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introduction


In the Marx Brothers’ movie Animal Crackers, Groucho Marx plays a big-game hunter named Captain Spaulding. His speech about his adventures in Africa includes this passage:




One morning I shot an elephant in my pajamas. How he got in my pajamas I don’t know. We tried to remove the tusks, but they were imbedded so firmly, we couldn’t budge them. Of course in Alabama the Tuscaloosa, but that’s entirely irr-elephant to what I was talking about.





How true that is!


Like Captain Spaulding, two of Alabama’s most famous citizens never existed. In 2003 the American Film Institute named “the greatest hero in 100 years of film history.” It wasn’t James Bond; he was number three. Nor was it Indiana Jones, who was number two. The winner was smalltown Alabama lawyer Atticus Finch, hero of Harper Lee’s novel To Kill a Mockingbird, played on-screen by the Oscar-winning Gregory Peck.


Surprising numbers of lawyers and judges across Alabama say their career choice was inspired by the example of Atticus. The Alabama Bar Association erected the statue of Atticus that stands at the old courthouse in Harper Lee’s hometown of Monroeville. Alabama politicians, like politicians everywhere, like to fulminate against “trial lawyers,” but none ever criticizes Atticus, the most famous trial lawyer of all.


The other famous nonexistent Alabamian is the hero of Winston Groom’s novel Forrest Gump, played on-screen by the Oscar-winning Tom Hanks. Surprising numbers of people call the University of Alabama to ask, in all seriousness, for copies of Forrest’s yearbook photo and have to be let down gently. As yet no Forrest Gump statue stands in Tuscaloosa, but the Bubba Gump Shrimp Company exists. However, it’s based in California and has no restaurants in Alabama.
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Many other illustrious Alabamians are real people, not inventions: Hank Aaron, Hugo Black, Rick Bragg, Zelda Fitzgerald, Fannie Flagg, Helen Keller, Jesse Owens, Condoleezza Rice. Some famous figures loom so large in the state’s history that it’s easy to forget they weren’t Alabama natives to begin with: Wernher von Braun, Paul W. “Bear” Bryant, Truman Capote, George Washington Carver, Jefferson Davis, Martin Luther King Jr., Joe Namath, Sequoyah, Booker T. Washington.


American music would be hard to imagine without Alabamians such as Nat King Cole, W. C. Handy, Sam Phillips, and Hank Williams. Also born in Alabama were Clarence Carter, the Delmore Brothers, Emmylou Harris, the Louvin Brothers, Wilson Pickett, Martha Reeves, Lionel Richie, Percy Sledge, Sun Ra, and Dinah Washington. The original Commodores were Richie’s classmates at Tuskegee. A Birmingham beautician named Tammy Wynette got her start singing on a local TV show called Country Boy Eddie. Eddie Kendricks and Paul Williams were Birmingham schoolboys when they formed a singing group called the Cavaliers. They took the act to Detroit, where they added personnel and became the Temptations.


TV Land viewers should note the actors who played Mr. Haney on Green Acres, Flo on Alice, and Gomer and Goober on The Andy Griffith Show are all from Alabama, too.


While most Presidents’ Day observations in February honor George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, Alabama’s is the only one that specifically honors only Washington and a fellow southerner, Thomas Jefferson—who was born in April.


Another Alabama distinction is an enormous and unwieldy state constitution. At press time the Alabama constitution had 799 amendments. (When the first edition of this book was published in 2005, it had only 742.) Every fall a handful of new amendments is on the ballot. Many of the amendments have amendments themselves. For example, Amendment 799 amended Amendment 756; the revision allows Shelby County to enforce traffic laws on private roads, or something like that. Why this sort of local issue needs to be put to a statewide vote is a mystery, but Alabamians enjoy the opportunity each fall to crush some faraway county’s bingo sales, just out of spite.


Alabama towns include The Bottle, Bug Tussle, Burnt Corn, Chigger Hill, Graball, Hustleville, Intercourse, Needmore, Pull Tight, Scant City, Scratch Ankle, Smuteye, and Zip City.


Alabama’s forests cover more acres than the states of Connecticut, Delaware, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island combined. A twelfth of all the water going to the ocean in the United States flows through Alabama, on waterways such as Hells Creek, Murder Creek, Peckerwood Creek, and Polecat Creek. Alabama eminences include Penitentiary Mountain, Rattlesnake Mountain, Straight Mountain, and Turkey Heaven Mountain.


Other states make do with state birds and state flowers, but Alabama has all sorts of officially recognized state symbols. Alabama has a state reptile (the Alabama red-bellied turtle), a state American folk dance (the square dance), and a state soil (the Bama Soil Series). The state fossil is the basilosaurus, a carnivorous 70-foot-long prehistoric whale. Its bones first were dug up on an Alabama plantation in 1834, and the two most complete basilosaurus skeletons ever unearthed were dug up in Alabama.


The state shell is Johnstone’s Junonia, named for Mobile shell enthusiast Kathleen Yerger Johnstone. The camellia was named the state flower in 1959, ending the thirty-two-year reign of the previous state flower, the goldenrod, to which many Alabamians were allergic.


The monarch butterfly is the state insect, but the state butterfly is the eastern tiger swallowtail. The state game bird is the wild turkey, but Wild Turkey is not the state spirit. That honor goes to Clyde May’s Conecuh Ridge Whiskey, which is made in Kentucky.


The legislature confused itself when it named the largemouth bass, Micropterus salmoides, the state freshwater fish. The official legislation calls it Micropterus punctulatus, which as everyone knows is not the largemouth bass but the spotted bass. If this were in the state constitution, it would have been amended by now.


The state nut is the pecan, though it has plenty of competition.


The state motto is “We dare defend our rights,” but many Alabamians find that not half so inspiring as “In Alabama the Tuscaloosa.”




[image: image]


Interesting Town Names in Alabama


Active (Bibb County)


Aimwell (Marengo County)


Alabaster (Shelby County)


Allgood (Blount County): Named for the Allgood family.


Arab (Marshall County): Pronounced “A-rab,” with the emphasis on the first syllable. The post office was supposed to be named Arad after the first postmaster’s son, but federal officials misread the handwritten application.


Axis (Mobile County)


Ballplay (Etowah County): Native American sportsmen had a playing field here.


Benevola (Pickens County)


Black Diamond (Jefferson County)


Blues Old Stand (Bullock County): Named for Mr. Blue’s nineteenth-century general store, or “stand.”


Bon Air (Talladega County): French for “good air.”


Boot Hill (Barbour County)


The Bottle (Lee County): Named for a large sign in the shape of a Coca-Cola bottle.


Brilliant (Marion County): Named for the Brilliant Coal Company.


Bug Tussle (Cullman County)


Burnt Corn (on the Monroe County/Conecuh County line): Early settlers came upon a burnt cornfield here.


Carbon Hill (Walker County)


Chance (Clarke County): The first postmaster kept recommending names for his post office, all of which were rejected by the federal government. Saying he’d give it one more chance, he wrote down Chance, and it was accepted.


Chigger Hill (DeKalb County): Named for a mite infestation.


Consul (Marengo County)


Dog Town (DeKalb County): Coon hunting and coonhounds were popular here.


Dolomite (Jefferson County)


Duck Springs (Etowah County)


Echo (Dale County): Early settlers heard an echo as they built their cabin.


Eclectic (Elmore County): The town founder, having taken an “eclectic” course of study in school, believed “eclectic” meant “best.”


Eight Mile (Mobile County)


Elsanor (Baldwin County): Named not for Hamlet’s Elsinore but for Elsa Norton, whose philanthropist husband donated land and money for a school here.


Excel (Monroe County)


Flomaton (Escambia County): “Flo” from Florida, “ma” from Alabama, “ton” for town.


Florala (Covington County): “Flor” from Florida, “ala” from Alabama.


Fort Deposit (Lowndes County): Andrew Jackson built a supply depot here during his 1813 extermination of the Creeks.


Froggy Bottom (Montgomery County)


Fruithurst (Cleburne County): Named by the Alabama Fruit Growers.


Graball (Henry County): When the law raided a cockfight here, someone yelled, “Grab all the money and run!”


Half Acre (Marengo County): The full name was originally Hell’s Half Acre, named by the disgusted surveyors after they discovered they were off by a half acre.


Hazel Green (Madison County): Named for the hazelnut groves.


Hedgeman Triplett’s Ferry (Randolph County)


Hightogy (Lamar County)


Holy Trinity (Russell County)


Honoraville (Crenshaw County): Named for a character in John Dryden’s long poem “Theodore and Honoria.”


Hope Hull (Montgomery County): Named for a circuit-riding Methodist preacher named Hope Hull.


Hopeful (Talladega County)


Hurricane (Baldwin County)


Hustleville (Marshall County)


Hytop (Jackson County)


Ino (Coffee County): When the postmaster asked the citizens to suggest names, everybody spoke at once. One person kept saying, “I know. I know. I know.”


Intercourse (Sumter County): This was a crossroads community, where travelers could exchange, uh, information with one another.
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Land (Choctaw County): Named for the Land family.


Lavaca (Choctaw County): La vaca is Spanish for “the cow.”


Leggtown (Limestone County): Named for the Legg family.


Level Road (Randolph County)


Listerhill (Colbert County): Named for U.S. Senator Lister Hill (1894–1984).


Loango (Covington County): Farmers at the store here used to “load and go.”


Locust Fork (Blount County)


Lower Peach Tree (Wilcox County)


Lubbub (Pickens County)


Majestic (Jefferson County)


Marvel (Bibb County): Named for poet Andrew Marvell.


Muscle Shoals (Colbert County): Named for Tennessee River shellfish. Muscle is the Middle English spelling of mussel.


Nectar (Blount County)


Needmore (Pike County)


New Site (Tallapoosa County): According to legend, people moved here because they found neighboring Goldville, an 1842 gold rush town, to be sinful.


Normal (Madison County): Named for the state Normal and Agricultural School, now Alabama A&M.


Octagon (Marengo County): Named for the eight-sided Bethlehem Baptist Church, built in 1868.


Old Texas (Monroe County)


Paragon (Choctaw County): Once was named Drag, the nickname of a lazy resident.


Peeks Corner (DeKalb County)


Perdido Beach (Baldwin County): Perdido means “lost” in Spanish, hence “Lost Beach.”


Phenix City (Russell County) Named for the Phenix Mills, the major employer across the river in Columbus, Georgia. Once known as Lively.


Phil Campbell (Franklin County): Named for the contractor who built the railroad through here.


Pine Level (Montgomery County): Once known as Pine Tucky.


Potash (Randolph County)


Pull Tight (Marion County)


Pyriton (Clay County): Named for pyrite, a.k.a. “fool’s gold.”


Rabbit Town (Marshall County)


Rainbow City (Etowah County)


Rash (Jackson County): Named for William Rash.


Reform (Pickens County): The sinful residents ran an evangelist out of town. As he went, the evangelist hollered over his shoulder, “Reform! Reform!”


Robjohn (Choctaw County): Named for Rob Edwards and John Hodges.


Rodentown (DeKalb County): Named not for a rodent, but for Billy Roden.


Rural Home (Pike County)


Scant City (Marshall County): Moonshiners here sold their product in “scant pint” bottles (twelve ounces).


Scratch Ankle (Monroe County)


Six Mile (Bibb County)


Sledge (Sumter County): Named for murderer Simms Sledge.


Smuteye (Bullock County): Another Smut Eye, in Coffee County, now is named Victoria.


Sunny South (Wilcox County): Named for the Alabama River steamboat the Sunny South, which burned in 1867.


Susan Moore (Blount County): Community near Susan Moore High School and Susan Moore Elementary School in Blountsville.


Sylacauga (Talladega County): From the Creek phrase suli kagi, meaning “buzzards’ roost.”


Three Notch (Bullock County): Three notches on the trees marked the trail through here.


Toadvine (Jefferson County): Named for a man with the surname Toadvine.


Trickem (Cleburne County): Pronounced “trick ‘em,” but derived from “Tri-Com,” for Three Communities Church.


Twin (Marion County)


Vestavia Hills (Jefferson County): Named for the goddess Vesta and the Vestal Virgins of ancient Rome.


Vinegar Bend (Washington County)


Zip City (Lauderdale County): Named by Alonzo Parker in the 1920s because of all the cars zipping through on their way to buy legal liquor in Tennessee.
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Coastal


The beaches and bays, rivers and swamps of coastal Alabama have a mythic quality, and the history of the area includes more than its share of larger-than-life figures: Railroad Bill the outlaw; former slave Cudjo Lewis; future Alamo hero William Barrett Travis; and Atticus Finch, a universally beloved lawyer who is, of course, fictional. Both Steven Spielberg and Steven Seagal made arguably their best movies here, though in the second Steven’s case that may not be saying much. The Mobile area is serious about its Mardi Gras and serious about honoring the memory of good-time guys Joe Cain and the Goat Man, who always knew where the party was. The coast has more unique festivities, too, such as Jubilee, in which the fish fling themselves; and the Interstate Mullet Toss, in which the fish are flung by others, being already dead. The Junior Miss Pageant is still around, but we haven’t had a Nutria Rodeo Queen, alas, in years. Aaron Burr’s dream of ruling North America west of the Appalachians died here, as did the thriving nineteenth-century port of Blakeley, now vanished, and the ill-fated inhabitants who gave Dauphin Island its early name, Isle of Bones. The descendants of the original fire ants that the young Edward O. Wilson studied are still around, of course, as is the oak tree that sprang from a cursed grave. The earth of coastal Alabama is rich in pests and legends.


The Legend of Railroad Bill


Atmore


On March 7, 1897, while eating crackers and cheese in Tidmore and Ward’s general store in Atmore, a fugitive African-American train robber named Morris Slater was shot and killed by Sheriff Leonard McGowan. Slater’s life was over, but his legend was just beginning. Slater was better known, in life and in death, as “Railroad Bill.”


According to the police Railroad Bill had bedeviled trainmen in Alabama and Florida for years and had murdered at least two people, including the sheriff of Escambia County, who had failed to heed Bill’s handwritten warning: “I love you and do not want to kill you so do not come after me.”


But to the poor African Americans who lived along the L&N (Louisville and Nashville) tracks, Railroad Bill was a hero. In their version of the story, he was a law-abiding worker in the turpentine camps that dotted the piney woods, until the police came for him on trumped-up charges. He grabbed his guns, disappeared into the swamps, and spent the rest of his days robbing trains and helping the poor, often by leaving crates of groceries on the porch. To his fans he was the black Robin Hood of Alabama.


As Railroad Bill continued to elude capture, wild stories were told about him: He was a hoodoo man, a sorcerer; he caught bullets in his hands and shot holes through dimes; he transformed himself into a bloodhound and ran with the pack that was hunting him; only silver bullets could kill him.


Three thousand people, it is said, came to see Railroad Bill’s body on view in nearby Brewton. Later it was put on display in Pensacola and Montgomery. Curiosity seekers were charged admission, and hawkers did a brisk business in souvenir photos of Sheriff McGowan posing with Railroad Bill’s corpse.


And yet the wild stories persisted: Railroad Bill’s white enemies had stuffed his corpse’s mouth with bitterweed and later dropped dead under mysterious circumstances. Railroad Bill was not dead at all, but still out there in the swamps, helping the poor, terrorizing the railroad men, and guarding his vast hoard of loot that no one would ever find.


Before long people were singing a song about Railroad Bill, parts of which almost certainly are older than Morris Slater. Versions of “Railroad Bill” have been recorded by Etta Baker, Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, Cisco Houston, Taj Mahal, Van Morrison, and the New Christy Minstrels, among many others. The old song’s many verses include these:


Railroad Bill lived on a hill


He never worked and he never will


Railroad Bill going down the hill


Lighting cigars with a five-dollar bill


Railroad Bill went out West


Shot all the buttons off a brakeman’s vest


Tidmore and Ward’s general store is long gone, but it was located on the 100 block of Ashley Street downtown. There is no historical marker, alas, for the site of Railroad Bill’s last meal.


That Other River Styx


Baldwin County


In Greek mythology a ferry carries the dead across the River Styx en route to Hades. In Baldwin County, Highway 64 carries tourists across the River Styx en route to Interstate 10. Okay, in Baldwin County they call it the Styx River, not the River Styx, but isn’t it more fun to say it the old Greek way?


The excellent reference book Place Names in Alabama, from the University of Alabama Press, notes that the Styx River is “probably named for the mythical river in Hades.” Or the Chicago-based rock band. No, wait, “Lady” charted in 1974, and the river in Alabama was named long before, so that’s out. Never mind.


Despite its ominous name the Styx is a gentle, shady river with a sandy shoreline. Kicks on the Styx, on U.S. Highway 90 east of Elsanor, offers canoeing, tubing, and overnight camping trips. For information call (251) 942-1807.


Stolen County Seat


Bay Minette


Bay Minette wasn’t always the county seat of Baldwin County. That honor used to be held by Daphne, on Mobile Bay, 30 miles to the southwest. When the legislature voted in 1901 to move the county seat to Bay Minette, so the story goes, the folks in Daphne ignored the order. About twenty Bay Minette folks finally got tired of waiting. On the night of October 1, 1901, they made up a story about a fugitive murderer that was good enough to get the Daphne sheriff out of town on a “snipe hunt,” or wild-goose chase. When the sheriff was gone, the Bay Minette folks broke into the Daphne courthouse by night, packed up the judge’s desk, as well as all the county records and the county’s one prisoner, and trundled them all back to Bay Minette in buggies and wagons. When the sun rose, Bay Minette was the new county seat, and so it has been to this day.


This episode is commemorated in the Bay Minette post office by a mural with the sexy title Removal of the County Seat from Daphne to Bay Minette, painted for the old post office in 1939 by Hilton Leech, a well-known Sarasota, Florida, artist commissioned by the Roosevelt administration. The post office is at 601 McMeans Avenue (Highway 59).


Don’t mention any of this to anyone from Daphne.


Trust me.


Blueberry Drop


Brewton


Without capital letters a blueberry drop is a type of cookie. With capital letters a Blueberry Drop is what happens every New Year’s Eve in downtown Brewton, on U.S. Highway 29 just north of the Florida line.


New York City and Brewton signal the start of a new year simultaneously, New York by dropping a 6-foot ball made of Waterford crystal, Brewton by dropping a giant cluster of blueberries.


In warmer weather Brewton salutes its favorite crop with a Blueberry Festival every June on the campus of Jefferson Davis Community College. For more information call the Brewton Chamber of Commerce, (251) 867-3224, or log onto www.brewtonchamber.com.


Ellicott’s Stone


Bucks


One of North America’s most historically significant rocks is Ellicott’s Stone, an unlovely, lopsided sandstone pyramid 2 feet high, placed in 1799 to mark the east-west boundary between Spanish Florida and the United States.


On the south side is the inscription DOMINIO DE S.M. CARLOS IV, LAT. 31, 1799. On the north side is the inscription KILROY WAS HERE. Just kidding. The north side says U.S. LAT. 31, 1799.


The marker is named for Andrew Ellicott, the surveyor who placed the rock on instructions from George Washington. Ellicott intended to place it on the thirty-first parallel of the Earth’s latitude. Using only the stars and his homemade instruments, he missed the line by a mere 500 feet, a remarkable achievement for its day and plenty close enough for government work even now.


Mobile, which lies just to the south of Ellicott’s Stone, remained a Spanish city until 1813. Ask Mobile residents whether they live “south of the rock” and bask in their funny looks.


Ellicott’s Stone is at the end of a 900-foot path in a small roadside park on U.S. Highway 43. Watch for the historical marker.


The Improbable Voyage of the LST-325


Chickasaw


On January 10, 2001, accompanied by the cheers of thousands of well-wishers, a rusty, battered, sixty-year-old warship, the LST-325, sailed into Mobile Bay, crewed mostly by sailors older than she was. Thus ended one of the strangest and noblest voyages of recent maritime history.


LSTs (landing ship, tanks), much used by U.S. forces during World War II, were amphibious vessels that carried troops and vehicles across open ocean directly to shore. For many years the 10,000-member U.S. L.S.T. Association, all veterans of LST crews, looked for an LST they could restore as a floating museum. The Pentagon didn’t have a single one left. They all had been sold, given away, or scrapped decades ago.


Finally the veterans learned that the Greek navy had acquired a number of LSTs after the war and was planning to scrap all of them. The veterans worked out a deal with the Greek government for LST-325, which had been part of the Allied invasion of Sicily in 1943. Greece would give them the ship free of charge. The catch? They had to come get it.


The veterans recruited a full crew of volunteers under Capt. Robert Jornlin of Earlville, Illinois. The average age of the twenty-eight sailors was seventy-two, all of them World War II and Korean War veterans. Skeptics said not even a hale and hearty crew of young men could get across the wintertime Atlantic in that scrapyard-bound rust bucket, but the skeptics were wrong. Two months after setting sail from Crete, LST-325 reached its destination, Mobile Bay, 6,500 miles away.


[image: image]


On the LST-325’s last voyage, the average age of the crew was seventy-two. NIKI SEPSAS


Jornlin and his crew were surprised to discover that en route, they had become celebrities. “We never figured on this being anything great or heroic,” Jornlin said. “All of us guys just wanted to bring back an LST.”


Formerly docked at Hooks Terminal north of Chickasaw, LST-325 since has sailed from Alabama and is permanently berthed in Evansville, Indiana. For more information on its trans-Atlantic voyage, visit www.lstmemorial.org. “Please don’t call,” the ship’s Web site notes, “just to chew the rag or to ask how things are going.”


Got Any Wrestlers by Monet?


Daphne


If you thought “sport art” was limited to snazzy team insignias, the dance routines of the Laker Girls, and baseball-card photography, you need to visit the American Sport Art Museum.


Opened in 1998 and dedicated to “artistically rendering the human expression that is sport,” this serious art museum has a single theme: It claims to house “the largest collection of sport art in the world.”


The collection includes a two-story outdoor mural dedicated to baseball legend Jackie Robinson, a sculpture of golfer Hale Irwin, and a portrait of hockey star Wayne Gretzky by Stephen Holland, official artist of the Los Angeles Kings. (Wealthy organizations always have been patrons of the arts: during the Renaissance, the Borgias; today, pro hockey teams.)


Outside, the brick Walk of Fame honors donors such as Yankees owner George Steinbrenner, tennis champion Martina Navratilova, and the world’s most famous bobsledder, Prince Albert of Monaco. Your name can join theirs underfoot, for only $25 per brick. Other supporters on the museum’s advisory board include golfer Arnold Palmer, Sports Illustrated writer Frank Deford, and John Kelly, former president of the Goodwill Games.
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The breathtaking Interstate 65 bridge, 125 feet above the Mobile River at Creola, is officially named for Walter K. “Weary” Wilson of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. The locals took one look at the double arches and nicknamed it the Dolly Parton Bridge. NIKI SEPSAS


Out back, a sculpture resembling a giant leaning pinecone is made of hundreds of diamond-tipped drill bits. This sculpture commemorates oil drilling, which is not yet an Olympic sport but nevertheless, according to the museum’s Web site, has been very good to “several Middle Eastern countries” that “were instrumental in the establishment of the institution financially.”


The museum is a half mile south of I-10, on U.S. Highway 98 between Spanish Fort and Fairhope, just inland from Mobile Bay. It’s open from 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. Admission is free, though donations are encouraged. Call (251) 626-3303, extension 7103, or log onto www.asama.org.


Jubilee!


Daphne


When residents of the Eastern Shore of Mobile Bay are awakened in the wee hours by shouts of “Jubilee!” they know to grab whatever containers they can find—nets, buckets, washtubs, sacks, baskets, even pillowcases—and run for the shoreline.


“Jubilee!” means that all the sea creatures that normally live in the deep waters in the middle of the bay—flounder, eel, catfish, stingray, shrimp, and especially blue crab—have swarmed into the shallows along the water’s edge so that even the dullest angler can wade in and catch a seafood haul of biblical proportions.


For years jubilees were mysterious events, and some outsiders doubted they happened at all. Scientists now believe they occur in summertime when winds, tides, and runoff force a layer of oxygen-poor water to rise and head toward shore, forcing all the fish to come in, too. Scientists also believe this happens occasionally all over the world but that Mobile Bay may be the only place in North America where it occurs regularly.


Still, jubilees are unpredictable. Sometimes a jubilee affects only a few hundred feet of shoreline, sometimes 15 miles of it, from Point Clear north to Daphne, which calls itself the “Jubilee City.” And once the tide or the wind changes, the jubilee ends as quickly as it began, and thousands of fish become, once again, the ones that got away.


Isle de Bones


Dauphin Island


The first French explorers to land on this lovely spit of sand in 1699 made a horrible discovery on the southwest corner of the island: piles of human bones, thousands of them, bleaching in the sun. They assumed the worst and named the place—ominous drumroll, please—Massacre Island.


Despite its less-than-inviting name, a lot of French people happily settled on Massacre Island. In 1707 they finally changed the island’s name to Dauphin, to honor the son of Louis XIV, thus doing wonders for the non-French tourist industry. Face it, who other than a reality-TV producer would consider a beach vacation at a place called—ominous drumroll, again—Massacre Island?


That first French landing party was led by Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville (whose brother, Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne de Bienville, founded New Orleans nineteen years later). Pierre wrote in his journal that judging from the bones, “more than sixty men or women had been slain” on Massacre Island.


Later legends greatly inflated the number of bones found. By the time an MTV crew came to Dauphin Island in 2001 to film an episode of Fear—which, if you’ve forgotten it, was like a weekly Blair Witch Project without fatalities—the claim had been inflated to 40,000 human skulls!


Anthropologists say Pierre probably just stumbled upon a Native American cemetery or battle site. So much for—one last, somewhat less ominous drumroll—Massacre Island!


Massacre, uh, Dauphin Island is easy to find. Just drive south on Highway 193, along the western shore of Mobile Bay, until you reach the beach.


Don’t Ask How It’s Made . . .


Evergreen


If you’re not up for the drive to the annual Sausage Festival in Bekescsaba, Hungary, next October, come to the one in Evergreen, on U.S. Highway 84 just off I-65. In Alabama as in Hungary, October was the traditional month when swine were slaughtered and their meat put up for the winter.


Hungary’s Sausage Festival puts on “pig-killing shows,” according to its Web site (www.kolbaszfesztival.eu/index_en.htm), but the Evergreen Chamber of Commerce promises to do no such thing. For more info call the Evergreen/Conecuh Chamber of Commerce at (251) 578-1707.


Surreal Surfaces


Fairhope


Artist Luke Gontarek specializes in faux and decorative painting and trompe l’oeil, French for “fool the eye.” That means he can make a concrete floor look like inlaid marble or make a plaster urn shine like the purest gold or make a brand-new set of kitchen cabinets look like heirlooms. He can festoon a bathroom with permanently blooming irises and magnolias and turn a dead-end hallway into a room with a view—of a Tuscan hillside or a moonscape or anything you want, really.


It would not, however, be accurate to call Gontarek a professional faker. He does what all artists do: He takes the materials of the world around him and gives them style. He also does not accept faux money.


Gontarek’s studio is at 323 De La Mare, 1 block south of Fairhope Avenue between South Church Street and South Section Street. For more information call (251) 990-3226 or visit www.lukedward.com.


The Tax Radicals of Mobile Bay


Fairhope


Today Fairhope is known for its shops and restaurants, its parks and pier, its beautiful shaded houses overlooking Mobile Bay. A century ago, however, Fairhope was known as an experiment in radical government.


Fairhope was founded by transplanted Iowans in 1894 as “a model community or colony, free from all forms of private monopoly,” according to the original charter. The founders were disciples of reformer Henry George, a Philadelphia native who never lived in Alabama. Beginning in the 1870s, George told anyone who would listen, and many who wouldn’t, that land was the source of all monopoly privilege and should be taxed accordingly.


In fact, George argued that the land tax should be the only tax—no income taxes, business taxes, or sales taxes, just a single land tax, an annual rent paid by the land “owner” to the community for the privilege of using a plot of land for another year. (Henry George had a lot of wacky notions. For example, he was one of the first Americans to call for the secret ballot, having the audacity to argue that whom you voted for was no one else’s business. Because George pointed to how well the secret ballot worked in Australia, his critics derided the secret ballot as “kangaroo voting.” Resistance was such that the secret ballot didn’t become law in all states until 1950, more than fifty years after George’s death.)


By creating the Fairhope Single Tax Corporation, the founders implemented George’s tax ideals as best they could. They felt they had a “fair hope” of success, hence the town’s name. They had no control, however, over all those other taxes that the county, state, and federal governments still wanted someone to pay. The founders also couldn’t prevent outsiders from buying adjacent land and doing as they pleased with it.


So the Fairhope experiment never caught on, as its founders had fairly hoped. In fact, Alabama thumbs its nose at Henry George by taxing just about everything except land. (Timberland, for example, accounts for 71 percent of Alabama’s real estate but less than 2 percent of its property tax revenue.)


But the Fairhope Single Tax Corporation is still around, and it still owns 4,500 acres of land in and around Fairhope, issuing ninety-nine-year leases and occasionally donating tracts to the town for parks and such. The corporation’s office, which includes some historical exhibits, is at 336 Fairhope Avenue, west of U.S. Highway 98, and is open 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., Monday through Thursday, and 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. on Friday. For more information call (251) 928-8162, or visit www.fairhopesingletax.com.


Move Those Clams—I’m Trying to Bowl


Foley


Mobile Bay has many good seafood restaurants, but at only one of them can diners work up an appetite by bowling.


Captain’s Choice is a well-regarded seafood restaurant located in a bowling alley, the Gulf Bowl in Foley. The food—such as oyster loaf with homemade tartar sauce—has been recommended in the upscale Coastal Living magazine. One wonders how often the phrase “bowling alley” has appeared in Coastal Living.


Both the sixteen Brunswick lanes and the restaurant are run by Butch and Sonya Cole. The Gulf Bowl is at 204 East Michigan Avenue, at the intersection with Highway 59. For more information call (251) 943-4575.


Throwed Rolls


Foley


“Not only fun to catch, but delicious to eat” are the “throwed rolls” at Lambert’s Café on Highway 59 just south of Foley. “Throwed” refers not to their preparation but to the waitstaff’s technique in serving them. “Dozens of hot rolls are flying through the air every few minutes at Lambert’s, so be alert and have a roll,” says the restaurant’s Web site, www.throwedrolls.com. The late Norman Lambert started this odd tradition, we are told, decades ago at the original Lambert’s in Sikeston, Missouri, when he was passing out extra hot rolls but couldn’t reach the guy in the corner. “Just throw the #@$#@ thing,” the customer said, and Lambert’s rolls have been “throwed” ever since. Known for down-home fare such as black-eyed peas, fried okra, frog legs, hog jowls, chicken gizzards, and turnip greens, the Lambert’s in Foley opened in 1996. One of its many slogans is “Come on in and eat or we’ll both starve.” Hours are 10:30 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. Call (251) 943-7655.


[image: image]


Lambert’s Café in Foley is a great place to catch lunch—literally.


St. Nick’s Knife Factory


Foley


Women love the Christmas collectibles, and men love the knives. That’s the business principle behind this startling two-in-one emporium, which conjures images of Santa crawling wild-eyed down the chimney with a dagger in his teeth.


Owner Kenny Winters says the store is designed to appeal to vacationing couples. Women will find beach-themed Christmas ornaments, Harbour Lights collectible lighthouses, and ceramic Santas. And men browse items such as the $300 Harsey Tactical Knife with Desert Camouflage from Lone Wolf Knives, which (says the catalog) “provides a low visual profile in both daylight and night-vision environments.” After loading their shopping bags, happy female and male shoppers can reunite on the beach and get their photos snapped wearing Santa hats.


[image: image]


At 15 feet, can it truly be a pocket knife? NIKI SEPSAS


Founded in Orange Beach, St. Nick’s Knife Factory now is eight miles north, in the Tanger Outlets shopping center on Highway 59 in Foley, and is open from 9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. Monday through Saturday, 11:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. Sunday. For more information call (251) 981-2724.


A Bath for Bossie


Gateswood


One of the few remaining cow-dipping vats built during the great tick-eradication program of the early twentieth century can be found in Propst Park in this community.


The vats were basically big stone or concrete troughs in the ground. Tick eradicators poured an arsenic solution into the trough, and cattle were walked through it. Cow dippings often drew big crowds of spectators (this was before cable). By World War II tickborne “cattle fever” had pretty much been eradicated in the United States.


If you’ve read this far, you’ll probably be interested to know that the U.S. government still employs sixty mounted cattle inspectors to patrol the Mexican border to make sure the ticks don’t come back. These inspectors are known as “tick riders.”


Propst Park (say that five times fast) is located on Highway 112 halfway between Bay Minette and Gateswood.


Alabama Bedrock


Jackson


At Salt Mountain, near Jackson, is the world’s only known outcrop of a distinctive white limestone. Since its discovery in 1891, geologists worldwide have known it, naturally enough, as Salt Mountain limestone.


Salt Mountain limestone underlies much of south Alabama and north Florida. Everywhere but here, though, you have to dig for it.


Scientists believe the limestone is the remains of an ancient coral reef, evidence that all of Alabama south of Montgomery once was submerged by the Gulf of Mexico. Inside the limestone have been found fossils of tiny creatures, including two species previously unknown to science.


During the Civil War the Union blockaded Alabama’s ports, creating a shortage of salt, among other commodities. Resourceful locals boiled brine water to “make” salt. The furnaces in which the salt water was heated were built from Salt Mountain limestone, which is soft enough to be cut by a regular wood saw.


Salt Mountain is located about 6 miles southeast of Jackson on County Road 15. Watch for a granite historical marker that describes Central Salt Works.


Mail Boat


Magnolia Springs


Magnolia Springs, on US 98 near the Gulf of Mexico, may be the only town in the United States where the postal service still delivers mail year-round by boat. Magnolia Springs novelist Thomas Lakeman beautifully described the process in a 2002 posting on his Web site:




The postman is Huey, a lean and hard-boned man who looks like he would not tolerate being called a “postal carrier” by anybody. His official vehicle is a speedboat that looks like it’s spent more time trawling for mullet than hauling Val-Pak coupons; its only mark of admiralty is a banged-up sign reading “U.S. Postal Service” on the starboard bow. In other words, do not hinder him: Huey’s boat is a federal vessel, just like the U.S.S. Nimitz.





A Demon by Any Other Name


McIntosh


For many years the sports teams at McIntosh High School on US 43 were known as the Demons. In 2001, however, a pastor complained, and the school board decided the teams couldn’t be the Demons anymore. Students were asked to vote on what they’d like to call themselves instead.
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