
Newsletter Birmingham history Center Vol. 6 No. 2

Thomas E. Jernigan, Sr. Memorial

arch., 2016

IN THIS ISSUE

JOIN OUR LIST

To join our email list 
send us an email at: 
bjhm@bham.rr.com

BHC Collections Wish List

310 18th Street North, Suite 401, Birmingham, AL  35203
Tel/Fax – 205-202-4146  www.birminghamhistorycenter.org

M

Page 2

Note from the Director
Featured New Artifact

Pages 3 - 5

Thirty Years Ago:
Don’t Look Down

Page 6

Looking For Beers Atlas

Page 7

Facebook Page
Public Presentations



Newsletter Birmingham history Center age 2

Note from the Director

Artifact of the Month – World War I Photo Album

As the foremost interpreter of metropolitan Birmingham’s 
history, we will enable the public to understand more 
about the city’s past and present and to shape its future.

P

One of my favorite quotes comes from Mark Twain, “History may not 
repeat itself but it does rhyme.”  I have always believed that to be a 
successful country we have to learn the lessons of the past.  This is 
one of the themes of the upcoming Alabama Bicentennial cele-
brations which commence next year and run through 2019.  Planning 
for educational programming and community events began in 2013. 

It all starts in 2017.  The Discovering Our Places theme, coincides with Alabama’s 
Territorial Bicentennial.  2018 is the year for Honoring Our People, by sharing the 
experiences and stories of the individuals who have come here to live together. 
Sharing Our Stories will be the theme of 2019,  an invitation to continue celebrating 
what makes our state distinct and honor the days to come with history as our guide.  
Go to http://www.alabama200.org to learn more about Alabama’s bicentennial.

Sgt. Joe Horn – World War I

The History Center recently received a large 
collection of items from the estate of Katherine 
Meadow McTyeire (Mrs. William McTyeire, Jr.)  One 
of the items was a World War I photo album 
belonging to Sgt. Joe Horn, Mrs. McTyeire’s uncle. 
Sgt. Horn served in Paris in 1918 as a member of the 
military police under the direction of the Provost 
Marshal of the American Expeditionary Forces (AEF).  
His duties included delivering orders and dispatches, 
escorting prisoners of war and controlling the 
movement of troops to and from battle zones.  One 
of the photos (right) is of Sgt. Horn riding an Indian 
motorcycle with side car (the US Army bought over 
50,000 Indian motorcycles for the war effort).

http://www.alabama200.org/
http://www.alabama200.org/


Newsletter Birmingham history Center age 3

Thirty Years Ago – Don’t Look Down

Every museum needs help to achieve its vision. Fortunately, we are 
not alone in wanting to help people make meaningful and personal 
connections to history.  Throughout greater Birmingham, there are 
many who share this passion. We need their help.

P

March 4, 1986 began much like any other 
Tuesday in Birmingham, Alabama. The weather 
was cloudy with a light breeze gusting 
occasionally up to 16 miles per hour. By mid-
day the temperature was supposed to reach 
about 55 degrees, pretty normal for this time of 
year.

As Birminghamians read their morning paper (at 
the time the city had daily morning and evening 
papers), the Birmingham Post Herald, in the 5th

year of Ronald Reagan’s Presidency, they 
learned that the Soviet Union’s space probe 
Vega 1 was approaching Halley’s Comet. After a 
stop near Venus the probe was sending back the 
first close-up photographs of the comet’s return 
to the solar system. Its last visit had been in 
1910. NASA had planned to follow up with its 
own probe as the Earth moved closer to the 
comet’s orbit but all space projects had been 
put on hold following the explosion of the space 
shuttle Challenger in January.

In other news on this day, the U.S. Congress was 
busy passing important legislation. Repres-
entative Jonas Frost of Texas introduced a 
resolution proclaiming March 4, 1986 as 
“National Electronics Technicians Day.” On a sad 
note, Howie Greenfield, a popular songwriter, 
had passed away from complications due to 
AIDS.  Greenfield was famous for writing the 
lyrics for the number one hit “Breaking Up is 
Hard to Do” for Neil Sedaka, then completely 
changing his tone by writing the lyrics for “Love 
Will Keep Us Together” for the Captain and 
Tennille. 

However, most local citizens of the city did not 
know that something unique was about to 
happen downtown on First Avenue North. The 
Birmingham Area Chamber of Commerce had 
been looking for a way to advertise its upcoming 
100th anniversary and increase its 
membership. The Chamber had been 
established 99 years previously in 1887, holding 
its first meeting at the O’Brien Opera 
House. After many years at the Lincoln Life 
Building on First Avenue North (now the Jemison 
Flats), the Chamber had purchased the 
Protective Life Building in the mid-1970s, an 
interesting combination Art Deco/Gothic 14-
story structure located on the southwest corner 
of First Avenue North and 21st Street (now 
Richard Arrington Boulevard).

Commerce Center Building

First Avenue North
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Thirty Years Ago – Don’t Look Down (Cont.)

We will recognize our responsibility to help build a better future—
locally, regionally, nationally, and globally—through history. We 
will bring a credible and authoritative historical  perspective to 
bear on civic issues, and we will help to shape the future by 
fostering historical scholarship and understanding.

P

The Chamber had hired Jay Cochrane, a 
Canadian tightrope entertainer, to walk a 
cable strung between the 168 foot tall 
Commerce Center building to the 210 foot tall 
Brown-Marx building at the northeast corner 
of 1st Avenue and 20th Street. After running 
away from his home in Ontario at the age of 
14, Cochrane’s tightrope walking career 
almost ended before it started when in 1965, 
a tightrope 88 feet high at Varsity Stadium in 
Toronto collapsed. He suffered a broken 
pelvis, two broken legs and other fractures 
and was told he would never walk again.

Recovering by 1986, Cochrane had yet to 
achieve fame as a premier funambulist (one 
who performs on a tightrope) in the mode 
of the Flying Wallendas. But, before his 
death in 2013 (not a height related end), he 
would set many tightrope records, including 
the longest walk (11.8 miles), the highest 
blindfolded walk (300 feet), and the longest 
and highest combined skywalk (2,098 feet 
long and 1,340 feet high over the Yangtze 
River gorge in China). Previous to his walk in 
Birmingham, he had set the longest time on 
a wire record (21 days in San Juan, Puerto 
Rico in 1981).
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We will recognize our responsibility to help build a better future—
locally, regionally, nationally, and globally—through history. We 
will bring a credible and authoritative historical  perspective to 
bear on civic issues, and we will help to shape the future by 
fostering historical scholarship and understanding.

P

His walk in Birmingham would be a piece of cake by 
comparison. With a town crier announcing the stunt 
to a small crowd of about 200 people, including a 
high school band, Cochrane stepping out of a white 
limousine, dressed in a bright blue shirt with “Join 
the Chamber” written on the front. After stating 
that is was “a nice day for a walk,” he briskly stepped 
to the Chamber Center door and took the elevator to 
the roof of the building.

There he found a cable and wire supports connecting 
the building to the Brown-Marx building 300 feet 
away. Picking up his 30-foot long, 40-pound balance 
pole he stepped out. Halfway across, he stopped, 
balanced the pole on one knee and waved to the 
crowd below. He then continued. The entire walk 
took seven minutes. And that was it, just another 
Tuesday in Birmingham, Alabama.

Photos of the walk 
donated to the 
History Center, 
courtesy of Michael 
L. McKerley.

Thirty Years Ago – Don’t Look Down (Cont.)
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Looking For – Beers Atlas 1887-1888

As the foremost interpreter of metropolitan Birmingham’s 
history, we will enable the public to understand more 
about the city’s past and present and to shape its future.

P

One item we would love to acquire for 
History Center collection is the Beers 
Atlas of the City of Birmingham published 
in 1887.  The atlas contains a listing of all 
of the city lots in Birmingham along with 
their owners.  It also shows the 
approximate shape of the buildings and 
complete street maps of all of the trolley 
and railroad lines in the city.

If you know 
where a copy in 
good condition 
of this atlas can 
be found (or if 
you have a 
spare copy), 
please let us 
know by calling 
205-202-4146.
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Go to Our Facebook Page

Artifact of the Month

As the foremost interpreter of metropolitan Birmingham’s 
history, we will enable the public to understand more 
about the city’s past and present and to shape its future.

P

For Facebook users - Check out our great Facebook page and click to like 
us.  We now have over 1,000 likes but want to reach 2,000.  Go to:

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Birmingham-History-
Center/107657042610740. 

Need a Public Speaker for Your Meeting or Event?

Our Executive Director, Jerry 
Desmond, is available to give talks 
about the History Center or other 
topics in local or American history.  
Donations are accepted but not 
required, last minute requests are 
considered.  Call 205-202-4146 or e-
mail at jdesmond@bham.rr.com.

Wire   Desmond

Speaker Available for Your Group
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Birmingham History Center

The Birmingham History Center is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit 
formed in 2004 by a group of preservation-minded citizens 
who wanted a repository and exhibit platform for artifacts 
of local history  Thanks primarily to a bequest from the 
Thomas E. Jernigan, Sr. foundation and other donors, the 
History Center operates from offices at 310 18th Street 
North, Suite 401 in Birmingham, across from the Lyric 
Theatre in the Pythian Building. 

Officers

Dr. Bayard Tynes, Chairman
Fox De Funiak, III, Co-President

Garland Smith, Co-President
Samuel A. Rumore, Jr., Vice-President

Alice Williams - Treasurer

Board of Directors

William A. Bell, Jr.
Harry Bradford

Thomas Carruthers, Jr.
Patrick Cather

Wyatt R. Haskell
Anne Heppenstall

Mary Hubbard
Thomas E. Jernigan, Jr.

John Nixon
Terry Oden

William A. Tharpe
Scott Vowell
Lee Woehle

Mission Statement

The Birmingham History Center seeks to educate 
and entertain the general public by collecting, 
preserving and presenting the comprehensive 

history of the Birmingham region. 


