rather
" to have a little dirt around them
that was their own ." 35
Besides the Terrace Court, a bold
venture for its date and perhaps the
earliest " skyscraper" apartments
built in the Southeast, a few other
apartments were built in the
neighborhood before 1910. The
rowhouse style apartments at
1749-61 13th Avenue South (c.
1908; possibly T.U. Walter, Ill) are a
rare form for Birmingham but commonplace in northeastern cities like
Baltimore and Philadelphia.

Although sizeable stretches of
undeveloped land in Five Points
were converted to apartments, it was
more common to see apartments
built as infill among existing houses.
Neither was it unusual for a house
to be torn down and replaced by an
apartment building. The Richmond
(c. 1914) is a case in point. The
story goes that the Dillards, who had
recently purchased a substantial
house standing on the lot, decideddespite neighbors' objections-to
tear it down and put an incomeproducing structure in its place. The
Londons, their next-door neighbors,
returned from summer vacation and
found the house gone and the foundation for The Richmond already
laid . To their dismay (and before
building codes prevented it) the
apartment was built right to their
property line a6
Many other apartments were built
in the mid-1910s. The four-unit was
a popular type (through the 1920s)
that blended comfortably with singlefamily houses. These two-story
apartments were generally narrow
and deep, the rooms strung out like
railroad cars, causing one to lament
in her diary,

TilE Hlt'll\!0'\ll.
The Richmond. 2030 Highland Avenue , c .
1914 (Art Work, 1923; Gary Dobbs)
Invitation to the christening of Terrace
Court, November 6, 1907. (Richard Massey
Scrapbook, Tutwiler, BPL; Gary Dobbs)
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Present day apartments are not built
for birth and death and babies. Narrow stairs are not made for ambulance stretchers nor coffins.
Seldom an open fire where wee tots
can be bathed, and old folks warm
their aching bones.
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Although layouts varied, the standard arrangement had a dining room
(often larger than the living room,
which was reserved for company)
and an adjoining reception hall or
library where the family spent most
of its time. Bedrooms were as in
many houses of that day primarily
for sleeping and dressing and were
fairly small. Closet space was
limited , as it was customary to use
armoires or chifferobes. Innovations
in space utilization such as the Murphy " in-a-dor bed " made limited
space more versatile.37
Apartments in Five Points were
considered a suitable housing alternative by many from all walks of life.
The Terrace Court, the grande
dame of the form, initially catered
(but never exclusively) to professionals and business executives who
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"The Pride of the H1ghlands"
Terrace Court

Terrace Court.

South 20th Street,
Birmingham, A la .

Suppose for a moment that it's
the evening of November 6, 1907,
and you're standing on the broad
marble entrance to Terrace Court.
One among a crowd of over 200,
you have come to celebrate the
christeni ng of Richard Massey's
swanky new apartment house,
reputed to be the finest south of
Washington D.C. As you stroll to the
first-floor cafe to get a cup of
" refreshing punch," in the
background an orchestra is playi.~g a
"charming programme of mus1c.
Meanwhile, several guests drift up to
the roof garden, resplendent with incandescent lights and Japanese
lanterns; others wander below to the
billiard and ladies' card rooms (recent site of Black Dogg's). Many
" congenial parties" are also under
way in individual apartments~ g1ven
by tenants who have joined .'n the
festive spirit. The bnll1antly lighted
open court decorated ";:ith pa~ms
provides the stage for beautifully
gowned" Miss Lucille Gaston, who
with the words " I christen thee ,
Terrace Court," and with one effort
[broke] the bottle of champagne . ..
against the brick wall of the mam
building amid the applause of
hundreds. 38

There was little (if any) adverse reaction
from the neighborhood when Terrace Court
was built in 1907. According to one long-t1me
resident, it was always considered a " different
breed of dog" from other apartments. Even
the Nabers family whose house is pictured
next door had no strong objections. Mrs. Raymond Jones, who grew up in the house,
remembers only that the construction workers
were keely interested in her older sister. (Archives, BPL)

Massey had built Birmingham'sand possibly the South's-first "high
class" apartment house. 39 And he
had done so in the face of a financial panic and a labor strike during
which the incompleted building was
sabotaged . Gov. William D. Jelks,
praising Massey's achievement, was
moved to remark, "There may be
other Terrace Courts in the future,
but those who erect them will be
copyists. " 40
Massey was, above all else, the
quintessential experimenter, and Terrace Court was the apotheosis of his
ingenuity. He financed the $180,000
venture without borrowing a dime,
giving the apartment the rer:utation
of being the only one in the city
without a mortgage. Built of reinforced concrete (almost unheard of
for apartments then) and fireproofed

There was indeed cause for
celebration. "Plucky" (to use the
word of a contemporary) Richard
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construction, it was believed to be
Birmingham's first fireproof building.
Besides equipping each apartme~~
with "every modern convenience,
the building's design (H-shaped)
gave each room an outside exposure. The walls and floors were
"deadened" for soundproofing. It
was even dustproofed by means of
an apparatus that carried dust to the
basement through airtight
compartmentS. 41
.
.
It is to the credit of 1ts des1gner,
New Zealand-born William C .
Weston , that the apartment was .
praised as even " ahead of the c1ty
in its splendor." It was a rather .
ironic tribute, however, because It
was Weston who had created much
of the splendor in the city's skylme:
the woodward, Frank Nelson , and
Brown-Marx buildings, to name three
of his early skyscrapers. For Terrace
Court he used gold-colored pressed
brick and dark brown terra cotta
moldings. Balconies were of wrought
iron. A Beaux Arts portico marked
the main entrance at the head of a
grand staircase of white marble.
It is not known what Influenced
Massey and Weston in the design of
Terrace Court, but they seem to
.
have been attuned to ideas voiced m
an article about Chicago apartment
building in the February 1907 Architectural Record. The author contended that many Chicago apartments, reflecting Anglo-Saxon
domesticity, were far superior to
their " big and showy" Frenchinfluenced counterparts, many of
which were found in New York. Part
of the " domestic feel " was achieved
by arranging apartments around
large open courts. " It is, of co~rs.e,
these courts which give the bu1ldmgs
their character, and .. . several of
them in the English fashion , derive
their names from this characteristic."
Using " simple and unpretentious"
designs and a "good colored brick"
were also recommended. But, above
all else, the apartment when finished
was to " emphatically look as if people of refinement and taste might
prefer to live in it. " 42
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preferred the convenience of apartment living. Dr. I.J . Sellers, a physician who lived there in the 191 Os,
did so to ease the housekeeping
burden on his wife, who was not in
good health . In 1913 the presidents
of the Protective Life Insurance
Company and the Alabama Abstract
Company resided there along with
George Gordon Crawford , the president of the Tennessee Coal , Iron
and Railroad Company. Apartments
like The Richmond provided homes
for salesmen , bookkeepers, railroad
passenger agents, and widows, but
occasionally listed someone like Tom
Martin , vice president (later president) of the Alabama Power Company, among its tenants .4 3
Homeowners were mixed in their
reaction to new apartments in the
neighborhood . " You kept them out if
possible" was the attitude of many.
Apartment tenants were considered
less responsible , less permanent in
their commitment to the area. Many
thought nothing ruined the
neighborhood quicker than apartments, which often attracted the
" hickory nuts" (the most common
variety of nut). Before the Richelieu
Apartment was built at the corner of
16th Avenue and 15th Court South ,
residents in the immediate
neighborhood circulated a petition to
stop its construction . Grace Hines,
who lives across the street from the
Richelieu , recalled ,
My father refused to sign it [the petition) . He said he loved people and he
believed in progress and he didn 't
see how he could sign a petition to
keep someone from building on that
big empty lot. They were lovely apartments when they were built ... in
1928 . .. and lovely young couples
moved into them 44

Cristeen. 1141 14th Street South , c. 1930
(Stephen Stella)
The Highland Plaza. 2250 Highland Avenue ,
1924; Denham, Van Keuren & Denham, architects (Archives, BPL)

But it wasn 't just the neighbors
who were, at times, reluctant to accept apartments. Some realtors,
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eager to make the most of the " Own
Your Own Home" campaign that
swept the country after World War I,
saw apartments as a direct threat to
business. Whereas many in the
country advocated that apartments
(unlike boardinghouses) could provide what William Dean Howells
called ''the moral effect of
housekeeping ," realtors in Birmingham warned of just the opposite. " Can a half dozen or so
rented . . . apartments ... ever
prove tremendous moral forces in
the life of a man who was denied as
a child the privilege of a home
owned by his mother and father? "
questioned a Birmingham Real
Estate Board officer in 1924. He
concluded, " The assertion is
therefore ventured that the welfare of
the child is, after all , the strongest
argument in favor of home
ownership. " 4 5
Other realtors , .like those who attended the Third Annual Conference
for Developers of High Class
Residential Property held in Birmingham in 1919, had different concerns. Robert Jemison, Jr. ,
representing the city, and realtors
from Dallas, Kansas City, and
Baltimore addressed the topic of the
effect of apartments on exclusive
residential property. Acknowledging
the " prejudice against an apartment
house, no matter where you put it,"
they generally concurred that the
size and character of the building
(ideally no more than three stories
tall and two apartments wide,
designed in a style compatible with
surrounding homes) and the
character of the tenants would
mitigate somewhat the resistance. 4 6
Their conclusions were apparently
incorporated in the planning of apartments like the Cristeen at 1141 14th
Street South . Well sited and designed , its tenants were probably an
average sampling of those considered " desirable" in 1930. Two of
its fifteen apartments were vacant;
four tenants were salesmen. The

balance included a stenographer,
auditor, branch manager of a Piggly
Wiggly store, manager of a candynovelty company, meter reader for
Birmingham Electric Company,
nurse, assistant advertising manager
for Progressive Farmer, building
superintendent (who was black), and
finally Rollo J. Steinmehl , who listed
his occupation as " golf." 4 7
The mid-1920s was a boomtime
for Birmingham as it was for the rest
of the nation . During that decade the
city's population grew to 430,000, a
45 percent increase over the
previous census. Much of the construction actively associated with
growth focused on building apartments in Five Points and other
Southside neighborhoods. In addition
to the two and three-story units built
on or near streetcar lines, like the
Cristeen on 14th Street South ,
builders were experimenting with
new kinds of accommodations. An
article in a 1925 newspaper noted:

Castle (now Royal Arms Apartments,

1927; probably William Leslie
Welton) . A pseudo-medieval castle,
its design suggests the larger
Romantic Revival movement that
was under way in architecture in the
1920s, producing such exotica as
the Fox Theatre in Atlanta and the
Florentine Building in Birmingham .
" That horrible Quinlan Castle " provoked a shudder in some
neighborhood residents, yet its
owners advertised it as " the most
artistically modern apartments in the
city .. . . Its exterior is one of the
most unique and arresting in the entire country." Its name derives from
Quinlan Avenue (9th Avenue South 's
original name), which acknowledged
Bishop Quinlan from Mobile who had
purchased the hilltop and some of
the surrounding property from the
Elyton Land Company ostensibly for
the location of the city's first Catholic
church . Although far from a masterpiece of architectural design , the
neighborhood landmark is a bold
So rapidly has Birmingham grown in
the last year that for the first time in
statement adding a romantic
its history there is now urgent need
silhouette to the city 's skyline and
for an apartment hotel, different from
reminding us of the decade's penany hostelry that heretofore has
chant for novelty and adventure.
served the guests of the Magic City.
Whose fantasy was the Quinlan
Apartment hotels were built to serve
Castle? One legend suggests that
both the permanent tenant and the
two Birmingham doctors stationed in
visitor coming to conduct temporary
southern France during World War I
business in the city but wanting
were greatly impressed by one of its
homelike accommodations for his
medieval castles, possibly the one in
family . Although each apartment
Carcassonne. When they returned
hotel operated differently (some had
home they decided to recreate it on
communal dining rooms ; kitchenettes the 21st Street hill. H.P. Hanna,
were provided in others), those like
president of the Quinlan Constructhe Highland Plaza (1924; Denham ,
tion Company, was a physician who
Van Keuren & Denham) and its
served in the war, so the story could
downtown counterpart, the recently
at least be partially true-but what
converted Ridgely, offered many
about the second doctor? Docuhotel conveniences (central switchments suggest that it was designed
board , common social and game
by William Leslie Welton , a promirooms) to both the long and shortnent architect in the city, but other
term lessee. Two other skyscraper
evidence suggests C.W. Ford, a real
apartments, the Dulion and LaSalle,
estate man ; still another source
were also built in the 1920s just off
Five Points Circle , adding versatility
to neighborhood accommodations as
well as height to its skyline.4B
There is no apartment in Five
Points-or building for that ·matter -with a more mysterious or complicated past than the Quinlan
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credits it to a W. Walton Ford
(maybe a mistaken fusion of Welton
and Ford) . Compounding the contradictions, a 1929 newspaper advertisement claims it was modeled not
from a French castle, but " from the
actual plans of a medieval English
castle."
Almost from the start, the building
seemed jinxed. Its original owners
bailed out after only a few years and
during the Depression its ownership
and management changed hands
several times. In 1940 (ten years
prior to the Communist witch hunts
spearheaded by U.S. Sen. Joe
McCarthy) , a Birmingham police
lieutenant, Ollie F. Osborne, led a
raid on the Quinlan Castle because
it was rumored to be a " Communist
Party headquarters." Robert Hall ,
then secretary of the Communist
Party chapter in Birmingham , had an
apartment there and in his room
they found a letter from a TVA
employee implicating communist activities in that federal agency.
"Headquarters" was clearly an exaggeration , but nevertheless the
damage was done. The building
changed hands once again and was
renamed Royal Arms in the attempt
to erase the stigma of its past
associations.4 9
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Quinlan Castle . 2030 9th Avenue South,
1927; probably designed by William Welton .
(Courtesy Jackie Dobbs, Old Birmingham
Photos)
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4. Peopling a Neighborhood:
Who Lived in Five Points

Perhaps the most formidable facet
of this Five Points exploration is
bringing its people back to life . Early
buildings survive to suggest the setting in which they lived , but few Five
Points pioneers are left to share
their first-hand memories.
The 1900 census provides some
basic facts about the 4,000-plus
residents who were living in what
just ten years earlier was the sparsely settled Town of Highland. The
neighborhood , like Birmingham , was
diverse. Listed in the census were
up-and-coming industrialists,
businessmen , and professionals, and
impoverished unskilled laborers;
native-born white Protestants and
Italian Catholics and German Jews;
well-to-do white women and their
maids and laundresses. It was,
however, predominantly white, Protestant, native, and middle to uppermiddle class. By 1900 some of Birmingham 's most notable achievers
in industry, commerce, law, and
politics made their home in Five
Points. On Highland Avenue alone
resided industrial leaders Morris
Adler and William Hassinger, attorneys Alex London and John
Tomlinson, newspaper editor E.W.
Barrett, and business and real estate
notables Caldwell Bradshaw, Jacob
Fies, and W.J. Rushton . Around the
corner on 20th Street lived two men
of state-wide prominence: James
Bowron , an Englishman who was
secretary-treasurer of the Tennessee
Coal, Iron and Railroad Co. (TCI),
the leading industrial corporation in
the state, and Braxton B. Comer,
elected governor in 1906 as a Progressive fighting for railroad reform .
Nearby were families with close ties
to the city 's and county's originsthe Worthingtons, Naberses,
Moltons, and Henleys, to name only
a few . Although residents had
migrated to the New South's Magic
City from all over, most had come
from the Southeast-primarily

Alabama, Tennessee , and Georgia.
Only 15 percent of the neighborhood
household heads who were native
Americans were from other sections,
divided equally between the Midwest
and Northeast. 1
In 1917 a writer for Collier 's
Weekly visited Birmingham to see
what life in the city was about. It
was, he concluded , " all business. "
In his description of the prototypical
Birmingham businessman , we may
find a caricature of some of Five
Points' early residents:
a big , powerful fellow with an honest
blue eye and an expression in which
self-confidence , ambition, and power
are blended ... and , like Bi rmingham , he is a little bit naive in the
pride of success .

The consummate entrepreneur, he
talked business with his wife " at
breakfast and dinner." He had no
hobbies , save golf, which was not
for diversion but to improve his " efficiency" on the job. As an added
bonus , the links provided an alternative forum for conducting business
with his associates, who played it for
the same reason. His house, too,
could have been plucked out of Five
Points, if we make allowances for
the air of condescension in the
author's description :
His house is pleasant and stands
upon a good-sized city lot. It is filled
with very shiny mahogany furniture
and strong-colored portieres and sofa
cushions . It is rather more of a house
than he requires , for his tastes are
simple , but he has a feeling that he
ought to have a large house, for the
same reason that he and his wife
ought to dress expensively-that is ,
out of respect , as it were , to his
business. 2

Middle and upper-middle class
white women in the neighborhood
were primarily homemakers,
although their activities sometimes
extended beyond the home sphere .
They organized groups like the Cadmean Circle (today Alabama 's oldest
literary club) and the Highland Book
Club and dinner clubs like The
Harveys, " a very smart set" of
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young married couples, including the
Walker Percys, Henry Badhams, and
Webb Crawfords. In addition to
supervising the affairs of the house ,
some women also distributed their
personal calling cards, indicating the
time and day they were available for
visiting . On the prescribed day
women such as Mrs. Thomas
Greene Bush received guests in
their elegant homes for usually no
longer than a twenty-minute visit. In
addition to providing diversions and
intellectual stimulation , these clubs
and gatherings helped strengthen
the women 's sense of belonging and
the entire neighborhood 's spirit of
connectedness.3
Edith Ward London grew up, married , and raised a family in and
around Five Points. Her diary provides an immediate sense of th e
everyday life of comfortable women
in the neighborhood . On August 6,
1900, she wrote :
Take a ride on the Tourist's Car
around the Birmingham district.
Refreshen hamper for Mrs. Fort. Avail
myself of cut prices in the stores to
remodel the clothes I must have in
the fall ... . Do my full duty in the
line of mending , basket-work and exercise that I have set for myself. And
have Lucine read " Ulysses " to me.

Her intimate account of a Saturday
shared with her husband suggests
the gentle passage of time at the
turn of the century:
Late this afternoon John and I started
on a jaunt. Went to the corner
grocery [at Five Points] and bought a
can of salmon and a box of butterthins , borrowed a lump of ice and
lemon from ou r friend the vegetable
man , then went to the .. . house at
1031 [21st Street South , her motherin-law's residence]. There we cut
flowers , and took them to Mrs. Fort
and Tenny, who had a fine boy born
today . . .. Then had supper , a bottle

of beer being discovered in the cupboard , and what a feast it was! . . . I
laid on the sofa till eight, while John
read to me. Then we joined Everards
and Jane and went to see a most
abominable performance at the Bijou,
where shady jokes and horse-play,
helped out by a hard worked, well
costumed chorus, made the audience
howl with laughter and brought plenty
of applause. 4

Five Points at the century's beginning included 9 percent (63) firstgeneration immigrants; another 7
percent were second generation.
Greater ethnic concentrations were
found on the outskirts of Birmingham , usually near mines and
furnace operations. Within the city
limits, a large German population
lived just northwest of Five Points
In 1900 the average household in near Behrens Park (about where Jordan Park is now located). Of those
Five Points contained almost six
of foreign descent within the Five
(5.9) people. Children in the
Points neighborhood , Germans were
neighborhood never wanted for
the
most numerous, followed by a
playmates. Baseball games were
few Irish, English, Swiss, Canadians,
always in progress, often at the
and Italians. The ethnic concentrapresent site of Magnolia Park, or
tion was greatest in the vicinity of
even in the lightly traveled streets.
Magnolia Point (between 22nd and
Bicycling excursions to all sections
of town were commonplace. Stealing 24th streets south and 8th and
Magnolia avenues). By the 1920s,
sticks, kick-the-can, roller skating
however, many of these immigrants
along Highland Avenue, mastering
had relocated to other parts of the
the newly invented yo-yo, and playcity and the area was predominantly
ing shinny (hockey on roller skates)
black. Some foreign-born residents
kept others amused. For those with
stayed on and, according to blacks
an appelite, a street vendor could
who grew up there, operated most of
often be found peddling hot tamales
the black-patronized corner
along Highland Avenue. Probably
groceries.7
the unanimous favorite was taking
Many Jewish families made their
the streetcar downtown to see a
home in Five Points as well as other
nickel movie.s
Teenage boys often spent Sunday sections of Southside. By 1910
many Reform Jews who had
afternoons "cruising Highland
Avenue " to call on their favorite
originally settled in the vicinity of
girls. A popular stop was the
Kelly Ingram Park downtown, near
Margaret Apartments (site of the
the first Temple Emanu-El, migrated
to the Southside. They were followed
Gulf Station), at the intersection of
21st Place South, but "stops" took
through the 191 Os and 1920s by Orjust a few minutes. According to one thodox Jews who belonged to
K'nesseth Israel. In Five Points it
who spent his youth in Five Points,
no one went steady then; if a girl
was common to find Jewish fam ilies
dated one boy exclusively they
living in pockets throughout the
thought she was " queer. " Occasion- neighborhood. One such pocket in
the 1920s was along 14th and 15th
ally their games were more daring.
avenues (roughly between 14th and
One of the more notorious Halloween pranks in the neighborhood was 17th streets), where seven or eight
the inspiration of several refined little families lived . Other Jewish families
ladies and gentlemen, who removed
lived close together in the blocks
behind Temple Beth-El. Five Points
the heavy stone balls crowning the
had both German-Jewish and
fence around one of Highland
Russian-Jewish groups, who accordAvenue's most auspicious
residences (now Daniel's Opticians).
ing to one scholar " were still worlds
While their co-conspirator (Captain
apart by the 1930s." It was the
Dick, the neighborhood policeman)
perception of some, in fact, that German Jews considered the recently
turned his head, the trick-or-treaters
rolled the stone balls down the 20th
immigrated Russian Jews to be their
Street hill.6
social inferiors and discriminated
against them. The Reform Jews,
who attended Temple Emanu-El,
were often of German descent, and
included leaders in Birmingham
commerce, several professionals,
and a few who had made fortunes in
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This must have been a familiar scene each
weekday afternoon at Five Points Circle:
police officer Charles Tulley helping
schoolchildren (whom he called his " biddies" )
cross the busy Five Points Circle intersection.
Protecting the children (students at the nearby
South Highland School) sometimes included
carrying the littlest ones across himself. But
Officer Tulley didn't go unrewarded: the
photograph's caption notes that at Christmas
the children gave him six carloads of gifts.
(Archives, BPL)
Fredrika Ferguson and H.H. Sinnige share a
leisurely afternoon (c. 1899) on the front porch
of the Sinnige home that stood at the corner
of Highland Avenue and 22nd Street South
(now an entrance ramp to the Red Mountain
Expressway.) (Archives, BPL)

industry and real estate. The Jews
who had broken from the Orthodox
K'nesseth Israel and formed Temple
Beth-El , the " modern yet traditional
congregation ," included many of
Russian or eastern European
backgrounds. With several important
exceptions, such as Louis Pizitz,
they were not as prosperous nor did
they have the same formal education
as their Reform brethren . Despite
the differences between the two
groups , there was a network of
heritage and faith connecting them ,
symbolized by the proximity of Temple Emanu-El (1913) and Temple
Beth-El (1927)8.
The presence of the temples on
the neighborhood 's prestigious
Highland Avenue suggests also that
if Jews were not unconditionally
welcomed into Five Points, neither
were they excluded from it. Prejudice is rarely documented and consequently difficult to prove, but interviews with Jews and gentiles in the
neighborhood indicate that they were
assimilated without much difficulty.
There were exceptions, of course . A
Jewish attorney who grew up in Five
Points in the 1920s recalled one or
two anti-Semitic families who prohibited their children from playing
with him . Another remembered that
when three or four Jewish families
moved onto a block some people
worried that they were " taking
over. " But there was also the ethic
of " being neighborly." Customs
were learned and exchanged.
Daughters of one of the
neighborhood 's few Catholic
households recalled that during
holidays their Orthodox Jewish
neighbors prepared special dishes
for them to enjoy and they, in
accordance with Orthodox custom ,
sent all plates back unwashed.e
Five Points had evolved in fits
and starts over its first fifty years,
the product of many people's efforts.
It lacked the unity of a single comprehensive development plan carried
out by a single builder. Because of
its unsystematic growth, systematic
exclusion of any group (except
blacks) was difficult to implement. In
this respect it was unlike such contemporary developments as Glen Iris
Park, masterminded by Robert

Jemison, Sr., at the turn of the century, and Mountain Terrace , a
neighborhood planned several years
later by his son , Robert Jemison , Jr.
Both were carefully platted and landscaped and access to both was just
as carefully controlled. The result
was neighborhoods much less
heterogeneous than Five Points .
Developers around the country
shared some of the Jemisons' interest in developing exclusive
residential property. Some of them ,
representing such cities as
Baltimore, Kansas City, and Dallas,
met with Robert Jemison , Jr. , in Birmingham in 1919 to address their
common concerns . One item on the
agenda was: shall we sell to Jewish
people? Some stated they did-and
would-since some of their wealthier
citizens were Jews. Their assimilation into high-class neighborhoods
was easier if they were " pet
Jews" -a term used by the Dallas
developer to describe upstanding
Jews who often either married into
gentile families or associated exclusively with them . Others had the
clear-cut and openly admitted policy
of not selling to Jews. Jemison offered this advice to his colleagues:
I believe if you can get out of it [selling to Jews] you are very lucky . I
have gotten out of it as far as Mountain Terrace is concerned , but I got
into it, so far as the Ridgely Apartment is concerned. We were threatened with a boycott on account of the
position we took , but that has finally
blown away. 1o

This understanding of Mountain Terrace more sharply delineates the irregularity and vitality inherent in Five
Points' social profile .
The social history of Five Points
between 1880 and 1930 brims with
subtleties and inconsistencies: Five
Points was not quite a suburb , yet it
had clearly separated itself from the
city. It had a little of both-it was a
town within a city. The consequences of this fence-straddling
position meant that its social identity
was, like its fluctuating boundaries
and names, never fixed . From the
beginning it included city fringe as
well as city flight. And , because of
this, Five Points was an important
juncture in the evolution of suburban
development in Birmingham .
It was a retreat for the early city's
well-to-do, but not entirely an escape
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from the " other half." In some
cases, the other half was just around
the corner. It is instructive to
remember that Birmingham was in
its infancy when Five Points was
developed . In such a young city
there was simply not an abundance
of wealthy people , clearly not
enough to fill every nook and cranny
of a good-sized neighborhood . Many
of the up-and-coming who moved
originally to Five Points would , particularly in the 1920s, move on (with
the automobile 's help) over the
mountain to such newer, more exclusive and smoke-free suburbs as
Robert Jemison, Jr. 's Redmont and
Mountain Brook. As the grandfather
of the city 's blue-blood
neighborhoods, Five Points served
many as a stepping stone out of the
city and over Red Mountain .
What appears to be the common
denominator for most who called
Five Points home in its first fifty
years was a sense of community,
personal connections that crossed
boundaries of income, race , religion ,
and nationality. The neighborhood's
accepted patterns of life depended
on these criss-cross connections .
That is not to deny that there was a
firmly planted hierarchy, with blacks
usually on the pyramid 's bottom . But
even from widely separated stations,
paths crossed constantly.
This interchange was not unique
to Five Points but a rather typical
phenomenon of southern urban life
in this period. What is special-and
may even be unique-about Five
Points is that it contained within its
eighty-odd blocks each of the
elements in the city's diverse racial ,
economic, ethnic, and religious profile . Five Points was home to
Haskins Williams who lived in a fine
house on 20th Street; it was also
home for his lifelong maid and cook
who lived in a frame cottage just
blocks away. Julian Adler, a young
Jewish boy growing up on Highland
Avenue , had mostly gentile friends .
Five Points in its first fifty years was,
above all else, a microcosm of Birmingham . Its heterogeneity was one
of its distinctive trademarks. No better illustration of its variety is found
than in the profiles of six unrelated-but connected-residents.

A Stroll through Five Points
in 1910
Step inside Signature House, a
part of the Cobb Lane complex on
20th Street South , and you're as
close as you can get to sensing
turn-of-the-century Five Points. The
stately old home of the Haskins
Williams family has hardly been
altered . With its intricate woodwork,
dazzling stained-glass window, and
period light fixtures still intact, it provides a good starting place for a
short walk through the
neighborhood, heading north on 20th
Street and turning east onto
Highland Avenue. If we were to
follow this route-but in the year
191 0-we'd likely encounter the people profiled in the next few pages.
Maude Bennett
If we started the walk early in the
day, we would probably see Maude
Bennett coming to work. Her
emp~oyers, the Haskins Williams
family, lived in what is now called
Signature House.
"Miss Maude," as she was
known to many, lived where the
Southtown Housing Project now
stands, in a simple frame cottage
that she owned, and before that, her
parents-in-law, the Sapps, had
owned. The Sapps moved to Birmingham in the 1890s from Eufaula,
Alabama, probably in response to
the increased job opportunities .
Lawrence Sapp, Maude Bennett's
first husband, was a shoemaker and
had a shop in a room off their front
porch . Each day his wife walked to
the Williams house; she never lived
"on the place" as many servants did
in those days. After returning home
at night she often went to Wesley
Snowden's Restaurant (present site
of One-Stop Grocery on 23rd Street
South) to help him fry fish for his
customers.
Several other members of their
family had migrated from Eufaula
and the Sapps' home was a gathering place for them . They belonged to
the Bethel Baptist Church, which
was just down the street from their
house. It was, in fact, the center of
their social life. Each Sunday nearly
the entire day was devoted to
church, returning home at midday
only for a quick noon meal.

Haskins Williams House (now Signature
House). 1312 20th Street South , c. 1901 ;
Joseph Turner. architect. Haskins Williams
was a senior partner in the Birmingham Rail
& Locomotive Company. In this c. 1905
photograph are his wife, Bertha Williams, and
daughter Emily (seated) and his sister ,
Margretta Williams (standing) , who operated a
kindergarten in thf31neighborhood. (Courtesy
Emily Williams Bowman)
Maude Bennett holding Emily Williams
Bowman's son , Haskins. (Courtesy Dr .
Margaret Bennett Little)
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Maude Bennett was almost as
devoted to the Williams family for
whom she served as maid , cook,
and nurse for close to forty years .
They considered her " just like a
member of the family ." She named
two of her children, Emily and
James Haskins, for her employer
and his daughter, expressing the
spirit of kinship between them . Emily
Williams Bowman later remembered
when she married and left home for
New York City, "Maude cried as
much as my mother did" at her
departure. She is pictured here
holding Emily's son , for whom she
cared when they visited from out of
town. 11

Pattie Ruffner Jacobs
Continuing down 20th Street to
Highland Avenue, we might see Pattie Ruffner Jacobs, who lived on
Beech Street (now 21st Way South),
pass by in her novel electric
automobile on her way downtown.
Nineteen-ten happened to have
been a pivotal year in the life of this
strong-willed and independent
woman . She attended a national
child labor conference held in Birmingham at which the famous social
reformer, Jane Addams, spoke. At
its conclusion Pattie Jacobs turned
to the woman who had invited her to
attend and said, "I have seen
enough. We must organize for the
vote."
An indefatigable southern lady,
Pattie Jacobs devoted the next
decade to leading the Alabama
movement for women's suffrage.
Despite valiant efforts, she failed to
persuade the Alabama Legislature to
ratify the 19th Amendment in 1919
(not one Deep South state approved
it). But the national victory-if not
the local battle-was won the next
year.
Jacobs' concern for humanity was
far-reaching . Several years after suffrage had been won, she spoke out
against voting restrictions, which
prevented blacks like Maude Bennett
from casting their ballots:
I believe that qualified Negro men
and women should be allowed to express their choice of candidates . . .
in the ballot box; and that exactly the
same test should be applied to them
as is applied to other citizens, no
more or less.
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She used her influence in the suffrage battle to confront other issues:
leasing convicts to work in private
coal mines and the abuse of child
labor. She became acquainted with
Eleanor and Franklin Roosevelt and
in 1933 was appointed to head the
Women's Division of the Consumer
Advisory Board of the National
Recovery Administration (NRA). At
the time of her death in 1935 she
headed the Tennessee Valley
Authority's (TVA) Birmingham
office .12
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Pattie Ruffner Jacobs. Portrait by Eleanor
Massey Bridges. The strong-willed suffragette
made a profound and lasting impression on
Richard Massey's young daughter, Eleanor.
Many years later she painted her portrait.
When Jacobs saw the finished work she
asked that her grey eyes be changed to blue.
But after friends told her that the eyes " didn 't
look right ," Pattie Jacobs had Bridges change
them back to grey . (Alabama Archives and
History)
Pattie Jacobs' Christmas card of 1934 is still
something of a mystery. That year she was in
charge of the Tennessee Valley Authority 's
(TVA) Birmingham office , having been in
Washington the year before as a Roosevelt
appointee in the National Recovery Administration (NRA) . The references to the
other New Deal agencies have still to be
deciphered . (Archives , BPL)

Richard W. Massey
As we turn onto Highland Avenue,
Richard Massey passes by on foot.
Walking at his cutomary brisk pace,
he is en route to check on a recent
investment venture, Terrace Court.
A neighbor of Pattie Ruffner
Jacobs on 21st Way South, he
shared her concern about developing women's potential, but directed
his energy into training them for jobs
rather than getting them the vote.
In 1887, shortly after arriving in
Birmingham, he opened the Massey
Business College with a faculty of
two, a student body of five , textbooks which he authored , and a
rented typewriter. According to his
daughter, Massey had a beautiful
sister who never married ,
presumably because the Civil War
had left a dearth of men . She grew
old and embittered , leading an idle
and unhappy existence. The distress
this caused her brother inspired him
to establish a school where unmarried women could develop
secretarial skills to use in the
marketplace . From meager beginnings, Massey developed a network
of colleges throughout the
Southeast.
There seemed no limit to
Massey's energy or resourcefulness .
Besides demonstrating prowess in
real estate investment, he owned
one of the city 's most magnificent
homes. Around 1905 he moved his
growing family into the Beaux Arts
style house designed by Joseph
Turner, who had also designed the
Haskins Williams (now Signature)
house . Although his wife protested
that she did not want to live "away
out there in the country," she was
quickly won over by its charm . Probably its most outstanding feature
was the formal Italian garden, for
which he brought over European
gardeners to care for the flowers ,
statuary, and fountains. Both house
and gardens were sacrificed to the
bulldozer to make way for the Red
Mountain Expressway.13

Massey's Italian gardens, in back of his
home on 21st Way South. (Archives, BPL)
Richard Massey. (Courtesy Eleanor Massey
Bridges; Gary Dobbs)
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Hannah Elliott
As we proceed east on Highland
Avenue we encounter a woman
garbed in a black dress and neck
ribbon, a black hat that resembles a
tam-o-shanter with a brim, and tennis shoes. By uniform alone, we
know it must be Hannah Elliott.
A bonafide Five Points
character-others might have said
eccentric-Miss Hannah was a
woman who touched the lives of
many neighborhood residents. She
was an artist , Alabama's foremost
painter of miniature portraits, and a
teacher of painting and art appreciation . In fact, she taught Richard
Massey's talented daughter, Eleanor,
but only after she personally
reassured the reluctant father, who
worried that Eleanor would become
" too smart to get a husband."
There are more Hannah Elliott
stories to relate than space permits.
The independent young southern
belle came from a distinguished
family and was trained in Europe.
She claimed that the happiest day of
her life was on her 28th birthday
when "her mother told her she did
not have to marry." She was actually quite poor and was helped by
generous patrons throughout her life.
Her studio was in her house,
perched on the steep hill behind
South Highland Presbyterian Church.
According to her student, Arthur
Stewart, the one-story rambling
house had walls covered with books
and furniture in varying stages of
disrepair. Strewn everywhere were
busts, plaster casts, paintings and
easels. Fond memories suggest that
there was still a bit of enchantment
amidst the discomfort and disarray:

Hannah Elliott. This watercolor portrait by her
student, Arthur Stewart , was completed in
about twenty minutes . (Courtesy Elizabeth
Agee ; Gary Dobbs)

From the interior, the vine jungle that
surrounded the house on two sides
created a green, underwater lighting
effect, and harbored birds that sang .
The roof occasionally leaked, and the
dining room had not been use9 for
twenty years .14
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Morris Adler
Just around the corner from Hannah Elliott lived Morris Adler in one of
the first houses built on Highland
Avenue. Like Miss Hannah, Adler
was cultured, well-traveled, and wellread . Hailing from Baltimore, he
transplanted his sophisitication and
urbanity to Birmingham when he
came in 1886.
He had stopped in Birmingham in
the midst of its first boom while
traveling on horseback for his family's
wholesale dry goods business. Impressed with the town's possibilities-although it never grew to the
size he thought it would-he moved
the family firm to the Magic City. He
sold his interest to his brothers a few
years later and tried his hand at
railroads and timberland management. But, like many of his
neighbors, he found the most
lucrative reward in the development
of the area's mineral resources . After
acquiring large acreage in coal lands
and an iron ore mine on Red Mountain, he formed a partnership with
Maj. E.M. Tutwiler. He later formed
the Corona Coal Company in Walker
County. The murder of his oldest son
during the coal miners' strike of 1920
precipitated his selling his interests to
the DeBardeleben Coal Company.
Adler first lived in the city's northside, in a section inhabited by many
other recently arrived Jews. Desiring
escape from the center city's crime
and grime, he moved to the South
Highlands (as it was then known) in
the late 1880s. The Adlers were one
of the first-if not the first-Jewish
family to move to Southside . In the
next few decades they were followed
by others like Herman and Louis
Saks, M.V. Joseph , and Morris Marx.
Adler helped finance the construction
of the new Temple Emanu-El on
Highland Avenue in 1913. He also
had many neighborhood friends who
were gentiles. A long-time family acquaintance from the North once
noted that the Adlers' lifestyle was
peculiarly non-Jewish . In truth there
were probably many Jews who, likE;)
Adler, had pioneered in "pretty rough
country" when they came to America.
The consequent adjustment had not
so much weakened their faith as it
perhaps loosened the hold of older
customs and traditions.1 s

Morris Adler House, c . 1890. (Courtesy
Julian Adler; Gary Dobbs)
Morris Adler. (Thomas M. Owen , History of
Alabama ; Gary Dobbs)
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Walker Percy
As we approach the first of
Highland Avenue's many bends, we
stop to admire the sprawling shingled
house at the corner of Mulberry
Street (now Arlington Avenue), where
the Birmingham Board of Realty
building now stands. Inside lived a
close friend of Morris Adler and one
of the city's most distinguished attorneys, Walker Percy. 16
Like Adler, Percy arrived in boomtown Birmingham in 1886, just after
graduating with a degree in law from
the University of Virginia. An ambitious and talented newcomer like
Percy had no trouble becoming
quickly established. He married Mary
Pratt DeBardeleben (daughter of iron
and coal magnate Henry F.
DeBardeleben) and in 1889 formed a
partnership with James Weatherly.
He also served as counsel for the
DeBardeleben interests. When those
interests merged with TCI, Percy
became its legal counsel and his
business increased dramatically. In
1907, Percy briefly entered the national spotlight when the financially
troubled TCI was purchased by the
United States Steel Corporation .
Nineteen-ten was a particularly
significant year for Percy. He went to
Mississippi to help manage his
brother LeRoy's successful U.S.
Senate campaign against the racist
demagogue James K. Vardaman. As
a result, he was inspired to run for
the Alabama state legislature to ensure passage of two reform statutes
typical of the Progressive era. The
first changed the city's governing
body from a mayor and thirty-two
aldermen to three commissioners.
The second statute put an end to the
much-abused fee system which had
paid sheriffs' and deputies' salaries.
Percy was an avid golfer and active socializer who served a term as
president of the Birmingham Country
Club. He and his wife entertained frequently at their home. Popular
throughout the city, his reputation
was of a kind-hearted man who
fearlessly fought for what his law
partner Augustus Banners called "the
great principles of life." His neighbor,
Sallie Comer Lathrop, wrote 1n her
memoirs: "All my friends admired

Walker Percy (1911) , take11 while he was
serving as a representative in the Alabama
state legislature . (Alabama Archives and
History)
Front hall of Walker Percy's home.
(Wheelock, Joy, Wheelock, Architectural
Work)

Walker Percy. Once Mr. Percy was to
make a speech and to attack one of
Birmingham's bad men, and he said
to his friends, 'I can take care of my
front-you protect my back.' "
But that was, unfortunately, not
altogether true. Suffering from exhaustion and depression, Percy took
his own life in 1917. Besides his contribution to better government in Birmingham, his legacy includes the
literary talents of his grandson and
namesake, Walker Percy of Covington , Louisiana, nationally recognized author of such novels as The
Moviegoer, Lance/at and The Second
Coming. 17
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·-----------------------------------------------------------·
"If I cooked greens the day you didn't. then you ate some of my greens":

Lizzie Sapp (Maude Bennett's mother-in-law)
and her brother, Joe Pugh , on the porch of
their home at 2309 9th Avenue South .
(Courtesy Dr. Margaret Bennett .Little)

If, during our hypothetical walk
along 20th Street and Highland
Avenue, we deviated four or five
blocks to the northeast, we would
have found a distinctly different
neighborhood within a neighborhood .
We would have found Five Points'
black community. It occupied the approximate acreage of the present-day
Southtown Housing Project, with 23rd
Street South as its main street.
Magnolia Point, where the streetcar
turned, was its southern and western
buffer zone, with stores operated and
patronized by both blacks and whites.
The area was generally perceived
as one community-a segment of the
larger Southside-but certain sections
had their own identities: Brown's Hill
(roughly the 800 and 900 blocks of
24th Street South), named for the
original land grantee, Elijah Brown,
and lined with rental shotgun style
houses); Tin Top Alley (a few blocks
of tin-roofed houses); Scruggs' Alley
(name of a prominent early property
holder); and Humboldt Alley (former
name of 8th Court South). A brief
tour would find the streets and alleys
lined with mostly plain, worker-class
houses. Many were well maintained,
with the yards swept, well-tended
vegetable and flower patches, and a
few farm animals wandering within ;
others were barely habitable.
Some of the black residents
worked on the railroad , others had a
craft or trade. There was also a large
unskilled labor force in their midst.
Probably the greatest percentage
worked in the homes of Five Points'
white families as maids, cooks,
chauffeurs, or yardmen. A few
women like Katie Hines were beauticians and forerunners of the now
ubiquitous Avon and Mary Kay ladies.
Visiting houses along Highland
Avenue and adjacent streets on a
weekly basis, they shampooed hair,
sold toiletries, and peddled
homemade concoctions like the
"Four Week Hair Grower."
In the first quarter of the 20th century the middle and upper-middle
class depended heavily on servant
help.1 8 Edith Ward London, financially

comfortable but by no means extremely wealthy, in 1928 had a fulltime maid plus a woman and man for
odd jobs once a week as well as a
laundress and a seamstress. The
Richard Masseys, who lived on a
grander scale, required ten full-time
servants.
If we happened by on a Monday,
we probably would pass groups of
women , straw baskets balanced on
their heads, toting the dirty laundry
from white residences back to their
own homes to clean . In large black
iron pots set over fires in their yards,
they scrubbed clothes and linens in
boiling water and lye soap. After drying , pressing , and folding , laundry
was returned the next week, usually
1n the same manner as it was
retrieved.
Some servants " lived on the
place"-in the attic, garage, or basement, or in separate quarters in the
back yard. It was also not uncommon
to see servants living in alley houses
interspersed throughout the
neighborhood. They were probably
one of the least desirable of the
limited housing alternatives for
blacks. Although the Brown 's Hill
area no doubt had its share of
substandard rental housing, the alley
houses were quite rudimentary.
These "virtual slave quarters," as
one unsentimental resident
remembered them , were often
without heat, electricity, or indoor
plumbing . Most of these alley houses
have been demolished , but a fairly intact pocket (with some houses dating
to the early 1900s and others built
more recently) survives in the 1800
block of 13th Court South . In Five
Points, however, it was typical for
most blacks (servants or otherwise) to
live in residences in the vicinity of
Brown's Hill, or where University
Hospital now stands.
For many the center of social life
was also the neighborhood's spiritual
headquarters: Bethel Baptist Church.
From 1900 to 1939 Rev. William M.
Winters was not <;>nly its pastor, but
also the leader of the entire community. An unusually light-skinned
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The Black Communitl,J in Five Points

Eufaula, could frequently be seen
driving his horse and buggy about
the neighborhood calling on the sick
and needy. It was Winters who won
the respect of the white banking
community and secured the loan for
the church that stands today on 23rd
Street South.
The members of the Bethel Baptist
congregation (formed in 1886 a few
blocks from its present location) had
encountered numerous setbacks in
their attempt to build a permanent
house of worship. After a tornado
destroyed their first church in 1901,
they replaced it with a schoolhouse
they purchased from "the white people." They moved it on logs from a
location near Magnolia Park down
23rd Street, interrupting streetcar service for a week. The continuing
desire for a solid and substantial
church of which they could feel proud
was reminiscent of the St. Mary's
and South Highland's congregations
(see Chapter 1}. After dozens of fishfry and barbeque fundraisers, in
December of 1930 they held their first
service in the auditorium of their new
brick building. Joining Reverend
Winters on the celebration platform
that day was his colleague from the
Third Presbyterian Church just a few
blocks away, Rev. James (" Brother")
Bryan.
Many of the church-going residents
of Five Points probably would not
have patronized the nightclubs,
theaters, and restaurants that made
4th Avenue and 18th Street North the
center of black night life in Birmingham. Others, however, were
undoubtedly drawn there to what
novelist Octavus Roy Cohen described as the "Harlem of the South."
Their own neighborhood offered them
less flashy forms of entertainment:
taking in a picture show in the
segregated balcony at the Five Points
Theatre, walking to Waite's for an ice
cream cone, or to Magnolia Point
Drugs for a soda. Probably the most
popular spot was Wesley Snowden's
Restaurant (present site of One-Stop
Grocery). With the financial backing

of his employer, prominent realtor
Arthur A. Adams, the former chauffeur opened a restaurant where people came as much for the company
as they did for the stick-to-your-ribs
cooking, like the house specialty, a
one-pot dish of pork neck bones,
blackeyed peas, and rice.
The realities of living with racial
discrimination and segregation, which
denied or severely limited their access to political , economic, and social
opportunity, no doubt created a
strong bond of survival among Five
Points' blacks-and blacks everywhere-in this period. They perceived
their neighborhood as " one large
family." Meals were shared together
on Sundays and doors went unlocked
at night. Lucinda Spencer expressed
the atmosphere of kinship and caring
well : " If I cooked greens the day you
didn't, then you ate some of my
greens."
In another sense, blacks like
Maude Bennett were also members
of the extended white families they
served . Bonds were initially forged
out of social and economic needs
and customs: the lifestyles of well-todo whites required servants, and unskilled blacks needed employment.
But these ties sometimes evolved into
a more humane relationship because
of the genuine need and affection
they had for one another. We are
reminded of the intricacy of this
dependence when we see the
sideboard and table in Bethel Baptist's ladies lounge, donated by one
of its members. Years before, those
pieces had been given to her by her
employer, R.S. Munger, whose house
once crowned Five Points Circle.
When the Southtown Housing
Project was built in 1941 , priority for
space was given to those who owned
or rented in the neighborhood. Some
stayed on , but others relocated to
sections like Titusville. Despite the
upheaval caused by the massive
dislocation, Bethel Baptist Church
has continued to provide the black
neighborhood with an anchor linking
its past to its present.1 9
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Bethel Baptist Church , 824 23rd Street
South , 1930. (Gary Dobbs)
Portrait of Reverend William M. Winters.
(Courtesy Bethel Baptist Church : Gary Dobbs)

A Five Points Scrapbook:
Schools, Churches, Temples,
& Amusements
We can learn still more about Five
Points' people by looking at their
gathering places-schools, churches,
temples, and entertainment spots.
Each tells us something about the
neighborhood's original " personality"
and provides tangible evidence of its
social identity betwen 1880 and 1930.
It's not unusual for a neighborhood
to have churches and schools. What
distinguishes Five Points is the concentration (by 1930 it had two Jewish
temples and six Protestant churches)
and the quality (for example,
graduates from the Margaret Allen
School, it was claimed in 1915, were
admitted " without examination" to
Goucher, Agnes Scott, Wellesley, and
Smith). Because of their abundance,
the neighborhood was peculiarly selfsufficient. Because of their reputation ,
churches, temples, schools, and even
the popular night spot the Pickwick
Club drew constituencies from all
over the city. The buildings
themselves, almost without exception,
were notably well-designed and
crafted, manifesting the pride of people who demand the best they can
have in the place where they live.
Their investment in public places was
a commitment to " home;" and, like
any sound investment, they continue
to provide for the neighborhood
today.
The neighborhood commitment to
educating its children is as old as the
neighborhood itself. The fathers of
children on Nabob Hill (see Chapter
1), where Ramsay Alternative High
School now stands, were the patrons
of the first private school, St. Mary's
School for Girls. It was followed by
literally dozens of small schools,
many held in private homes like Miss
May Ward's, whose headmistress
. had trained under John Dewey and
was respected throughout the city.
Other schools had separate quarters,
among them Joel C. DuBose's South

Highland Academy, Mary Thompson 's Kindergarten, the Taylor
School, and Loulie Compton
Seminary. Probably the best known
was the Margaret Allen School for
Girls (on Highland Avenue next to the
Berkeley Apartments; now demolished). Opened in 1901 , it was operated
by three unmarried sisters from northern Alabama. In a columned mansion, the versatile Sisters Allen gave
many young ladies a classical education and their philosophy about how
to live a good life, summed up in the
school 's motto: " Do your work as
well as you can-and be kind."
Public education on the elementary level came into the neighborhood
when the South Highland School was
opened in 1906 (northwest corner of
21st Street South and Magnolia
Avenue ; now demolished). Through
the 1920s students took the streetcar
downtown to Phillips High School.
But when the Erskine Ramsay
Technical High School was dedicated
on May 16, 1930, the neighborhood- and the city-gained an institution that reflected the best thinking of the progressive educators of
the period. Black children in the
neighborhood went either to Lane or
Cameron elementary schools.
Cameron was the original Henley
School , moved to 8th Avenue and
14th Street South in 1890. They
received secondary instruction at
Parker Industrial High School in
Smithfield.
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Although St. Mary's-on-theHighlands Episcopal Church and
South Highland Presbyterian Church
were both built when the
neighborhood was the incorporated
Town of Highland (1887-93), the other
churches and two temples were built
during and after the neighborhood's
building boom (1908-16). In 1909 the
Highlands Methodist congregation,
greatly aided by their generous
member R.S. Munger, contracted the
architect of the Terminal Station and
Atlanta's Fox Theatre, P. Thornton
Marye, to design the edifice in a
Spanish Renaissance Revival style. It
was followed by the First Church of
Christ, Scientist (1911 , now architects' offices), the classically inspired Southside Baptist Church
(1911 ), William C. Weston 's Beaux
Arts style Temple Emanu-El (1913),
Charles H. McCauley's Byzantineinfluenced Temple Beth-El (1927),
and Bethel Baptist Church (1930), a
brick structure replacing a frame
church located in the heart of the
neighborhood's black district. But it
was the pastor of the Third
Presbyterian Church located just
north of the old Town of Highland
boundary, Rev. James A. (" Brother" )
Bryan, who epitomized for many in
the neighborhood the ideal of
spirituality and humanity. He was
memorialized by a statue sculpted by
Georges Bridges that was located for
many years at Five Points Circle.
Although Lakeview Park was on
the other end of Highland Avenue, as
far back as the mid-1880s it drew
Five Points residents looking for
entertainment. Originally a resort
hotel and dance pavilion , after the
turn of the century it became the site
of the Birmingham Country Club. Its
grounds provided the playing field
where many baseball and football
rivals met (the first Iron Bowl was
held there). Not all neighborhood
people, however, were part of the
" yellow set" (a term used to describe
those who ibelonged to the country

club). Many preferred to entertain
with dinner or card parties in their
homes. Caroline Lovell , one of the
prominent leaders in neighborhood
social life, was noted for orchestrating
tableaus in- homes or small theaters
around town. One of the era's most
popular amusements, tableaus were
thematic presentations of costumed
and posed participants representing
motifs such as " The Great Religions
of the World, " world-famous paintings, or patriotic and mythological
themes. Jewish residents in Five
Points, virtually excluded from country club membership, built the
Phoenix Club in 1909 (now Quad 's
Lounge) for their social gatherings. It
became their most important social
center, sponsoring card parties,
dances, and children 's programs.
Membership was restricted , however,
because the club discriminated
against Russian Jews. When the Five
Points Theatre opened in 1922 (recent site of the Five Points Post Office), everyone in the neighborhood,
regardless of religion, age, or color
(although blacks were confined to the
balcony) could take in a show without
having to go downtown .
It was the conversion and expansion of an automobile garage into a
huge dance hall named the Pickwick
Club in the early 1930s that gave
clubs and organizations from all over
the city a place to hold their parties
(site of parking lot on Magnolia
Avenue next to Ted's Barbeque and
across from Highlands Methodist
Church). Local big-name bands led
by musicians like Coleman Sachs,
Dewitt Shaw, Jimmy Blue, and Bill
Nappi drew crowds to the Pickwick.
Bridge parties and wedding receptions by day, religious revivals and
fraternity parties by night kept the
club hopping with round-the-clock
entertainment. The Pickwick was
operated until the mid-1950s, when it
was torn down for parking.2o

-·--·--·
--Just before shoving off from Five Points
Circle , this hayride party posed for a picture.
Their dress helps date th e photog raph to the
early 1910s. (Archives, BPL)
America's liHie darling starred at the Five
Po ints Theatre in 1939 which also boasted a
dazzling Art Deco facade and newly instal led
air conditioni ng. The enterta inment center for
Five Points since its opening in 1922, the theatre
was also where Walker Percy (author of the
award-win ni ng nove l The Moviegoer) saw his
first movie, a Krazy Kat cartoon. (Courtesy Mrs.
Jean Waters Jolly)
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Schools

Professor Joel C. DuBose (top center) with a
class from South Highland Academy, c.
1890s. Although only a three-room , threeteacher school , the Academy published a
monthly paper The DuBose Academian, and
had debating teams which tackled topics such
as " Resolved , that women are becoming too
active and too promipent in public business."
Although no girls are pictured here, they attended and fortunately were invited to debate
such controversial topics. Pictured are
youngsters from some of early Birmingham's
prominent families . The building was at 1017
16th Street South and was torn down c. 1900.
The site was used to build the highly competitive University High School. (Archives,
BPL)

Art class at the Margaret Allen School , 1909.
(Courtesy Jackie Dobbs, Old Birmingham
Photos)
Postcard from the Margaret Allen School. In
addition to a solid grounding in the three Rs,
the Aliens provided instruction in French,
dancing , and art. Alice Rumph , who designed
the postcard, taught art there, as did Hannah
Elliott. Miss Willie Allen , the prinicipal , designed a shield for each graduating class
which was also incorporated on the class
rings. (Archives, BPL)

As evidenced by this architectural rendering from the offices of Warren , Kn ight and
Davis, Erskine Ramsay Technical High School
(as it was first known) never fully developed to
expectation. This may have had something to
do with the times: it was opened in
September 1930, almost one year after the
great Wall Street crash. It was named for the
industrial inventor and philanthropist as a
tribute to his role in Alabama education .
There was another Ramsay High in Mount
Pleasant, Pennsylvania (Ramsay's hometown),
built only months before Birmingham's with a
$65,000 contribution from its native son.
(Archives, BPL)

(.
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Churches and Tem pies

Southside Baptist Church, designed by William Leslie Welton , 1911.
Organized in 1886, this church , which rather freely interprets a Roman
Ionic temple design, was the fifth structure built to house the
Southside Baptist congregation . R.S. Munger and W.M . Cosby
(members of other churches) helped raise funds for the new building
by lending their seven-passenger cars and chauffeurs to take people
for rides at ten cents a round trip. (Courtesy Jackie Dobbs, Old Birmingham Photos)

Highlands Methodist Church, designed by P. Thornton Marye, 1909.
The bell tower was added in 1921 and a Sunday School bu1ldmg
designed by Bem Price was completed in 1924. R.S. Munger, one of
its most active members, helped raise money for the ongmal church
building. When the Mungers' " Spanish stores" (facing it to the south)
were added in the 1920s, the Five Points Circle began to take on the
sense of a European piazza. (Birmingham deLuxe; Gary Dobbs)

Temple Emanu-El, designed by William C. Weston , 1913. The first
Temple Emanu-El was located at 17th Street and 5th Avenue North.
Many Jewish families moved to the Southside around 1910. In the fall
of 1913, while waiting for the temple to be completed , the members
met in the Southside Baptist Church. And later, the Independent
Presbyterian congregation (a split-off from the South Highland
Presbyterians) worshiped for seven years in Temple Emanu-El while
waiting for their new church to be finished . (O.V. Hunt Photo, Archives, BPL)

Temple Beth-El, designed by Charles H. McCauley, 1927. This congregation, which relocated from the Northside in the 1920s, was part
of the conservative yet modern strain of Judaism developed in the
United States following the mass immigration of Jews in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries. Members of this synagogue were dedicated
to the " transformation of the mores of the old country to the new ...
by retaining and preserving the best elements of traditional Judaism
and weaving them into the pattern of America." In the 1910s and
1920s many Jews (both Orthodox and Reform) lived on the blocks just
behind Temple Beth-El. (Courtesy Jackie Dobbs, Old Birmingham
Photos)
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Ente rtainment

LAKEVIEW BASEBALL PARK
14\GI-\LAND AVENUE &

32"-0

~TR.EET

Nearby Lakeview Park (now Highland Park)
was a center for the early neighborhood 's
entertainment. In addition to a lake, dancing
pavilion , and resort hotel , it served as the
playing field for Birminghamians to engage in
the national pastime. This group seems to
have taken its playing rather seriously, while
their manager (center) reminds us that this
was, after all, the Gay Nineties . The team
must have been sponsored by Blach 's Department Store, whose logo " fair and square " is
emblazoned on their chests. (Archives, BPL)

Things were rarely dull in the neighborhood when
Caroline (Mrs. W.S.) Lovell was in charge of entertainment.
She liked to produce tableaus, or " living pictures" as they
were also known. One of the most successful was her 1909
extravaganza " The Great Religions of the World. " Here,
Mrs. Ross C. Smith , a prominent Five Points matron , poses
as the Egyptian goddess of fertility, Isis. (Archives, BPL)

Nobody's quite sure why the Kamram Grotto
(a secretive fraternal order) named their dance
hall the Pickwick Club . The building changed
ownership in the early 1930s and Walker Mattison managed the ·popular entertainment spot
from 1935 to 1951. Many clubs and organizations held dances and gatherings at the
Pickwick, popular partially because its Five
Points location offered parking , convenient access to streetcar lines, and well-lighted
streets . The interior was always decorated
thematically; one year nautical , the next " Sunny Florida." The total effect was Depression
Era flamboyance. Hosting everything from
religious revivals to Fourth of July sunrise
dances, it featured the big-band sound , a
revolving glitter ball suspended from the ceiling, and a hobby horse for the daring , an
early day version of the mechanical bull.
(Birmingham News)
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5. Shopping in a Neighborhood:

. ................................................................................ .
Five Points Becomes o Commercial Center

Five Points, today. What association first comes to mind? For most
people it's probably commercerelated: the place to buy a record or
book,~to get a prescription filled or a
watch or shoe repaired , to grocery
shop or find an exotic herbal tea, or
to spend a lazy afternoon browsing in
an old-fashioned hardware store. For
others, it's the home of their favorite
hangout, where everything from jazz
to real pit barbeque, juicy ham')urgers, and authentic Lebanese fare
:an be found. And for some, Five
~oints is just where they come to do
laundry. Whatever the connection, it's
obvious that a good bit of Five
Points' present identity comes from
its business and service
establishments, most of which are on
or near the Circle. And so, the fifth
and final facet of this study of Five
Points is, appropriately enough, the
evolution of its commercial activity.

Early Commerce

The first commercial building erected on
the Circle (c . 1893) is pictured on the right.
It was torn down in 1930 and replaced with
the Art Deco style building that now houses
Ted 's Barbeque and Pay-Less Drugs . Across
the street is the Highland Pharmacy (far left)
and Piggly Wiggly (in Shropshire & Daniel 's
original quarters). The narrow storefront
(where the roofline dips) was first occupied
by Pinkey Costen , a black shoemaker, and is
most likely the oldest building standing on
the Circle. (O.V. Hunt Photo, Archives, BPL)

For residents in the Town of
Highland (1887-93), shopping meant
going to downtown Birmingham to
such places as Fox & Sons Grocery
for all of the basic necessities. A
survey of businesses operated in the
neighborhood on the eve of annexation into the city reveals that in 1893
groceries and other commercial activity had, with just a few exceptions,
come no farther south of downtown
than 8th Avenue.1
In the late 1890s businesses
began to crop up on 20th Street near
the Circle, where two major streetcar
lines intersected . A black shoemaker,
Pinkey Costen, was one of the first,
appearing in 1897 on the site of what
is now the barbershop Hairport (1026
20th Street South). Originally a frame
structure, if the brick we see today is
a refacing (and evidence suggests
that it is), then this narrow, inconspicuous storefront is the oldest
commercial structure in the Five
Points Circle area. 2
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In the early 1900s the Palace Market stood
where Highlands United Methodist Church is
now. Its proprietor, Philip Alosi (right) was
assisted by his wife, Sarah, who sits with her
back to the camera taking an order over the
phone. The store offered a wide variety of
produce and meats, along with such specialty items as freshly shucked oysters (stored in
the barrel behind Alosi), sauerkraut (in the
barrel on the left), and lemons imported from
Italy. (Courtesy Mr. and Mrs. Vincent Alosi;
Gary Dobbs)

Sometime around 1900 an enterprising young Italian, Philip Alosi ,
opened the Palace Market on the lot
where Highlands United Methodist
Church now stands. Alosi had im·
migrated to the United States as a
young man. After arriving in Birmingham he began selling vegetables
from a horse-drawn wagon in Five
Points. He opened his first store in
the vicinity of the Eleventh Avenue
United Methodist Church, established
his reputation as a fair and honest
merchant, and then moved to the
more centrally located Five Points
Circle.
The small frame store stood over a
creek in which floated patches of
watercress. It was a family operation
with Philip's wife, Sarah, doubling as
the telephone operator (to take the
orders) and bookkeeper (to handle
the monthly statements). Each morning Alosi drove his wagon to the produce houses on Morris Avenue
where farmers brought their
vegetables. While he carefully
selected the fittest and freshest, his
dog Dewey guarded the wagon.
Returning with a full load, he
displayed the produce indoors or outdoors depending on the weather.
Sawdust covered the Palace Market's
floors and an oscillating fan served
as an automatic fly-chaser. Before
lemons were available from Florida,
the Alosis imported them from Italy.
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They kept chickens in coops behind
the store and Fridays prepared large
numbers of them for the Saturday
rush. When the Highlands Methodist
Church was built in 1909, Alosi
moved his market next door to the
popular Tomlin Grocery on 20th
Street (now Kinko's Copy Center).3
W .H. Tomlin had been in the
grocery business in downtown Birmingham thirteen years before opening his "handsome fancy grocery
store" on 20th Street in 1900. Attracted by the low rent and the
fashionable neighborhood, Tomlin
could offer both "high grade goods"
and " the very lowest market prices."
In 1904 when John B. Shropshire
bought into the partnership, the "gogetter" Tomlin had built the business
into a $90,000 annual operation. 4
Tomlin left the business after a
few years, and with the addition of
Shropshire's brother-in-law, Joseph
Lee Daniel, it became Shropshire &
Daniel. Realizing that friendly
neighborhood grocers could , overnight, become fierce rivals, Shropshire made Tomlin sign a contract
agreeing not to compete with him in
the grocery business around Five
Points for five years. But to Shropshire's dismay the agreement was
not honored: shortly after his departure, Tomlin joined the Longshore
Grocery just down the block.
Shropshire & Daniel, however,
continued as the neighborhood's
preferred specialty foods store, standing behind their motto, "If we don't
have it, it can't be had. " They traded
exclusively with wholesalers in New
York City for some of their most
treasured items, like genuine German
dill pickles, sold from a barrel. The
pickles were especially a favorite with
the South Highland school children,
who came in the afternoon with
nickels to buy their after-school treat.
Olives were sold in the same manner. New York State cheese was purchased in twenty-pound hoops and
brandied figs, cherries, peaches, and
other fruits were appetizingly
displayed in elegant glass jars.
"Daniel's Special " coffee was ground
from beans shipped from New York.
They also stocked ordinary staples
like lard, which was sold in returnable
tin buckets. (Customers who returned
buckets got a ten-cent refund.) In the
early days of operation Shropshire
bought his produce from Philip Alosi,

before he began handling his own.
Sarah Alosi, after her husband's shop
closed, later came to work for Shropshire & Daniel.
Until the firm dissolved in 1939,
Shropshire & Daniel was strictly a
' 'credit-and-service '' establishment.
Customers placed orders with one of
several clerks over the phone (or
over the counter, in person). Filled
orders were delivered in wagons (and
later trucks) that followed three
routes: one up 20th Street to 15th
Avenue South; another down 11th
Avenue South to St. Charles Street
(now 11th Place South) and a third
went to Forest Park. They served a
few customers on the Northside, and
even occasionally accommodated
patrons while they were out of town.
Mrs. Richard Massey (see Chapter 4)
vacationed in Lake George, New
York, where once a week she received a package of grits from Shropshire & Daniel. All customers were
billed monthly. The system of handling transactions over the phone or
through the mail worked so well that
the shopkeepers even had a few
long-time customers whom they had
never met.
But gradually credit-and-service
was overtaken by "self-service"
stores first introduced in this country
in 1916 by Clarence Saunders, the
founder of the Piggly Wiggly chain. In
1920 J.S. Gillespy, from whom the
Shropshires rented their 20th Street
building (Gillespy lived a block up the
street at Highland Avenue), announced that he was not renewing
their lease. A prospective tenant had
offered almost a hundred dollars
more a month in rent. The new tenant who moved in (forcing Shropshire
& Daniel to set up shop around the
corner) was none other than a newly
arrived Piggly Wiggly store.6
Across 20th Street from Shropshire
& Daniel was a fruit stand and confectionary run by another Italian family, John and Mary Cerniglia Cefalu.
Operated from the early 1900s to the
end of World War I, the Cefalus sold
a variety of fruits, nuts, desserts, soft
drinks, and tobacco products. Purchased cookies were displayed in
glass cabinets; the Cefalus were
among the first in the area to carry a
new product called Vanilla Wafers.?
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The Shropshire & Daniel delivery wagon,
1915 (above) . (O.V. Hunt Photo, Archives,
BPL)
Another Italian couple , John Cefalu (center)
and his wife, Mary, had a fruit stand and
confectioner's shop on the site of the
Medical Arts Building . On the left is most
probably Cefalu 's partner, Carlo Liberti , and
on the right side is one of the vital components of early neighborhood groceries: the
delivery man who, before the car, carried
orders throughout Five Points on his bicycle .
(Courtesy Marie Cefalu Guercio ; Gary
Dobbs)
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About 1900 the Highland Pharmacy moved next door to the T amlin
Grocery (present site of P&S
Apothecary). Its first location had
been across the street, about where
Pay-Less Drugs is now. Selling only
drugs, medicines, and popular turnof-the-century " remedies ," it was
under the supervision of a sometimes
irascible druggist, William Johnson.
Apparently running the corner
drugstore was not without its
pressure or headaches. A woman
who grew up in Five Points recalled
one day witnessing the nervewracked Johnson frantically filling
prescriptions while the telephone rang
incessantly with new orders. In exasperation, Johnson took an axe and
knocked the phone off the waii.B
Although Five Points Circle was
the center of neighborhood commerce, there were other stores (often
in pairs) scattered elsewhere in the
neighborhood . Perhaps the most
famil iar was Magnolia Point, two
quarter-block-long buildings that
housed a series of shops erected
between 1914 and 1916. Conceived
by M.P. Messer, a real estate
developer once known as the
" Second Avenue Shoe Man ," the
original plan called for stores on the
ground floor and a dance hall on the
second floor. Messer was probably
attracted to the area-just a few
blocks east of the Circle-because
the Highland Avenue streetcar line
stopped near the intersection of
Magnolia Avenue and 23rd Street.e
The surrounding area had been
built up by this time, inhabited by a
mixture of immigrant, native white,
and black populations. From the
beginning the Magnolia Point stores
had both white and black operated
and patronized establishments, side
by side. Among the most popular
were the Magnolia Point Pharmacy,
presided over by Dr. Rock Hill , the
Johnson shoe shop, operated by a
Tuskegee graduate, and several
small ethnic groceries and meat
markets. Many years later the Dutchman tavern located at Magnolia
Point. 10

Fine brickwork and a pleasing profile give
these essentially utilitarian storefronts a
distinctive look . Magnolia Point , where the
streetcar turned at the intersection of 23rd
Street South and Magnolia Avenue, seemed
a perfect location for a commercial development. On the edge of Five Points' black
neighborhood , the Magnolia Point stores
were operated and patronized by both blacks
and whites. (Stephen Stella)
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The buildings themselves,
although essentially plain storefronts,
possessed a distinctive look based on
pleasing proportions and materials:
tan brick laid in geometric patterns,
contrasting material at the roofline to
articulate the rhythmic arches and
shops below, and the name Magnolia
Point spelled out across the front. (A
recent facelift of one of the buildings,
unfortunately, has covered up the
name and altered the original appearance.) The complex, according to
many former residents, never did
" get off the ground" and was always
overshadowed by the Circle.1 1
Another two-store group was built
in 1918 along the 15th Street car line
next to Phelan Park. Utilitarian corner
stores like these could be found at
key intersections along most residential streetcar lines in the 1910s
and 1920s. Snow's Pharmacy (still
there today as Snow's Sundries), the
Hill Grocery Company, and an A & P
Grocery were some of the long-term
tenants. Waite's, a popular Southside
restaurant and bakery, got its start in
one of these stores during World
War I. The Caddell Creamery &
Delicatessen operated by Carl Caddell also was there in the 1920s.
Caddell sold a variety of baked
goods, salads, ice cream, baked
hams, and turkeys. Particularly adept
at advertising and promotion, he held
drawings every Saturday night at
which he raffled off a ham, turkey, or
several boxes of candy. During the
1920s Caddell also operated
creameries at Five Points Circle (on
11th Avenue South, present site of
Toner's Restaurant), in Norwood, and
at Magnolia Point. 12
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Phelan Park Stores, 1981. The Caddell
Creamery was located where the Wash
Room laundromat is now. (Gary Dobbs)
At important streetcar intersections
throughout the neighborhood, small clusters
of shops were built to serve their immediate
surroundings and supplement the commercial center at Five Points. Two such stores
were built at Phelan Park (intersection 15th
Street and 14th Avenue South) in 1918. One
of the tenants in the 1920s was the Caddell
Creamery and Delicatessen, operated by Mr.
and Mrs. Carl Caddell, pictured here .
(Courtesy Frances Coggin and Jack Caddell)
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R.S. Munger and the
Development of
Five Points Circle
Mrs. Robert Sylvester Munger confided to neighbors that her husband
could not sleep at night. Before coming to Birmingham from Texas in the
early 1890s, he had developed a new
system for ginning cotton. Because
"his brain had been so active" while
working on the invention , he could
not slow down long enough to sleep,
even long after it was patented. 13
Munger's association with
Birmingham-and Five Pointsencompasses much more than his
connection with the Continental Gin
Company, which he founded in 1899
as a consolidation of six other companies. Birmingham-Southern College, the downtown Y.M.C.A. , and
the Highlands United Methodist
Church were institutions that enormously benefited from his generosity.
He also bought and resided in one of
Birmingham's few antebellum houses,
Arlington. But more importantly for
this story, he (and his family, following his death) deserve principal credit
for the 1920s transformation of the
residential Five Points Circle area into
one of Alabama's most distinctive
commercial centers. 14
Sometime around 1893, Munger
purchased the Mirabeau B. Swanson
house on Five Points Circle. Not long
after moving in, he had the house,
which fronted the heavily traveled,
noisy intersection, moved across the
alley behind St. Mary's Episcopal
Church. Still yearning for more
tranquility-and because he thought
the city was growing west, towards its
original roots of Elyton-Munger purchased Arlington, which he dubbed
his "Country Home." In 1902 he
moved his wife and eight children to
their new home in West End.1s
Meanwhile, he continued to acquire property in the Five Points area,
consolidating sizeable holdings that
suggest he planned a major
redevelopment. Just a month before
his death in 1923, correspondence
from his personal secretary relates
details of negotiations with Dr. Cunningham Wilson, whose property
would be the site of the first Munger
store buildings on the Circle.
Munger's almost paternalistic interest
in the Five Points property is suggested by the great detail in which

The Munger home (left) and the Robert
Chisholm home (right) faced a grassy circle
not yet dissected to facilitate streetcar traffic.
In the 1920s the Mungers redeveloped much
of the Circle for commercial uses. (Archives,
BPL)

Robert S. Munger and his large family
lived on Five Points Circle at the turn of the
century. Munger is pictured here in the study
of his Five Points home. (Courtesy Mr. and
Mrs. Robert M. Montgomery; Gary Dobbs)
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his secretary reported efforts to save
a laurel tree in " Mrs. Munger's Circle." Munger, meticulous as always,
questioned in the margin "Cherry?"
After their father's estate had been
settled, members of the Munger family proceeded with what s~ems to
have been his plan: to bUild an attractive and modern commercial
center to serve the Five Points
neighborhood and expanding residential development to the south .
Although the Mungers were not the
first to bring commerce to the Circle
(by the time their first stores were
built in 1926, 20th Street between
1Oth Avenue and the Circle was lined
with stores, as was the northern side
of 11th Avenue between 19th and
20th streets), it was their development that made it a distinctive
shopping center .16
R.S. Munger evidently passed
along to his sons, daughters, ~nd
sons-in-law an insistence on h1gh
quality. They contracted with one of
the city's most prestigious archlte?tural firms, Miller & Martin, to des1gn
all of their store buildings, but the
family by no means gave them carte
blanche. They-specifically sons Bob
and Gene and sons-in-law A.C. Montgomery and Paul Earle-were very
much involved every step of the way.
Before the Spanish stores were built
in 1926, there was much debate as
to which style to select. Collett
Munger, the oldest son, then
overseeing the family's suburban
development Munger Place in Dallas,
was disturbed by plans and photos
he had been sent, reminding his
family: " Neatness and carefulness
should be the first factor[s] considered. Your conditions in Birmingham are different from our clear
atmosphere here, and it may be
more difficult for you to work
something that would stand your
smoky atmosphere.'' 17
Although it's not clear who prevailed in the debate over style, the
victor obviously wanted-and gotsomething along the lines of J.C.
Nichols' well-publicized Country Club
Plaza in Kansas City. Nichols had
chosen architecture with a Spanish
flavor for his successful suburban
shopping center. In selecting .it
Nichols undoubtedly had prof1ts, as

well as aesthetics, in mind. A contemporary described the alluring
appeal of his picturesque shops:
A Spanish market place was the inspiration of the theme [for Country
Club Plaza] .. . for Spanish architecture represents a combination of
romance, beauty, and dignity that
pleases even the severest of critics,
and gives to the structure the charm
of Old World tradition.

It is likely that Nichols and the
Mungers were also aware of the
craze for Spanish architecture that
was sweeping California-and the
country-in the 1920s. So stron~ was
the passion in Birmingham ~h~t. 1t
gave birth to an entire subdiVISion of
pastel-shaded and tile-roofed houses
whose name, Hollywood, left no
doubt about its source of
inspiration. 18
Despite its popularity, the Mungers
were apparently cautioned by Ed
Norton, their father's secretary, about
the Spanish Revival style. Norton
thought the design would have
limited appeal and would attract as
tenants "odd kinds of businesses. "
'There are very few interior
decorators, china painters or musical
people," Norton warned, "that could
afford to pay a considerable price [for
rent] . ... If we should build for this
type business and the people who
were renting should fail ther.1 we
would have a white elephant on our
hands." After careful consideration,
the family nevertheless proceeded to
build their first stores on the Circle
(1926) in the Spanish Revival style.
Three years later the Southern Architect and Building News featured
the Spanish stores and commended
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The first stores the Mungers built on the
Circle provided parking for automobiles and
took extra measures to save the trees. The
newly organized Exchange Bank (later to .
become First Alabama Bank) was their pnme
tenant; another tenant was Martin Flowers,
still on the Circle, but now on the other Side
of 20th Street. (First Alabama Bank)

the developer for "an unusually attractive plan for the development of a
corner lot. " 19
The Mungers were as attentive to
tenants as they were to architectural
design. They analyzed care~ully the
tenant composition of the Circlepresent and potential-to ensure the
best blend of service, retail , and
entertainment establishments. Largely
because their father had been a stnct
teetotaler, the family stipulated th<3:t
no alcohol would be served in the1r
stores. They provided amenities such
as parking setbacks, a forwardlooking novelty which their auto- .
enthusiast father would most certamly
have endorsed. They also installed
the Circle's first " white way" (street
lights) in front of the stores along
11th Avenue, which they also had
widened to relieve traffic congestion.
A few of their buildings were built expressly for certain tenants, such as
the Exchange Bank (a forerunner of
First Alabama Bank), the Spanish
stores' prime tenant. In 1930 the
eastern end of the building was extended to accommodate the Elizabeth
Aust Tea Room.20

In 1928 the Mungers built two
store buildings along 11th Avenue.
The one at the corner of 19th Street
South (now Golden Temple Emporium) was also conceived for a
specified tenant. As1a matter of fact,
Fred Jones, proprietor of Fred S.
Jones & Co. (specializing in ice
cream baked goods, and salads),
was e~en asked to approve Miller &
Martin's final drawing of the Art Deco
style building he would occ~PY- 2 1
Jones, a Birmingham nat1ve,
started out working at Waite's and
served for a few years as its assistant
manager. Eager to learn the business
inside-out, he left for Mississippi
A. & M. (now State University), which
was renowned for its department of
dairy sciences, to take courses in
refrigeration and ice cream manufacture. He ended up staying several
months, living with the professor who
taught him the art of making the confection . Jones returned to Birmingham and opened his store in
Five Points in 1928. All food preparation (ice cream churnTng and freezing,
baking, salad making) was done on
the second floor, especially designed
by Miller & Martin for that purpose.
Besides his nonpareil ice cream,
Jones and his family were famous for
their special-occasion cakes,
decorated to suit the event (Jones
often did special research for his
theme cakes), for baked hams and
turkeys, and for chicken and tomato
aspic salads. They did a large lunchtime trade, even attracting some
business from downtown. An attorney
from the business district made the
trek to Five Points each noon for
their chicken pie. Open seven days a
week, the delicatessen was especially
popular with all the churchgoers in
the neighborhood. St. Mary's Sunday
school classes even met in the
restaurant for a time.
Catering was a mainstay of the
operation. Around holidays people
from all directions brought their
turkeys and hams for Jones to bake.
Although his was perhaps the most
popular spot in Five Points, even
Fred Jones occasionally encountered
a dissatisfied customer. One particularly stout woman who brought in
a turkey to be baked was irate when
she saw a considerably smaller
finished product. Convinced that they
had switched turkeys on her, she
demanded another one, at which the

usually imperturbable Jones retorted
that both she and the turkey had
some excess weight and " if someone
baked you , you'd shrink too. " 22
In 1928 the Mungers built another
Art Deco style building (the Munger
Building) across 20th Street from their
Spanish stores. One of its current
tenants, Martin Flowers, has been on
the Circle longer than any other
business except Piggly Wiggly. (Martin Flowers first located in the
Spanish stores in 1928 before moving
into the Munger Building in 1936.)
With a beauty salon, dress and shoe
shop, hardware store, and cleaners in
their new building the Mungers and
their tenants made it almost unnecessary for neighborhood residents
to make shopping trips downtown. In
1939 they added their last building,
Five Points Bowling Center (next to
Fred Jones), to bring another form of
entertainment to the Circle.23
The final commercial structure built
on the Circle was the one-story Art
Deco storefront that wrapped around
its northeastern corner. Also designed
by Miller & Martin , it was not part of
the Munger development but belonged to a former Birminghamian,
Mrs. MaryS. Ware. Since the early
1890s there had been a wooden
store, or stores, on this site,
one
of the early tenants, Mayberger s
Variety Store, got a spot in the new
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ICE CREA M
MA DE IN OUR OWN Pi..t. l'

MINT
CHOCOLATE
VANILLA
CHOCOLATE SPRINK!
BUTTERSCOTCH
BLACK RASPBERRY
CUSTARD
PISTACHIO
STRAWBERRY
FRESH PEACH

SHERBETS
LIM E
PINEAPPLE

RASPBERRY

Fred Jones was one of Five Points' most
popular merchants, selling made-on-thepremises ice cream (chocolate spnnkle was
the most popular flavor), baked goods, and
salads. The " plant" referred to in the sign
was the second floor of the building, now occupied by the Birmingham Festival Theater.
(Courtesy Mr. and Mrs. Fred S. Jones; Gary
Dobbs)
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building. The Oriental Cafe (where
Ted 's Barbeque is now) and a shoe
hospital stood on either side of the
building's prime tenant, the Five
Points Drug Company, which later
became part of the DosterNorthington drug chain .24
The drugstore, according to Sam
Romano, a pharmacist who visited
there in the 1920s (and later purchased it in 1956), was the drugstore
in Five Points, although it had stiff
competition on all sides. Unlike
William Johnson's no-nonsense pharmacy, Five Points Drugs featured a
handsome marble-topped soda fountain of cherry with a gilt-framed mirror
behind. Ceiling fans, a tile floor, and
ice-cream-parlor wire chairs and
tables added to the ambience.
Another seven-day-a-week operation,
the drugstore was a favorite haunt for
the old-timers who came in for
leisurely visits. For the younger set,
curbside service was the drawing
card. Couples parked along 20th
Street and carhops eagerly rushed
out to take their orders for chocolate
sodas or milkshakes.2s
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--~--~~-----The Mungers had ambitious plans for~
the
Five Points area , not all of which materialized . The Kress Building , for example , was
never built. In the midst of the late-1920s
building boom they were considering
expanding their development with a theater
'and a two-story building to house a
delicatessen . automobile display room .
postcard exchange , and small bank on the
first floor with a business college on the second floor . The astute developers had tested
the waters in 1927 and concluded : " There
seems to be a pretty general feeling among
the business men of the City that Five Points
is ripe for development. " (Archives , BPL ;
Gary Dobbs)
Front elevation of the Munger Building
(1928); Miller and Martin , architects. (Archives,
BPL)
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The Mungers used data from a Birmingham Real Estate Board survey for their promotional map of Five Points, prepared c. 1930. It underscores
Five Points as an important commercial and residential center (note that a portion of Highland Avenue has already been designated for doctors'
offices). It also highlights the neighborhood's new identity as a passing-through zone between the city and the over-the-mountain suburbs. (Archives,
BPL; Gary Dobbs)
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The oldest commercial building on
, --.
the Circle has perhaps the most interesting past. The tile-faced curved
Studio Arts Building that now houses
Joe, Skelton Optical, Highland
Jewelers, a shoe repair, and a selfservice laundry, was built in 1910 by
Thomas C. Cairns, who owned iron
and lumber companies. Only a year
after he erected it on the site of the
Robert Chisholm residence, Cairns
sold the building to J.B. Levert from
New Orleans. About the same time
Levert built the apartments two
blocks up 20th Street that are now
the heart of the Cobb Lane complex.
His son Fred managed the Circle
building, which has contained a variety of shops (drugstores, groceries,
florists, tobacconists, etc.) over the
years.26
On the floor above the shops
several painters, music and dance instructors, and dressmakers had
studios for over thirty years
(c. 1920-50), hence its name. Locally
famous artists Alice Rumph , Della
Dryer, Carrie Hill, and Max Heldman
worked there between trips to scenic
spots in the South and all parts of
Europe. Carrie Hill actually lived there
for a while in an apartment adjoining
her "cozy studio .. . adorned with
marvelous rugs, shawls, pottery,
ceramics, brasses and other exotics
which she purchased in Spain, Brittany, and France." Especially fond of
quaint European village scenes, Miss
Hill was equally at home covering
canvasses with Alabama landscapes
and specialized in painting Alabama
pines. She once even tried to paint a
scene at Five Points but eventually
had to give up "because of the
curiosity seekers who gathered
about." With the well-known
miniature painter, Hannah Elliott (see
Chapter 4) in her studio just blocks
away off Highland Avenue, Five
Points was the center of the city's art ,
community in the 1920s.2?

Built in 1910, the Studio Arts Building is
the oldest commercial structure on the Circle
proper. Its builder obviously wanted it to conform to its site , and went to the trouble of
gently curving its tile-faced front. After the
1920s . the building became known as Birmingham 's Greenwich Village because many
artists , music . dance , and voice instructors
had studios on its second floor . (Archives ,
BPL; Gary Dobbs)
Carrie Hill was one of the many artists
who worked in the Studio Arts Building . In
fact , she kept a studio there longer than any
of her colleagues , from the 1920s to the
1950s. (Tutwiler. BPL ; Gary Dobbs)

77

........................................................................ •
Art Deco on the Circle

as well as from the geometric view of
Even if it had no history of note,
the world that cubism had introduced.
Five Points would be important for
Architects Miller & Martin designed
having the largest concentration of
the first three Art Deco buildings on
Art Deco style buildings in the city.
the Circle between 1928 and
Art Deco (named for the 1925 Paris
1930- clear evidence that BirExposition des Arts Decoratifs) was
mingham architects were completely
the style that emerged in the
current with national trends. All but
mid-1920s to symbolize up-to-theminute modernity, free from historical one of the Five Points buildings are
one or two stories and faced in
trappings. The lines were clean, the
limestone. The Medical Arts Building
ornament abstract. Zigzags,
is the only one to express the vertical
chevrons, and stylized sunbursts and
flowers are the telling clues. In Five • emphasis that characterized Deco
skyscrapers from New York City's
Points, they can be recognized in
low-relief on the Fred Jones, Munger, Chrysler Building to downtown Birmingham's Watts, Alabama Power
Ware, Piggly Wiggly, and Medical
Company, and the old Protective Life
Arts buildings. The abstracted forms
buildings.
were derived from Egyptian, Aztec,
Mayan, and American Indian motifs,
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Detail from the Ware Building.
(Gary Dobbs)
Detail from the Munger Building.
(Gary Dobbs)
Detail from the Fred Jones Building.
(Gary Dobbs)
The Watts Building (1927); Warren, Knight
& Davis, architects (Courtesy Jackie Dobbs,
Old Birmingham Photos)

1920s Commercial Expansion
Earlier in the 1920s, even before
the Mungers began building their
stores, commercial activity was growing in all directions from the Circle.
The first stretch of development was
adjacent to the Studio Arts Building
on 11th Avenue South. One half of a
two-bay storefront (now Toner's and
the Tournament Club) in 1921
became the new home for Shropshire
& Daniel Grocery; the Five Points
Theatre (until recently the Post Office)
went up next door in 1922; and a
Tudor-influenced building (now
Boothby Realty offices) was added in
1925. Along 20th Street between 1Oth
Avenue and the Circle, the Mayberry
and Drennen homes were replaced
with what are now the Five Points
Hardware (1923) and Second Time
Around (1927) buildings.2B
Piggly Wiggly, which had ousted
Shropshire & Daniel from their 20th
Street location in 1920, outgrew those
quarters and moved to its present
location in 1934, occupying a building
erected in 1931 that first housed
another grocery and the Elektrik Maid
Bakery. Clarence Saunders, founder
of the Piggly Wiggly chain, had
brought his self-service concept a
long way in a short time :
From the humble beginnings of a
small "Piggly Wiggly" which admitted
customers like piglets through turnstiles, channeling them back and forth
through a maze which required them
to follow a prescribed path, the "selfservice" store grew into the vast
supermarket.
By 1922, Saunders owned or franchised more than 1,200 Piggly Wiggly
stores and "by the 1930s, 'supermarket' had entered the language to
describe a store which combined selfservice, cash-and-carry, and a vast
assortment of goods.'' The Piggly
Wiggly chain could afford full-page
newspaper advertising and offer cutrate prices because of the high
volume handled . In the face of such
competition, small family-run firms
like Shropshire & Daniel and Hill
Grocery Company were initially able
to maintain loyal clientele. By 1939,
however, Shropshire & Daniel went
out of business, probably as much

from the lingering effects of the
Depression as from Piggly Wiggly's
competition .
The medical arts building craze
that took southern cities by storm in
the 1920s hit Birmingham-or more
specifically Five Points-in 1931.
Despite the Depression, which had
devastated the local economy, the
Kamram Grotto, a fraternal order of
Freemasons, in that year built an
eight-story office tower exclusively for
doctors and surgeons. Designed by
local architect Charles H. McCauley,
the Medical Arts Building was the
first of its type in the city. The lower
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Medical Arts Building (1930) ; Charles H.
McCauley , architect. (O.V. Hunt Photo , Archives, BPL)

floor was occupied by shops and the
Birmingham Apothecary, which carried through the professional identity
of the building by selling only drugs
and medical-related items. McCauley
studied medical arts towers in Atlanta, Chattanooga, Nashville, and St.
Louis, adapting their best features into an Art Deco design of brick, stone,
and terra cotta with aluminum spandrels beneath the windows. He incorporated a design motif symbolizing
Five Points on the "modernistic"
elevator doors of black and silver.
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Shepherd-Sioss Building (1928); Charles H.
McCauley, architect. (Courtesy Jackie
Dobbs, Old Birmingham Photos)
Patricia 's was an exc lusive dress shop
that is now part of Louie Louie nightclub and
bar. (December 1928 issue of Birmingham;
Gary Dobbs)
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The building, erected in just six
months (without overtime), set a construction record in the city. That
same year the Kamram Grotto financed the conversion and expansion
of a garage around the corner on
Magnolia Avenue into the Pickwick
Club (see Chapter 4). Although
lauded by newspapers for their effort
in the face of the Depression (" the
brave fashion in which Kamram Grotto is setting itself to answer the
challenge to build Birmingham now
and to continue building Birmingham" ), the order of Master
Masons just a few years later lost
both properties to foreclosure.Jo
Commercial expansion did not
confine itself to the immediate area of
th8 Circle. In the 1920s, institutions
and businesses began to locate on
the city's most prestigious boulevard,
Highland Avenue. In 1926 the
Shepherd-Sioss Realty Company purchased the prominent southeast corner lot at Highland Avenue and 20th
Street, on which stood the grand
home of John Tomlinson. A Page
Sloss, smitten with the shopping
center concept he had seen
developed so effectively on a recent
trip to California, planned with his
partner, Everett Shepherd, a two or
three-story building with twenty-five
businesses on the first floor and a
family hotel above. The realty firm
commissioned Charles H. McCauley
to design a scaled-down version of
their original concept. McCauley's
building, constructed in 1928, was a
one-story structure faced in terra cotta with a Venetian Renaissance
flavor. It echoed in a more elaborate
and decorative fashion the Mungers'
Spanish stores just a block away.
(Later in the 1930s Sloss created the
Highland Plaza shopping center, site
of the Western Supermarket, which
was reputed to be the first shopping
center built in the neighborhood-and
perhaps the city- with a parking lot.)3 1
The ornate Shepherd - Sloss
structure at Highland and 20th not
only housed the standard service and
commercial establishments (a
drugstore, laundry, meat market, and
beauty parlor), but it also gave a
home to Patricia's, an exclusive dress
shop. Its " smart little titian-haired proprietor" was Patricia Dunn, a Birmingham native who for the previous
eight years had " made good" in New
York and had studied in the smart

shops of Paris, London, and Monte
Carlo. Priding herself in handling only
one-of-a-kinq copies of imported
gowns, Patricia was particularly adept
at helping husbands select "surprise
presents" for their wives. Shortly after
she opened the shop (complete with
a small black youth in footman's attire at the entrance) in August 1928,
Patricia attributed her success to the
location. Birmingham women , she
declared " are eager to patronize a
place where they may obtain
anything in the way of the wearing
apparel line outside the rush and
bustle of the down-town district and
where they may find adequate parking facilities ." She may have spoken
too soon, however, for by 1930 her
shop had closed, probably one of the
Depression 's many victims.32
In 1927, a year before the
Shepherd-Sioss stores were built,
Southern Life & Health Insurance
Company moved their headquarters
to Highland Avenue. Alabama 's
oldest life insurance company, the
firm was organized in 1890 and purchased in 1903 by Cyrus Pitman Orr,
who remained president until his
death in 1939. A native of Canada
who never relinquished his British
citizenship, Orr decided in 1926 to
move the firm out of the central
business district. Decentralization was
in the air in the 1920s, and Southern
Life & Health became the first nonretail firm to move out of downtown
and the first to locate on Highland
Avenue. Although a premium price
was paid for the desirable location, it
represented a vast savings relative to
downtown property. In addition, the
money saved in real estate was, according to a contemporary account,
" invested in adding to the architectural beauty and practical requirements of the structure." To
design it, the company hired Warren ,
Knight, and Davis, the firm that in the
mid-1920s was designing some of the
city's finest buildings, including the
Watts Building and the Alabama
Power Company Building . The
dignified Renaissance Revival style
structure was the personal design of
Orr's son-in-law, William T. Warren ,
who had worked in the New York office of McKim , Mead, and White
before coming to Birmingham .
Southern Life & Health shared the
first floor of their new quarters with
prominent doctors and dentists, until

finally the firm expanded to occupy
the entire building. Today the firm is
managed under the third generation
of the Orr fami ly.33
A year before Southern Life &
Health left downtown for Highland
Avenue , Herbert Tutwiler seized on a
good opportunity to develop the lot
next door to the Highland Plaza
apartments (1924) at Highland
Avenue and 23rd Street, originally the
eastern boundary of the Town of
Highland. He commissioned Warren ,
Knight and Davis to design a
sophisticated Renaissance Revival
style building to house the New
Orleans-based women 's shop, Gus
Mayer Co., Ltd . Gus Mayer had been
in Birmingham since 1922 at 2008
5th Avenue North, next to the Molton
Hotel and across the street from the
Tutwiler. Certainly the women who
resided in the elegant Highland Plaza
were delighted when this fine addition
moved into the neighborhood .34
Charlotte Black florists , which had
been in the tile-faced building on the
Circle, occupied the other half of the
new building . Inside, a quaint cage
elevator provided access to the second floor. Originally the upstairs was
used for nurses' dormitories by the
Baptist Hospital (located next door,
present site of the Shell Station). It
was later remodeled into a private
penthouse which had a rose garden
in the back yard .3s
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Southern Life & Health Insurance Company Building (1927) ; Warren, Knight &
Davis , architec ts. (Courtesy Jackie Dobb s.
Ol d Birmingh am Ph otos)

Bottega Favorita (1926); Warren, Knight &
Davis, architects. The original tenants were
Gus Mayer Co., Ltd ., and Miss Black
Florists. (Birmingham News)

Tracing the evolution of commercial activity in Five Points-from
Philip Alosi's vegetable stand to
Patricia Dunn's smart $hop with the
finest in women's apparel-is one of
the surest ways of sensing the
neighborhood's evolution in its first
fifty years. By 1931, in addition to
many stores supplying the basic
necessities, Five Points had dress
and shoe shops, florists, jewelers,
restaurants, a movie theatre, a dance
hall, a bank, and a medical arts
tower. It also had its own art colony.
The commercial diversity was
matched by an attention to quality.
Small family-owned firms like Shropshire & Daniel traded extensively with
New York City to provide their
customers the best that could be
had; Fred Jones cut no corners in
churning ice cream or baking cakes;
and the Munger family sought the
latest styles for their Five Points Circle stores.
The neighborhood had become
almost self-sufficient commercially,
but not to the total exclusion of
downtown. Residents retained their
habits of shopping and entertaining in
the city, for only there could they find
the variety of merchandise offered by
large department stores and a wide
choice of motion picture and live
entertainment. Mrs. Grace Hines,
who moved to Five Points as a
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newlywed in 1923, continued to shop
at Fox & Sons Grocery (4th Avenue
and 19th Street North) and had accounts with all the major department
stores, because Five Points then had
no ladies' dress shop.
Anything Five Points may have
lacked in variety, it made up for in
familiarity. Storekeepers knew their
customers by name and knew each
other. In making a distinction between Five Points then and now,
Paul Shropshire described its original
sense as being " more of a neighborhood .. . more of a family." He
remembered early advertising was
more " creative, " often using spontaneous gestures to catch the attention of the passersby. For example,
Shropshire & Daniel displayed
fireworks on the sidewalk at
'Christmas and sometimes even asked customers to help with promotion.
On another occasion, when Haskins
Williams bought a new Cadillac, the
enterprising grocers convinced him to
park it in front of their store to lure
and impress onlookers. S.F. Robinson, a young black man in the
1920s, started delivering floral arrangements for Charlotte Black and
eventually learned the art of floral
design. (He now operates a shop at
23rd Street South.) Miss Black was
so impressed with a funeral spray he
created in the shape of an airplane to
commemorate a young soldier killed
in World War II that she displayed it
on the sidewalk in front of her shop
in the LaSalle Apartments for all to
see.
The range and quality of service
and merchandise, the comfortable
familiarity between shoppers and
merchants, and the appealing ambience the modern shop buildings
created made Five Points an attractive place for residents-and people
from other parts of the city and the
southern suburbs. A woman who
grew up in the neighborhood may
have best summed up the attitude
about the Five Points Circle area:
" That was heaven-that's as far as
you wanted to go. " 36

-................................................................................... Epilogue

---------------------------------------------------------------Men come together in cities in order
to live: they remain together in order
to live the good life.
Aristotle

Five Points at the end of the
1920s was mature and vibrant: a
neighborhood that offered a complete
range of urban amenities within a
suburbanlike setting of lawns, trees,
and parks on a rise above the city. It
was part of the city fabric but had a
weave and texture all its own . Its
diverse residents and shopkeepers
shared a daily familiarity with each
other. Five Points was a thriving town
within a city.
But it didn't last. The Depression
of the 1930s and post-World War II
suburban flight out of the city served
as the neighborhood's mid-life crisis.
Eventually the graceful maturity of
Five Points was eclipsed, and it was
forced into early retirement , as the
sense of connectedness and continuity that had held the many disparate
elements together began to break
down . Although some early families
remained , many more moved to
modern homes with bigger lawns in
homogeneous over-the-mountain
neighborhoods. Many who took their
place sought temporary shelter rather
than a permanent place to settle
down.
Along with Five Points' deteriorating social stability came the gradual
erosion of its strong physical
presence. Although the Circle and
immediate vicinity were left virtually
intact (with the few additions like First
Alabama Bank, Emily Shop, and Five
Points Bowling Center designed to fit
in with their surroundings), other
parts of the neighborhood were not
so fortunate . The first stretch of
Highland Avenue to 23rd Street
South, once lined with showcase
houses, was substantially
redeveloped, as more and more
businesses moved out of downtown
and proliferating cars spawned gas
stations at busy intersections. Unlike
the second Southern Life and Health
Insurance Company building (1973),
other new Highland Avenue buildings
for the most part ignored the color

and materials, forms, and siting of
the landmark churches, temples, and
houses nearby. Instead, they
reflected the tastes and technology of
the 1950s and 60s in discrete boxes
with broad expanses of glass,
masonry, and colored alumninum
panels.
But the most conspicuous transformation occurred in what had been
the northwest corner of the Town of
Highland. Much of the area was
leveled as the University of Alabama
in Birmingham (UAB) grew from a
one-building extension center to a
65-square-block campus. Although
the bulk of what was eliminated were
undistinguished · frame cottages and
stores, many in poor repair, the land
clearance helped establish a drastic
change in scale and prompted more
speculative clearance and redevelopment nearby. Probably the greatest
loss was the Cullom Place development along 11th Avenue South (once
grandly promoted as "second to no
other residence spot in the South").
With the exception of a few neglected
houses that linger in one block, the
heart of Cullom Place now consists of
cleared land and some nondescript
office buildings. Even in fringe areas
where houses were converted to professional office space (a decades-old
response to the growing medical
complex), traffic and parking needs
accelerated . All of these factors
seriously eroded the context of the
residential neighborhood that
remained .
Change occurred on the
neighborhood's interior too. Neglect
and decay destroyed some of the
houses. Others were sometimes
successfully-and often unsuccessfully-carved into apartments, and
many were "modernized" with mixed
results. But the greatest assault on
the neighborhood's physical fabric
was the erection of often cheaply
constructed apartment complexes
that totally ignored the character of
their surroundings.
Despite the significant losses that
Five Points has suffered during the
last fifty years of urban growth and
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Virginia Cobb helped p ioneer the comebac k of
Five Poi nts South. (Kim McRae)

change, the neighborhood has retained its identity. In particular, the
quality of its institutions and commercial center have helped sustain an
essential vitality and check the sense
of upheaval. Churches, temples, and
Ramsay High School have continued
to draw loyal constituencies both from
the neighborhood and many other
parts of metropolitan Birmingham.
Five Points Circle, featuring specialty
shops and tearooms, attracted overthe-mountain suburbanites long after
they had moved out of the neighborhood . But it was Virginia Cobb who,
more than any other individual , kept
people coming to Five Points. In
1944 she purchased the Levert Apartments. She and her needlework shop
moved in and fifteen years later she
opened Cobb's Corner Cupboard. Today Cobb Lane, with its shaded outdoor restaurants , variety of small
shops, and ambience of well-worn
elegance, is one of the city's most
popular attractions.
Five Points today is at the
threshold of its reincarnation , having
passed through a difficult period to
begin a new cycle that offers a
renewed chance at "the good life"
for its residents and business community. There are several indicators
on which to base this optimism. To
begin with, the city's hope for the
future, UAB ("the miracle on 20th
Street, " as the Birmingham News
has called it), is at the north end of

Five Points. Although UAB initially
obliterated part of the neighborhood,
it is now a critical component of the
city's economic health. A new UAB
Master Plan aims at making the
university a physical asset as well.
Three of the plan 's goals- orderly
growth, coordination with Birmingham's downtown development
plan, and most importantly for Five
Points, "setting clear boundaries
separating the campus from the Five
Points South neighborhood' ' -make
clear UAB's intention to be a good
neighbor both to Five Points and the
city as a whole. Two other major institutions, Southern Research Institute
and Rust Engineering Company, are
headquartered in Five Points, bringing national reputations and tremerdous resources into the
neighborhood.
Another promising factor is Five
Points Circle, with its picturesque and
sophisticated 1920s architecture,
which now anchors the southern end
of Birmingham's expanded downtown
business district. Because of its
potential to strengthen the stability
and economic health of both the
neighborhood and the entire central
business district, the Circle has been

targeted for revitalization . Several
public and private programs are
planned or under way. The most immediate and visible is a plan for the
Circle itself. The intersection's five
points will be extended to provide
pedestrian enclaves, increased parking, and safer and more efficient
vehicular and pedestrian traffic. A
proposal for commissioned artwork
and sculpture for each landscaped
point, including the return of the
Brother Bryan statue and a marker
detailing Five Points' historical
highlights, is under consideration. In
the center of the intersection,
contrasting-colored pavement in a
series of concentric circles will remind
passersby of the Circle's early use as
a streetcar turn-around, salvaging the
essence of the Circle's heritage while
answering modern traffic needs.
Recognizing that much of the Circle's original commercial success
resulted from appealing design as
well as accessible location, a city
rebate program is providing funds to
assist required facade renovation in
the vicinity of the Circle. Nomination
of the Five Points Historic District to
the National Register of Historic
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Symbol of the new vitality of Five Points
Circle, Jimmy Colvin and hi s quartet are
reg ulars at the popular ne ighborhood gathering
spot, Joe. Shown here on the porch of Signature
House, Colvin entertains the crowd at the recent
Cobb Lane rev italization celebration. (Kim
Mc Rae)
The neighborhood at its best is captured in
thi s photo, taken duri ng the Cobb Lane
ce lebration. It also contains the key elements for
a promising future for Five Points : thriving
commercial activity, preservation of a unique
heritage (note the McCants House dating from
the Town of Highland in the backgroun d), and
residents comm itted to bringing the ir
neighborhood back to life . (Kim McRae)

Places will provide official recognition
of the area's architectural and
historical importance and make
owners of qualifying properties eligible for tax-exempt bond financing
and a 25 percent investment tax
credit to rehabilitate their buildings.
When all these plans are accomplished, the Circle may once again
proudly claim its distinction as
Alabama's finest suburban shopping
center built in the 1920s.
Revitalization is happening
throughout the residential
neighborhood as well. Young people
are moving back into Five Points and
forming long-term attachments to the
neighborhood's way of life. They are
fixing up the old houses, cleaning up
the parks and planning new ones, actively looking for ways to protect their
still-residential blocks from shoddy
apartment complexes and creeping
professional offices. In wellestablished commercial areas, the
houses that were once curious and
pitiful remnants of a by-gone past are
now being renovated to serve as
distinctive, appealing offices and
shops. Along Highland Avenue alone,
the Hassinger, Bradshaw, and Fox
houses have been renovated to
house an optical company, a professional office, and an interior design
studio.
"Five Points' strengths are its
diversity and dynamism . The dangers
are that the dynamism will tilt away
from the diversity and begin to favor
one or another set of interests,"
warns Mike Dobbins, the city's liaison
with the neighborhood. When city
planners and neighborhood residents
are questioned about the future, they
suggest that its success must include
one of the neighborhood's original
strengths: diversity. Five Points was
never segregated but included city
elite and city poor, black and white,
Jew and gentile. This was possible
because their ways of life depended
on interconnecting with each other.
Things and people moved more slowly before 1930; bonds were given ,
time to form and be nourished. Th'e
challenge for Five Points today is-as
for most neighborhoods- above all a
challenge for those who live and
work there. They must find ways that
in the current pace of life can restore
the sense of community. They must
recapture the commitment of a town
within a city.

-.......................................... Five Points in the Future

The future of Five Points South as a neighborhood lies at the
crossroads. The future of the main commercial areas seems to
be pegged down with the current revitalization plans. However,
the future of the residential area is not as confident. Two years
ago the neighborhood lost $2 million in federal funds because
" it was too good a neighborhood. " At the same time, it was not
considered for another federal program because it was ''too
deteriorated. " The paradox of this dilemma is symbolic of its
challenge for the future.
Betty Bock
President, Five Points South Neighborhood Association

The Downtown Master Plan recognized the Five Points South
area as the southern-most terminal of the city's north-south
"central spine. " Because of the uniqueness of the area, with the
character of a European piazza and the design quality of some
of the buildings, the Master Plan recommends the designation of
the area as an historic district. The unique attraction of some of
the specialty shops should be reinforced and further developed
lo attract the downtown shopper and the general public.
Pedro Costa
Architect of the Downtown Master Plan

Drawing on her past, Five Points South offers perhaps the most
cosmopolitan living environment in Birmingham. Five Points
South seems destined to be as attractive and stimulating an
urban environment as any city has to offer.
Ed LaMonte
Executive Secretary to the Mayor

The critical issue facing the neighborhood, including its commercial district, is whether or not the variety of interests and viewpoints that currently thrive can continue to coexist constructively
and cooperatively. The promise of the neighborhood is that just
as it has succeeded in marking its history, decade by decade, in
its built environment and institutions, it will step forward as a
bellwether for the quality of urban life in Birmingham.
Mike Dobbins
City Planner & Liaison with the Five Points South Neighborhood
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Notes
1. Beginning a Neighborhood

1. The Five Points Project used Birmingham
city directories to identify nine extant
houses that date from the Town of
Highland (1887-93). In addition to the four
pictured , they include 2219 9th Avenue
South (c. 1891), 2229 9th Avenue South
(c. 1890), 1231 19th Street South (c.
1887), and 1601 13th Avenue South (c.
1891), and 2023 13th Avenue South (c.
1890). There is still some doubt as to
whether 1719 13th Avenue South
(possibly 1888) should be included. Further research is necessary to verify that
this was the Raben Sterrett house,
originally situated on the corner of 20th
Street and 12th Avenue South and moved
c. 1906-07 to the 13th Avenue South
location .
Inconsistencies in name and address in
the city directories make it clear that additional research in other source material
(probate and tax records , oral history interviews, etc.) is necessary for the absolute vertification of six of the nine
houses identified by this study and for the
identification of any others possibly dating
from the period.
2. Delores Falls, Catherine J. Pigford , and
Brevard Williams, "Occupation and Race
Survey of the Town of Highland and
Vicinity, 1883" (Unpublished map and tally compiled from the City Directory of Birmingham, Alabama, 1883, by Birmingham
Historical Society, 1981), Department of
Archives and Manuscripts, Birmingham
Public Library (hereafter cited as Archives, BPL).
3. Delores Falls, Catherine J. Pigford, and
Brevard Williams, " Occupation and Race
Survey of the Town of Highland and
Vicinity, 1893-95" (Unpublished map and
tally compiled from the City Directory of
Birmingham, Alabama, 1893 and 1895, by
Birmingham Historical Society, 1981), Archives, BPL.
4. Mrs. Georges Bridges, " The Story of 20th
Street Hill and Five Points" (Transcript
from a radio broadcast, Birmingham ,
n.d.) , Five Points vertical file , Tutwiler
Collection of Southern History and
Literature, Birmingham Public Library
(hereafter cited as Tutwiler, BPL).
5. Birmingham Age-Herald, July 1, 1900.
6. Julian Adler interview with Ann Burkhardt,
November 1981.
7. Quoted in Ethel Armes, The Story of Coat
and Iron in Alabama (Cambridge, USA:
The University Press, 1910; reprinted.,
Birmingham: Book-Keepers Press, 1972),
p.344.
8. Lucien Julien Walker, " Story of the Sunbright City and the Splendor of the
Years," Birmingham Age-Herald, August
5, 1900, p.1.
9. Armes, Coat and Iron, p.344.
10. Elyton Land Company, Record of Sales,
Archives, BPL.
11. Mittie Owen McDavid, " Town of Highland
and Its Mayors" (Typescript, n.d., p.2,
Tutwiler, BPL)
12. Lyn Johns, " Early Highland and the
Magic City, 1884-1893, including Willis J.
Milner's 'History of Highland Avenue,' "
The JOURNAL of the Birmingham
Historical Society, July 1979, pp. 33-37.

13. The Southern Architect, June 1891 ,
p.133.
14. McDavid , "Town of Highland, " p.2.
15. George M. Cruikshank, A History of Birmingham and Its Environs, (Chicago:
Lewis Publishing Company, 1920), 2:154.
Hereafter, unless specifically quoted , all
biographical references can be found in
Works Progress Administration , Birmingham , " Alabama: An Index to
Biographical Sketches of Individual Alabamians in State, Local , and to Some Extent, in National Collections" (Birmingham , 1956) and in the Birmingham
city directories .
16. Jefferson County, Alabama, Office of
Judge of Probate , Mechanic 's Lien ,
George W. Harris vs. L.W. McCants, April
11 , 1889, filed May 15, 1889, B:146.
17. Virginia Hanson interview with Ann
Burkhardt and Delores Falls, May 1981.
18. St. Mary's-on-the-Highlands Episcopal
Church vertical file , Tutwiler, BPL;
Southern Architect, June 1891 , p.147.
19. South Highland Presbyterian Church vertical file, Tutwiler, BPL; Elyton Land Company, Record of Sales; Southern Architect, August 1892, p.254.
20. Falls, Pigford , and Williams, " Occupation
and Race Survey, 1893-95." The survey
included the area between 6th and 15th
avenues south and 12th and 27th streets
south .
21. Ibid . Additional research is necessary to
interpret the observation about black
women living on otherwise all-white
blocks. Possibly they were domestic
servants.
22. Ibid . See the accompanying statistical
worksheet for the exact occupation
percentages and definitions of occupation
categories.
23. Emma Reid Ryall , " Living on Highlands
in Days of Mule Cars," Birmingham AgeHerald, October 30, 1925; Julian Adler interview; Orlean Lackey, " Mrs. Jack liked
home so well she lived there for 63
years," Birmingham News , January 13,
1952, p. D-8.
24. Hill Ferguson , "When Birmingham Was
Sweet Sixteen, " Ferguson Historical Collection (FHC), 40:46, Archives, BPL.
25. The DuBose Academian , December 1894,
p.6.; Lackey, "Mrs. Jack. "
26. The Dubose Academian , December 1894,
p.6. This was the student newspaper of
one of Highland's most reputable private
schools, South Highland Academy.
27. Ferguson , "Sweet Sixteen," pp. 44-46.
28. Rucker Agee interview with Ann
Burkhardt, July 1981; Elizabeth Agee interview with Ann Burkhardt and Brevard
Williams, June 1981 ; Birmingham AgeHerald, October 14, 1890.
29. John Witherspoon DuBose, Jefferson
County and Birmingham, Alabama:
Historical and Biographical (Birmingham:
Teeple and Smith , 1887), p.427.
30. Ibid .; Elyton Land Company, Record of
Sales; Jefferson County Probate, Estate
of John B. Boddie, Final Record, January
26, 1907, Book 8, p.18.
31 . McDavid , " Town of Highland ," p.3.
32. Rucker Agee interview.
33. Town of Highland , Minute Book, June 18,
1887-February 7, 1893. The other intendants in order of service were H.C.
Ansley, John J. McDavid (served two
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34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.
40.
41 .

42.

terms from 1889 to 1891), John W.
Tomlinson, and Jack Q. Cohen .
For a detailed account of the annexation
issue see Johns, " Early Highland and the
Magic City"; Richard Hofstadter, William
Miller, and Daniel Aaron , The United
States: The History of a Republic
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J. : Prentice-Hall,
1967), p.531 .
Hill Ferguson, " Town of Highland ," Hill
Ferguson Personalities (HFP-2) 5:82, Archives, BPL.
Other less common names were Confederate Hill, Confederate Ridge, Nob Hill,
and Turkey Ridge.
Elizabeth Lyon , Atlanta Architecture: The
Victorian Heritage (Atlanta: Atlanta
Historical Society, 1976), p.9.
Elyton Land Company, Record of Sales,
p.494; Jefferson County Probate, Deed
Book, 53:204. Neither source indicates
the price paid for the property. Boddie
may have only signed a promissory note,
which Rucker paid. According to Rucker's
grandson , Rucker Agee , this was a common practice for Boddie.
Rucker Agee interview.
Dictionary of American Biography, s.v. ,
" Johnston , Joseph Forney," p.146.
Jefferson County Probate, Mechanic 's
Lien , James Wallace vs . Dick Jewell and
John D. Dwyer, November 12, 1892, filed
November 17, 1892, C:256 ; Hill Ferguson,
" Birmingham Rolling Mills," (FHC) vol.
102, Archives, BPL.
Jefferson County Probate, Mechanic 's
Lien , W.H. Higgins vs . Estate of John B.
Boddie, October 24, 1891 , B:585-586; Birmingham; Special Limited Edition
(Chicago: Lewis Publishing Company,
1920), p.111 .

2. Getting Around a Neighborhood
1. Blaine Brownell notes in " Birmingham ,
Alabama: New South City in the 1920s,"
Journal of Southern History, February
1972, p.33, that the greatest increase in
automobile ownership took place in the
mid-1920s. The Birmingham metropolitan
area had more than 43,000 cars in 1926,
an increase of .some 365 percent over the
nearly 12,000 autos recorded in 1920.
2. For the most complete documentation of
Birmingham's streetcar and bus systems
(and what preceded them) see Alvin W.
Hudson and Harold E. Cox, Street
Railways of Birmingham (Forty Fort, Pa.:
Harold E. Cox, 1976). Unless otherwise
noted, all information concerning the
horsecar, steam dummy, and streetcar
lines in Birmingham and Five Points was
drawn from this source.
3. Ibid ., pp. 6-7.
4. Martha Milner Benedict, " Highland
Avenue and the Dummy Line"
(Typescript, n.d.), p.304, Tutwiler, BPL.
5. Hudson and Cox, Street Railways, p.36. It
is interesting to note that the electric
streetcar had been introduced to the nation in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1890,
just one year before Birmingham 's
systems electrified. In fact , because most
southern cities had relatively underdeveloped horse railway systems (and consequently little investment to dismantle),
they initially led the way nationally in installing electric streetcar systems.

6. Hudson and Cox, Street Railways, p.87.
Further research on the 11th Avenue
streetcar line may provide an invaluable
picture of competitive land development
practices m B1rm1ngham as well as information on the rivalry of streetcar and
steam dummy companies, namely Birmingham Ra1l & Electric Company and
B1rmmgham Traction Company. A good
place to start is in the newspaper
coverage of the 11th Avenue line construction and opening: Birmingham News,
1898: Apnl 15, p.2; May 13, p.6; May 16,
p.2; May 19, p.1; and April4 , 1899, p.1.
Also see discussion of E.N. Cullom in
Chapter 3.
7. Cruikshank, Birmingham , 2:12; George
Franc1s Mulcahy, " A Regal Demesne with
Handsome Homes Gleniris Will Be, " Birmmgham Ledger, February 26, 1902.
8. Jefferson County Probate, Map Book,
3:67 and 7:42. For a list of Phelan and
Thompson property transactions see
Phelan and Thompson tiles in Five Points
Project Files; Stephen Stella, " Five Points
Development" (Unpublished map, colorcoded to show dates of building construction compiled from the Birmingham city
d1rectones, 1883-1930, by Birmingham
H1stoncal Society, 1981), Archives, BPL.
9. Cruikshank, Birmingham, 2:12.
10. Blaine A. Brownell , " The Urban South
Comes of Age, 1900-1940" in The City in
Southern History: The Growth of Urban
Civilization in the South, ed. by Blaine A.
Brownell and David R. Goldfield (Port
Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat Press, 1977),
p.138; Sam B. Warner, Jr., Streetcar
Suburbs: The Process of Growth in
Boston 1870-1900 (N .Y.: Atheneum ,
1974).
11 . Twelfth Census of the United States
(1900) for Jefferson County, Alabama.
12. Lee Forney Crawford , William Webb
Crawford: Dean of Birmingham Bankers
(Birmingham : Roberts & Son , 1958),
p.102; Mrs. Don Rich interview with Ann
Burkhardt and Delores Falls, May 1981 .
13. Sources used for captions (in addition to
Hudson and Cox): Rucker Agee interview;
Manufacturer's Record, June 4, 1914,
p.79 ; Vincent Alosi interview; Fritz Woehle
interview with Brevard Williams, August
1981.
14. Hill Ferguson , " Bicycling in Birmingham
as an amateur sport," (FHC) 43:3, Archives, BPL; S.F. Robinson interview with
Ann Burkhardt, June 1981; Edith Ward
London , typescript of her diary, November
30, 1895, p.49, and April 11, 1896, p.63;
Ferguson " The 'Safety' Bicycle," (HFP-2)
6:19-21 , Archives, BPL.
15. Hill Ferguson , (HFP-1) 23:59 , 57, 53.
16. Brownell, " The Urban South ," p.134.
17. Sam Romano interview with Ann
Burkhardt and Delores Falls, June 1981 ;
Rachel London Lamar interview with Alice
Bowsher and Ann Burkhardt, April 1981 ;
Robert Montgomery interview with Ann
Burkhardt, August 1981.
18. Vincent Alosi interview with Madge Hahn,
March 1982; Hudson and Cox , Street
Railways, pp. 50-53.
19. Mrs. Frank J. Selman and Mrs. J. Huber
O'Donnell interview with Ann Burkhardt
and Delores Falls, June 1981 ; Eleanor
Massey Bridges interview with Ann
Burkhardt and Stephen Stella, May 1981 .

3. Building a Neighborhood
1. Hester M. Smith telephone conversation
with Madge Hahn , July 1982; Act of
September 1850, Military Bounty Land
Warrant 27183, Joseph Hickman ,
December 23, 1851 , Record Group 49,
" Land-Entry Papers, " National Archives.
This was the first act to grant land in
compensation for military service in the
War of 1812, explaining the more-thanthirty-year lag between Hickman 's service
and reward .
In 1818 (the year he moved to Jefferson County from South Carolina),
H1ckman purchased 160 acres of land in
the vicinity of St. Vincent's Hospital. For
h1s 1851 grant he selected adjacent
acreage. Meanwhile, around 1847 he had
moved to Elyton where he operated an
inn with son-in-law, Elijah Sandefer.
2. In the Treaty of Fort Jackson, August 9,
1814, the Creek Indian nation ceded to
the United States about one-half of the
present state of Alabama, including what
1s now Jefferson County. The land
became part of the Mississippi Territory.
Dunng the territorial years, the site of Birmingham and the surrounding Jones
Valley were part of Blount County. Six
days before Alabama was granted
statehood , on December 19, 1819, the
territorial legislature created Jefferson
County from the southern portion of
Blount County.
3. The first Jefferson County land was auctioned beginning in 1819 at the Huntsville
Land Office. Most of the land, however,
was distributed from the Tuscaloosa Land
Office, which operated between 1821 and
1861. Their records were transferred to
the Montgomery Land Office (1834-1927)
after the Civil War.
The first owners of the approximately
460 acres that would later become the incorporated Town of Highland are recorded in a dozen or so entries spanning a
fifty-year period (1821-71). Those that
were cash transactions ranged in value
from $0.12112 an acre in 1855 to $2.50 an
acre in 1869. All except one were handled out of the Tuscaloosa Land Office.
All are recorded in the Alabama Tract
Book, Jefferson County Probate Office.
For a list and description of entries that
cover the approximate land that was incorporated in the Town of Highland , see
Ongmal Land Grants file , Five Points Project Files, Archives, BPL.
4. Harry P. Yoshpe and Philip P. Brower
Preliminary Inventory of the Land-Entry
Papers of the General Land Office
(Washington, D.C. : National Archives
1949), pp. 1-3. This provides a detail~d
explanation of U.S. government land
transfers in the public land states.
Before 1862 the federal government
placed all lands on auction sale (in an attempt to get more than the minimum
price), but only a small fraction of lands
were disposed of at these auctions.
5. Leah Rawls Atkins, The Valleys and the
Htlls: An Illustrated History of Jefferson
County (Woodland Hills, Calif.: Windsor
Publications, 1981), p.24; Mary Ann
Neeley interview with Ann Burkhardt
September 1981 .
'
6. Original Land Grants file, Five Points
Project Files, Archives, BPL.
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7. Map, " Owners of Birmingham in 1870
just before incorporation ;" Mrs. Raymond
Jones interview with Ann Burkhardt, April
1981 ; Elyton Land Company, Record of
Sales.
8. There is, however, an important qualification to note. Phelan originally (in 1869)
homesteaded forty acres of Red Mountain
property that was just south of the
neighborhood 's limits . Sometime, probably in the 1870s, he acquired the eighty
acres in Five Points proper known as
Phelan 's Add ition , a tract roughly bounded by 13th and 18th streets south and
11th and 16th avenues. Part of this tract
was originally granted to Philoman Partam in 1855 and William L. Duprey
(poss1bly Dupuy) in 1856.
9. DuBose, Jefferson County and Birmingham , p.547; Jefferson County Probate, Alabama Tract Book, Homestead
and Cash Entries, Ellis Phelan, May 19,
1869, and May 13, 1870 (it is not known
what motivated Phelan to convert his
homestead entry to cash , for which he
paid almost $200 a year after he tiled
homestead documentation) ; Jefferson
County Probate, Deed Books (for specific
volumes, see Phelan family file , Five
Po1nts Project Files.) The deeds by which
Phelan acquired the Phelan's Addition
property have not been found but a property abstract of 1301 13th Avenue South
indicates that he had done so by 1881 ;
Jefferson County Probate, Mechanic 's
Lien, 1908, G:164, 168, 174, 225.
10. Stephen Stella, " Five Points Subdivisions
Map" (Unpublished map, constructed
from subdivision maps in Jefferson County Probate, by Birmingham Historical
Society), in Five Points Project Files, Archives, BPL; Elyton Land Company,
Record of Sales; George B. Kelley, Map
of B1rmmgham , Alabama and adjacent
suburbs, 1903. Areas resurveyed were:
Elyton Land Co. 1st Addition, 1892; Birmmgham Realty 1st Addition , 1901 ; and
Malone & Smyer Subdivision, 1902.
11 . Stella, " Five Points Subdivisions Map ."
The subdivisions created from the Phelan
tract were the Investment Real Estate Addition, 1900, and the Thompson-Phelan
Addition , 1903.
12. Transcript of an editorial in an undated
1898 edition of the Birmingham AgeHerald and Mollie Cullom Walker, " Edward Northcraft Cullom" in Hill Ferguson
(FHC) vol. _35, Archives, BPL; Birmingham
News, Apnl 23, 1898, p.1; Birmingham
News, April 23, 1900, p.10; Birmingham
Ledger, February 26, 1902; Elyton Land
Company, Record of Sales.
Se_e Chapter 2, particularly footnote 6,
for d1scuss1on of the 11th Avenue line
streetcar controversy.
13. Ibid ., Jefferson County Probate, Deed
Book, 331 :311 , and Mechanic 's Lien
vol. G.
'
14. Jefferson County Probate, Deed Book (tor
specific volumes and pages see Frank Y.
Anderson file in Five Points Project Files);
Map Book 5:79. Before this subdivision
was platted , Thompson , Thompson and
Randolph had formed the Jefferson Land
Development Company. Thompson had
also purchased a section of Phelan's Addition and in 1903 had it resurveyed as
the Phelan-Thompson Addition . One of
the developers Thompson sold to was
A.A . Dearborn who, between 1908 and

1914, built several houses along the 1700
block of 15th Avenue South (including his
own home at 1748-50), the 1400 block of
18th Street, and the 1700 block of 16th
Avenue South .
15. Mrs. Frank J . Selman and Mrs. J . Huber
O 'Donnell interview. See J . Cary Thompson file , Five Points Project Files, for
specific deed and mortgage volumes
covering the years 1906-10.
16. American Illustrating Company, Pen and

Sunlight Sketches of Greater Birmingham
(Birmingham: American Illustrating Co.,
1911 ), p .192; Manufacturer 's Record,
Nov. 5, 1908, p.70; J. Cary Thompson
file, Five Points Project Files, Archives ,
BPL .
17. Other architects who designed houses in
the neighborhood between 1880 and
1930 included Joseph C. Turner, Robert
E. Posey, William Chaffee, T .U. Walter ,
Ill , D.O . Whilldin , Bem Price , William
Leslie Welton , William C. Weston, H.D.
Breeding , John Sutcliffe, J.W. McClain ,
T.H. Maddox & Son, G.M. Torgerson ,
Edouard Sidel, D.A. Helmich , William A.
Bird , W.E. Spink, D.A. Reamer, Jacob
Salie, P.S. Mewhinney, and John A. Miller
(with Hugh Martin).
18. Hill Ferguson, " Charles R. and Harry
Wheelock , Architects ," Corner Stone Box
(CSB), vol. 2, Archives , BPL; Mabel
Wheelock Gray telephone conversation
with Marjorie White , 1977.
19. Ibid .; City Directory of Birmingham , 1888;
Wheelock, Joy, Wheelock , Architectural
Work (St. Louis: Mitchell & Co., 1905);
Julian Adler interview (hypothetical conversation constructed from notes).
20. Hill Ferguson, " S. Scott Joy," (CSB),
vol. 2, Archives, BPL.
21 . Lyn Johns telephone conversation with
Ann Burkhardt, November 1981 .
22. Lucia Giddens, " Housekeeping on the
Smallest Lot," Birmingham Post, June 13,
1934.
23. Birmingham News, April 27, 1947, p.7 ;
Giddens, " Housekeeping."
24 . Hill Ferguson , " Miller, Martin and Lewis,"
(CSB), vol. 2, Archives, BPL.
25. For a more thorough consideration of
houses as a reflection of social ,
economic , and political issues, see Gwendolyn Wright, Building the Dream: A

Social History of Housing in America

26.
27.

28.

29.

(N .Y.: Pantheon Books, 1981).
There are several good references for
American architecture of this period. One
of the most concise explanations of the
many styles and their relationship to each
other is found in The Old House Journal,
January 1982, 10:1-8.
Wright , Building the Dream , p.112.
Sallie Comer Lathrop, The Comer Family
Grows Up (Birm ingham : Birmingham
Printing Co., 1945), 3:89.
Some assert that the shotgun form came
to this country from the west coast of
Africa, via the Caribbean and port cities
such as New Orleans and Charleston.
See Ann Burkhardt, " The Shotgun
House: Take Another Look ," Landmarks
Foundation Quarterly (Montgomery, Ala.:
February 1979).
Alice M. Bowsher, "Edward Bok 's Attempt to Promote Good Design in the
Suburbs: An Analysis of Architecture Illustrated in the Ladies Home Journal,

1895-1917," unpublished M.A. Thesis ,
University of Virginia , 1976, p.13.
30. Gustav Stickley, The Best of Craftsman
Homes (reprinted. , Salt Lake City:
Peregrine Smith , 1979), p.8.
31 . For a detailed examination , see Chapter
2, " Divided Space," in Gunther Barth 's

City People: The Rise of Modern City
Culture in Nineteenth-Century America
(N .Y. : Oxford University Press, 1980) and
Chapter 8, " The Advantages of Apartment Life," in Gwendolyn Wright' s

Building the Dream .
32. Barth , City People, p.45.
33. Wright , Building the Dream , p .138.
34. Letter, Richard W . Massey to Hill
Ferguson , January 28, 1934, (HFP-1),
19:81.
35 . Elizabeth Agee interview; Grace Hines interview with Ann Burkhardt and Delores
Falls, June 1981 ; Rachel London Lamar
interview.
36. Ibid .
37. London diary, March 28 , 1927, pp.
506-507; Andrew Alpern , Apartments for

the Affluent: A Historical Survey of
Building in New York (N.Y .: McGraw,
1975), p .2; Industria/Index, Atlanta
Number (n.d .), p.88.
38. Newspa[3er clippings (undated) from
Richard Massey Scrapbook, Tutwiler,
BPL. Unless otherwise cited , all other
references come from this source.
39 . For a biographical sketch of Massey see
Chapter 4.
40 . Eleanor Massey Bridges (daughter of
Richard Massey) interview. According to
his daughter, Massey built the Terrace
Court with non-union labor. One night,
several workers who were then on strike
broke into the construction site , murdered
the night watchman , and ripped out the
plumbing system .
41 . Massey Scrapbook; Rucker Agee
interview.
42. " Some Apartment Houses in Chicago,"
30:119-30.
43. Birmingham city directories; Ira Sellers,
Jr., interview with Delores Falls and Ann
Burkhardt, May 1981. Also see " Apartment Tenants ' Occupations Survey" compiled by Catherine J. Pigford for approximately fifteen apartments between the
years 1907 and 1930, Apartments files ,
Five Points Project Files, Archives, BPL.
44. Mrs. Frank J . Selman and Mrs. J. Huber
O'Donnell interview; Elma Bell , " Life on
16th Avenue South is Chronicled by Resident," Birmingham News, January 12,
1979, p .15.
45. Birmingham News, July 15, 1924, p.5.
46. Proceedings from the Third Annual Con-

ference of Developers of High Class
Residential Property (Birmingham:
Reported by Birmingham Court Reporting
Co., February 1919), pp. 528-33.
47. City Directory of Birmingham , 1930.
48. Birmingham News, August 23, 1925;

Southern Architect and Building News,
October 1926, pp. 63-4.
49. Documentation (newspaper articles, interviews , etc.) of the apartment's history is
contained in Royal Arms Apartment file ,
Five Points Project Files, Archives, BPL.
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4. Peopling a Neighborhood
1. 1900 Census. Statistical worksheets
(indicating the neighborhood percentages
of ethnic and non-southeastern population) and a study map (transferring social
class and ethnic and racial data onto a
1902 atlas) were compiled from the 1900
census . These, along with copies of the
census entries for Five Points, are located
in the Five Points Project Files, Archives ,
BPL. Also included are statistical
abstracts, maps, and verbal boundary
descriptions of census wards and districts
in B irmingham 1900-1920.
2. Julian Street, " Busy Birmingham ," Collier 's Weekly, April 14, 1917, p.22.
3. Lathrop , The Comer Family, 3:38; Eleanor
Massey Bridges interview.
4. London diary, August 6, 1900, p .145, and
September 13, 1905, pp. 157-158.
5. 1900 Census; Ira Se llers, Jr. , interview;
Mrs. Raymond Jones interview.
6. Ira Sellers, Jr. , interview; Rachel London
Lamar interview; Mrs. Raymond Jones
interview.
7. Delores Falls, statistical worksheets compiled from 1900 Census; Mrs. Don Rich
interview; Dr. Margaret Bennett Little interviews with Ann Burkhardt, May and
June 1981 .
8. Mark H. Elovitz, A Century of Jewish Life

in Dixie: The Birmingham Experience
(Tuscaloosa, Ala .: University of Alabama
Press , 1974), pp. 90-91 ; Leo Mendel interview with Ann Burkhardt and Brevard
Williams, July 1981 ; Jerome A. Cooper interview with Ann Burkhardt, July 1982;
Julian Adler interveiw.
9. Rachel London Lamar interview; Eleanor
Massey Bridges interview; Julian Adler interview ; Jerome A. Cooper interview; Mrs.
Frank J . Selman and Mrs. J . Huber
O'Donnell interview.
10. Conference of Developers of High Class
Residential Property, p.568.
11 . Dr. Margaret Bennett Little interviews;
Mrs. Samuel (Emily Williams) Bowman interview with Delores Falls and Ann
Burkhardt, August 1981 .
12. Marie Stokes Jemison , " Ladies Become
Voters," Southern Exposure , Spring 1979,
pp. 52, 58; Eleanor Massey Bridges inter, view; Birmingham News, December 23,
1935.
13. Hill Ferguson (HFP-1), 19:83; Eleanor
Massey Bridges interview; Birmingham
News, August 26, 1951 ; Birmingham
News , November 25, 1962.
14. Elizabeth Agee and Arthur Stewart, " Miss
Hannah Elliott," Birmingham Museum of
Art , 1982; Eleanor Massey Bridges interview; Rachel London Lamar interview.
Also see Hill Ferguson (FHC) , vol. 38,
" Hannah Elliott. "
15. Julian Adler interview.
16. Morris Adler's son , Julian , related an
amusing anecdote about the Percys'
house. While the builders were excavating the hill on which it was built,
Julian and friends went over one afternoon and broke into the tool shed at the
construction site. They started throwing
sacks about the room but abruptly
stopped after discovering the sacks were
filled with dynamite.

17. Tom Cothington , " Walker Percy," unpublished paper in vertical files , n.d., Tutwiler, BPL; Lathrop, The Comer Family,
3:39.
18. According to David M. Katzman in Seven
Days a Week: Women and Domestic Service in lndistrializing America (N .Y.: Oxford University Press, 1978) pp. 55-57,
126, between 1900 and 1920 the number
of domestic servants in the United States
declined by half-from eighty per thousand families to thirty-nine. Most of these
were day workers rather than live-in servants. Although more research is
necessary on this topic, it is probably a
safe assumption that the South , even a
few decades beyond 1920, had higher
domestic employment than the national
average.
19. Based on interviews with Dr. Margaret
Bennett Little, Willie Lee Harris, Lucinda
Spencer, S.F. Robinson , Eleanor Massey
Bridges, Mrs. Haymond Jones, Mrs.
Samuel Bowman , Grace Hines, Rachel
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