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Life of Mr. Clifford Smith and his Time at the University of Alabama and working on the Black Warrior River.

By Shirley Burnett and Ken Willis

This was the year of 1926. 

It didn’t take Lafayette College long to remove any trace of superiority from my soul and deportment. I had just graduated from High School with track medals and sweaters emblazoned with great big T’s.  Spencer Smith, a Sunday school friend, had been to Lafayette the year before and he had convinced his fraternity that I was a prize-to-covet because of my track record.  There was a room ready for me at the fraternity and I was gobbled up by Kappa Phi

Lafayette was a small college on a hill overlooking the river town of Easton, Pennsylvania.  The student body was limited to 500 about half of which were engineering students.  The tuition was a modest 700 dollars per year.  Living costs varied from 50 dollars a month in the dorm to 80 dollars in the more prepossessing fraternities.  Our room and board was 60 dollars a month plus the assessments for dances. We were on the fringe of Ivy-League as we imitated Princeton, Yale and Harvard with our traditions.  Our football team was a group of brutes, recruited to play football and come to class if they wanted, goof-off if they wanted and then win football or get lost. 

My sophomore year was not as memorable as the year before. I became less enthusiastic for track even though but I enjoyed the formality of the mealtimes because that was the way it was in Princeton.  Spencer had left Lafayette and gone to the University of Alabama for economic reasons and he wrote me a very enthusiastic letter suggesting I do the same.  There didn’t seem to be any reason for a change at that time.  There was some talk of people beginning to have financial troubles but it hadn’t touched me.

Since I had burned my “bridge” with the Telephone Company I had to make other arrangements.  I got a job with the Highway Department again, but this time, I was in the office in Clinton.  The experience as good as I learned the civil engineering draftsmen trade, However I found that I was just as snowed under with the State as I was with the Telephone Co., and making less money. This was the summer of 1928, and it was also the summer that I became 21 years old.  Mary, my sister, was getting ready to start school at Trenton Teachers College.  I don’t remember why or how it dawned on me that things were beginning to get a little less prosperous. The factory had quit paying Mother’s monthly check because the factory was beginning to show a loss instead of a profit, however, Father was still working.

Spencer Smith friend of mine from my High School and Lafayette days had graduated from the University of Alabama and was entering the graduate school of Princeton in the fall. He urged me to make the change to Alabama for economic reasons.  I think that the tuition was only about 150 dollars a year and room and board in the dorm was 30 dollars a month.  I made application and was accepted as a junior.  Since I was 21 I went to the bank and borrowed 1000 dollars and hopped a train to Alabama. 

                                  Alabama/University

 At the time Alabama was almost a foreign country to me so I went to the library and read a book on Alabama.  My ignorance was still amazing. I had received a good high school education and two years of college, but I knew nothing of the civil war except that I had seen blue and gray clad veterans sitting on the stage on Memorial Day.  Our textbook might have had five  pages of civil war history, if that much.  I had had contacts with only two black people in my whole life and was completely unprepared for the number of blacks that were every where except at school.  I was in “Rome” so I soon learned to do like the Romans.

School was completely different from my previous college experiences at Lafayette, in that, the campus was newer and still under construction.  Tuscaloosa Avenue was a sea of mud as  it was in the process of being paved.  Denny Chimes was a hole in the ground.  Wood Hall, Manley Hall and Garland Hall made up what we called the Quadrangle since these building were facing each other.  

I learned that the Yankees had burned the school down just a little over 60 years ago. I thought back and realized, with a shock, that the British didn’t harm Lafayette when they passed through Easton. Princeton was spared also.  Of course the British didn’t win and the Yankees did.

My room was on the third floor of Manley Hall and my roommate was an Italian American by the name of Frank.  Frank was a devout Catholic and I was a typical Presbyterian.  We all ate in the bull pen which was on the ground floor of Woods Hall. The scramble down the stairs upon the sound of the bell was an education in athletic endeavor. Saying grace was not a part of the ritual which consisted of getting to the milk pitcher first.  The passing of the food was amazing. When the dish was in your vicinity, placed there by the passer, the receiver better grab quick, or the dish was turned loose and fell to the table.  After a few sad moments, this system worked out for everyone as we joined in the melee.  My introduction to grits was a disaster as I mixed them with milk and sugar. This seemed to delight the southern boys.  No matter that they were as ignorant as I, since they didn’t know about cream-of-wheat. Corn bread and turnip greens were completely foreign to me.  I never ever got to like the turnip greens, although I eventually tolerated the corn bread. The football team had a table of their own next to the kitchen and those steaks sure did look good while we were eating tripe, sowbelly, and chitterlings.

This life was so different from the life at Lafayette and it took a little while to get acclimated to it. My first football game was a shock. On the opening kick-off a Tennessee player ran the length of the field, we were sitting on chicken roost bleachers in a big pasture.  The stadium at Lafayette was concrete and was a real stadium.  Never the less I soon found the school spirit and joined in the worship of Alabama Football.

As the season progressed, I developed the desire to follow the team on their away games.  I also saw a golden opportunity to make money and at the same time get a free trip home for Christmas.  I bought the biggest car Mr. Fred Maxwell had. The big car didn’t cost too much and it was big enough to hold nine people.   Al Capone had sported a car just like this one.  It was a Packard twin six with two fold down seats in back of the front seat.  This was a luxury car with headlights, starter and 12 big cylinders but very little brakes.  The top would go up and down without much trouble, however, the side curtains were too much trouble so we just got wet. I don’t know how fast this powerhouse would go as there wasn’t a paved road long enough to build up the speed and then get the thing stopped.  The brakes were very crude. 

Soon after I got the car I was parked on the wrong side of the road in front of Tutwiller Hall. There wasn’t any right side since the paving was being done with a narrow strip paved first on the dormitory side.  A car full of intoxicated natives ran into my right front wheel and broke the wooden spokes.  The police came and gave both of us tickets with no mention of the intoxicated condition of the driver of the other car.  We went to court and, since I didn’t think that I had done any thing wrong, I let the Judge “Judge” me.  He judged me guilty of being parked on the wrong side of the road and fined me $5.00.  I went, with indignation, to Reubin Wright, a young lawyer in town. . Since there were only five dollars involved plus my ruffled feelings, he advised me to forget it.  I never did.

Nine of us Yankees took off one Friday afternoon for Atlanta to attend a Georgia Tech football game.  The roads were gravel and unmarked but we knew where we were going and had plenty of time.  Sometime after the early dark, we found ourselves in the middle of Anniston which at that time was only a little cotton mill town.  One of the typical Yankees hollered out the window in his loudest voice to a native on the sidewalk, “Hey guy, which way is Atlanta”?  The native told us to go three blocks and turn to the right.  This we did, and traveled all night without seeing a road sign or a person.  We stopped at a grocery store that had a gas pump and found out that were further from Atlanta than when we left Anniston.  That Rebel won one of the last battles of the civil war that night.

I think that I had given Mr. Maxwell $150.00 for the Packard. After one trip home to New Jersey and back for Christmas, I then sold it back to him for $50.00. I wish I had kept it until today. It would be worth a fortune. 

In some way, I got started going to the Presbyterian Church in downtown Tuscaloosa.  There was a beautiful girl singing in the choir so I started showing up for choir practice and then I got invited to her home.  She and her mother lived in a stately three story mansion on Tuscaloosa Avenue.  This was quite a revelation to me as they were living in an antebellum tradition.  I was probably a curiosity to them too, in my ignorance of the civil war and the reconstruction days.  I learned a lot about the South and southern hospitality. 

I was elected president of the Youth Christian Endeavor; Virginia Dobbins was elected vice –president; and Peggy Williams was elected secretary and treasurer. By this time I was playing the violin at various church affairs and singing in the choir with Peggy and her sister Lolly.  Life was good and trouble was something that other people experienced. I was sailing in calm waters and oblivious to the sorrow and heartaches that were beginning to come into so many lives and families as the economy began to slow down. 

 I was not prepared for the letter that I received from home telling me that Father had been laid off and that the factory had gone into bankruptcy.  They advised me that there would not be any more financial help from them and that I should come home as soon as possible so as not to incur any more debt.   This was a monumental blow to rather sheltered young man.

In my shock I went to the campus office of Dr. Crosby, who was the advisor of the youth organization and the church.  I told him that I was leaving school immediately and that I wanted him to convey my appreciation to all whom had cooperated in our endeavors of having fun within the church.  Dr. Crosby was not too sympathetic and so much as called me a quitter.  I denied it and countered with the fact that I was going home to help the family.  He pointed out that my help at home would be meager and that the family was not asking for help but was warning me of their predicament. In fact he intimated that I had given up and was running away from my troubles..  He then made an analogy that I have remembered often and told to others as a message of encouragement. 


The story is about the lion tamer who is in a cage of lions. One of the lions becomes unruly and the tamer runs and tries to escape only to be overtaken by the unruly lion and was then devoured by all the lions.  He implied that, if the man in the cage had stood up to the unruly lion and looked him in the eye, he stood a good chance to coward the lion.  He went on to say that if you are going to be overwhelmed anyway, it behooves you to take a chance at boldness.  My reply must have been, “What can I do, I’m almost broke”? I remember him chiding me with the questions, “Are you too good to wait on tables”?  I remember protesting and we parted in friendship.  I was, however, shaken and confused. 
The letter from home and the encounter with Dr. Crosby had made a profound impression on me and as I made my way back to the dorm, I was flip-flopping from indignation to frustration.  I met a schoolmate at the dorm and we decided to walk into town and go to a show.  I had recently sold the car back to Mr. Maxwell and I had a few dollars left in the bank so my financial status was solvent but shaky, since I still owed the second semester tuition.  

As we were walking home from town and I saw a sign on a stick in front of a large house which we knew was a student rooming house.  I knew that the going rate for meals was that if you could bring eight customers to the boarding house to eat as your contribution, you could have a job waiting on tables and thus have free meals. On an impulse, I picked up the sign, just like in the books of Horatio Alger, and rang the doorbell.  Just like in the stories, the landlady was a large buxom woman in a disheveled condition, obviously from overwork.  


I informed her that I was applying for the job, I was stunned when she informed me that she only needed a black boy to wash dishes and generally help in the kitchen, not someone to wait tables. Mrs. Forsythe was southern through and through and I was just as much a Yankee so it took a little persuasion to convince her that a white boy could to the work the same as a black boy.  I was still under the spell of that lion story and I sold her on the fact that she didn’t have to pay me, as all I wanted was room and board.  Economics is always the best persuader.

I moved out of the dorm and into the second story room with the interior designer for Pizitz Department Store Downtown. My roommate was overweight but a good sport by the name of Merrill. He was the only non-student that Mrs. Forsythe had in her boarding house.  She had a husband that did just what she told him to do and I never heard him voice an opinion or objection.

My duties consisted of starting the breakfast fire in the huge wood-burning cook stove, helping the cook scramble the eggs, cook the grits and fry the bacon.  As the dirty dishes would start to come in, I would wash as many as I could before I dashed off to my 8:00 class.  Most of the time I was a little late and this was tolerated.

At dinnertime I would hurry to the kitchen and help get the food dished out and then start washing dishes as soon as any were available.  Again I would dash off to class, which was in most cases a laboratory.  At supper I would again help dish out the food and wash the dishes, and then clean up the kitchen and lay fire for the next day.  I was tied up at least until eight o’clock every night except Saturday and Sunday when the load was much lighter as many of the boys went home for the weekends.  


All of this was a challenge and my schoolwork was badly neglected.  My few dollars dwindled away and I still owed the second semester tuition.  The lion story was still vivid so I bought a push mower and a pair of grass shears.  The first Saturday I made almost enough to make my investment.  The next Saturday almost paid the tuition.  I was in business and considered quitting the kitchen.  Discretion kept my nose to the grindstone and one day Dr. Galilee, one of my professors called me into his office and told me that I was flunking his course in Steam Engineering, because I hadn’t turned in even the first assignment in his class for 3 weeks.  I admitted that he was right, on both counts, but that I did not have enough hours in the day to do his homework unless I neglected all the rest of my classes and flunked everything but Steam Engineering.  The doctor was interested in my problem and suggested that I attend the class and attempt to stay awake and maybe when I took the course over, it would come a little easier.  We parted as friends. I continued with my servitude at the rooming house and my yard work, which had expanded into housework as well, in that I cleaned rugs, pianos and other things for some of the customers.  I was out of debt, with money in my pocket and had stared that lion down.

The semester was almost over.  I had lost a few pounds of which I didn’t have too many to lose.  I was passing most of my subjects, but barely.  My fun life was nil, and I was a marked student because I fell asleep in most classes to be readily awakened with a nudge by a well-meaning friend.  I was summoned to the office of Mr. Davis, who was dean of the Engineering School.  Mr. Davis proceeded to tell me of a job opportunity that had come to his attention and the, a Mr. Gatlin in the U.S. Corp of Engineers Office in the post office building down town needed a man to make various surveys and maps for a river study.  I was delighted to have such an opportunity for the summer.  The joker was that the job was for nine months.   Mr. Davis explained that this would mean that I would have to skip one semester and that then take up the schooling.  After a little thought I thanked Dr. Davis but indicated that I didn’t want to miss the semester and that I would earn enough during the summer to carry me through the next year.  Dr. Davis didn't think that I could survive another year.  A few days later Dr. Galilee called me up after class and convinced me that I had made a mistake.  I returned to the Dean’s office and I was given a referral and a wonderful recommendation to this Mr. Gatlin.  School was soon over and my interview with Mr. Gattling was the beginning of my working life.  I didn’t return to School. 

The spring of 1929 found me riding all over Alabama in a government car or on a government boat.  We were making a survey of the various proposed sites for new and bigger locks and dam to take the place of the antiquated structures that were then in use by the paddle wheel boats of that era.  The Mississippi River had the first tunnel-screw riverboats, which were driven by the new diesel engines.  It was not thought feasible for these boats to be on the Warrior Tombigbee Rivers due to the snags and shallow bars. Soon after I started working out of Mr. Gatlin’s Tuscaloosa office, a few of these boats started using the rivers and they were tearing up the locks to such a and extent that in a few years there would be no river traffic. 

The crew of the Ulkanush made most of these surveys, which was the survey boat for the dredge. The survey party was under Preston Findley.  Preston and I would meet the boat and spend a few days with the party and then rreturn to the office and plot up the notes and return to the boat for more notes and regrouping as needed.  We were very conscientious and enthusiastic in our work as the need was urgent so that construction could start.  As it so happened, our haste was not needed. It was years before Congress made money available and further more not a one of the locks that were finally built came within several miles of any site that we picked out or for which we made a survey.

The rivers were very primitive at that time and the woods were full of game and snakes.  The mosquitoes were not only abundant but vicious.  Clause Thrash was the captain of the survey boat, which was about 30 feet long and was powered by an ancient diesel that started by air sometimes.  The boat was a paddle wheel craft and the down stairs or rather the lower deck was galley, mess hall, and engine room. The upper deck was the pilot house, the head and several two-bunk staterooms. The crew consisted of the two Pugh brothers and a young man by the name of James.  I was an outsider but I was always made to feel welcome when I came aboard.  In between the surveys of the various locks the Ulkamush would catch up with the dredge and survey out the next bars to dredge in order to keep navigation moving.

After the surveys for the locks were completed, I started making trips into North Alabama making feasibility studies for linking the Warrior River with the Tennessee River.  But alas, all my studies, my efforts were for naught as the waterway was constructed up the Tombigbee River through Mississippi. 

My next assignment was called the Sunflower Cut-off on the lower Tombigbee River.  This was a place that the river meandered like a snake for about 12 miles and by dredging two places the 12 miles could be shortened to about a mile.  We surveyed this wild area and the notes were sent to Vicksburg where a scale model was made and as tested to foresee the results that could be expected, if and when the dredging should be done.  I also built water gage towers above and below the area. This cut off was accomplished sometime after I left the government for greener pastures.

The scheduled nine months were up, and the missions were accomplished for which I had been hired.  I liked what I was doing and I was offered a raise and a chance for permanent employment.  I had started work for 125 dollars a month and my raise was 10 dollars.  At this time that amount was as good as a college graduate could expect if he even got a job.  I decided to let school wait for a while.  I had not gone home for that summer vacation and I was too busy at Christmas time to even think about a trip home. I was now taking a permanent job with no prospects of time off. 

In March of 1930 I married Peg. Her father, a Presbyterian minister in Mississippi, married us.  When we returned to Tuscaloosa, I took my bride to Lock 17 for a 3 month job of building a motor and generator house.  Lock 17 was a primitive place at that time with no road into the lock.  All the supplies came by river.  The nearest any road came to the lock was on top of a very high hill with a winding footpath leading down to the lock.  

The road into town was very muddy in rainy weather, very dusty in dry weather and we were 45 miles from Tuscaloosa.  All of my working buddies were rough river people but were good citizens as were their wives and children.   In my enjoyment of my work, I failed to see that Peg was completely disenchanted with me and with Lock 17.  Her violin playing, Sunday School teaching, clean-cut American boy had developed feet of clay.  Upon returning to Tuscaloosa we rented a house but we never kept house for long. Peg finally went home to her mother who was teaching school at Stillman Institute. Eventually they left Tuscaloosa to join her father in Crystal Springs, Mississippi. 

For several summers I moved up and down the river repairing locks with John Beaty, a redheaded, typical construction boss.  As I mentioned before, the tunnel-screw tow-boats were tearing up the locks.  Some of the ancient locks built, possibly 35 years earlier, were good structures in their time.  The lock walls and dams were made out of huge blocks of hand-dressed quarry stone and were fitted together with superb craftsmanship and hardly showed the wear of time.  The lock walls in several cases were supported on piles. Piles and wooden beams from lock wall to lock wall also supported the lock floor.  Three layers of 3” planks had been nailed to the beams and then nailed to each other in alternate layers somewhat like plywood.  This type of lock floor had been fine for the paddle wheel boats because there was practically no turbulence near the depth of the floor.  The new boats, however, were operating in 9 foot of water and they drew 8 foot which meant that the bottom of the boat was only one foot off the bottom of the lock.  The propeller of these boats was approximately 8 foot in diameter and was in a tunnel under the boat with very little clearance between the circumference of the tunnel and the propeller. The principle under which this device worked was almost like a vacuum sucking up water off the bottom and jetting this water out the back to cause the boat to develop a tremendous amount of power. These boats were twin screwed and when they were in these wooden bottomed locks they sucked up the planks and kicked them out the back of the boat. In some cases there was little floor left.  This was in turn undermining the lock walls.  The damage was so extensive that this type boat was forbidden to use their power to get out of the lock and the tow was pulled out with a tractor. John and crew would tear up the remaining floor and then pour a concrete bottom in the lock.  He had a concrete mixer set up on a barge and a cement barge along with the machine shop and pump barge. We all ate and slept on a quarter boat.

The quarter boat was like a two story house built on a barge.  The first deck consisted of an engine room, kitchen, store room, cooks’ living stateroom and the bull pen.  The engine room contained a boiler, a refrigerating and ice making compressor, and a water condenser for fresh water.  The kitchen and storage of food was designed to take care of 150 people.  The bull pen was for the laborers and was a large room for recreation and many bunks around the perimeter. The second deck consisted of the Captains stateroom, a large dining room which also served as the recreation room, and a series of double-deck-bunk staterooms along both sides with and aisle between them. 

Part of the crew was permanent employees who worked in the machine shop in Tuscaloosa, however, most of the laborers were hired locally.  The pay was 80 dollars a month and room and board. Many of the local people ate all their meals went home at night or stayed on board depending on their need or desire.  I remember an amusing instance which tells a lot about the character and attitudes of the time.  I had done most, if not all, the hiring and was responsible for the running of the quarter boat.  I had refused to hire an old man who was bent over with arthritis and who was obviously not capable of handling the 94 pound bags of cement.  

The cement was stored in a huge shed built on a barge and was carried out of the barge on wheelbarrows, 4 sacks at a time to the concrete mixing barge.  About two weeks after I had refused to hire this person, I was standing with John and spied the old man pushing his 4 sacks of cement along with the rest of the gang.  We saw that he was keeping up so we asked some of the permanent people and they said he was doing a good job.  We let it go on for a day or two and then I accosted him and wanted his name and asked him who had hired him.  He admitted that no one had hired him but that he wasn’t wanting any pay, if I’d just let him work on for his room and board.  I got his name and without a commitment and he got his 80 dollars on payday just like the rest.  That was one grateful man when he realized that he was getting paid and he stayed for the full length of the job.

 One day in December, John had a derrick boat and a barge in one of the locks.  The mission was to repair a leaking valve that let the water out of the lock hold the water in the lock depending on the sequence that was being executed.  The objective was to seal off the approximately 4 foot square opening with a wooden bulkhead so that a valve could be removed in the dry hole and a new valve installed.  The job was routine except there was some reason why the wooden seal wouldn’t stop the flow of water.  Jack Logan was one of three divers that John had in his crew.  They all had tried to fight the cold water and the 20 ft. depth but they couldn’t stay down long enough to accomplish anything or even observe the problem. 

At that time the diving was done by taking a deep breath and climbing down a pike pole which was positioned on the point that the diver was supposed to reach.  The diver had about a minute and a half to climb down, accomplish his mission and return to the surface.  In the summer time this was not too difficult but in cold water Jack was the only one with stamina enough to keep trying. Finally Jack gave up also.  I remembered a box in the warehouse that contained a deep sea diving suit and I told John that if he sent after the suit, I would do the job.  The suit was World War I surplus that someone got for nothing and nor one had ever used it or seen one used.  I had never seen one used either, but I had read how Tom Swift had raised-sunken treasure with a similar suit.  I was helped into the canvas suit, weights were fasten to my feet, the round helmet with the little glass window was bolted to the suit. 

The men on the pump started pumping, Archie Wells started talking to me over the phone and I was picked up and lowered overboard by Jack and one or two others.  I descended and iron ladder and regulated the relief valve on the helmet much like Tom Swift did in the book.  If I opened the valve too much, the suit clung to my arms and logs too tightly and if I closed the valve too much the suit inflated and my arms and legs started to become as though they were in splints. This could cause the suit to be like a balloon and float me to the surface in a helpless condition.  About the time I reached the bottom of the ladder, the telephone got water soaked and I lost communication with the rest of the world.  I was all alone on the bottom of a muddy river and dependant on a green crew above.  

I got scared, however, I was more scared of the humiliation that I would have incurred if I returned to the surface without finishing what I started.   I finally turned the ladder loose, found the obstruction, and crawled back to the ladder.  When I got to the surface, the helmet was removed and I was told that I had to go back and rescue the bulkhead when it was placed.  By this time I was a veteran and the second trip was routine.  Of course the newspaper reporter and photographer made my return trip a little more palatable?
I remember one job in which I had taken a crew of World War I veterans out on a job blasting rock out of the river to widen the channel.  The only requirement for being a member of this crew was that each one was a veteran. We left Tuscaloosa with a quarter boat, two derrick boats, a coal barge, a dynamite barge, a drill barge, and three empty barges.  We were in a tow pushed the J.B. Battle towboat, with Captain Burroughs at the wheel.  The trip down the river took three days and the deck hands of the towboat ran a school as they tried to teach my landlubbers the art of tying knots, and scullin’ a yawl.  The J.B. battle left us tied to the bank somewhere in the lower Warrior River. I don’t think that there had been a more ignorant group, as a whole, ever left to forage for themselves under more unfavorable conditions.  I was about 23 years of age and my only asset was that I didn’t know that the chances of our completing this assignment were practically non existent.  Captain Burroughs told me later that he gave me an extra toot of his whistle as he went out of sight, as a farewell salute. 


My derrick operators would be people who knew how to drive trucks; my steam boiler operators would be janitors of apartment building that had furnaces; my drill operators would be automobile mechanics and the rest of the crew was fitted in the best way possible under these conditions.  I brought my own cook, Jimmy Crim from previous seasons.  For about a week we did nothing but try to stay out of trouble.  I’m not saying that we only one who could scull a yawl so scullers had to be developed before we could even start to become mobile. A yawl is a 5 foot 18 foot long heavy double-ended workboat, which was manufactured at the government boat yard.  The yawl was propelled by the sculler who stood about a third of the way in back of the boat and placed his 14 foot oar in a notch that had been cut out of the transom of the boat and which was large enough to give the oar a freedom of movement.  The sculler would propel the yawl by waving the oar around in a figure eight, which would make the blade of the oar, which was in the water, create a motion similar to the action of a tail of a fish.  It was marvelous to see a good sculler like Jack Logan propel a yawl full of men at a tremendous rate of speed, even in swift current.  We didn’t have any Jack Logans on board but we finally managed to develop three or four men who could get a yawl across the river and back without almost getting knocked overboard with a missed stroke of the oar.  We finished out mission without any great mishap and my crew returned home much heavier and a few dollars richer.  I ran a tight crew with no gambling and no drinking and most of the men were proud of the 80 dollars a month for those three months. 

This was not a relief project but it was financed by NIRA and therefore only veterans who had applied for aid with the county were eligible for employment. Jimmy and I made out the grocery list from a formula that specified how much of each commodity to order per man per month.  Meat and vegetables ran out in a week and I had to go to Demopolis and pick up a half a cow and another two weeks supply of vegetables.  I was back in Tuscaloosa in about two weeks apologizing to Mr. Gatlin because all my groceries were gone.  I promised to do better but he counseled me to bide my time and they would eventually get filled up and the groceries would be adequate in the next month.  He was right and my crew became full and contented, however, I’m sure they felt a little guilty as they fared so much better than their families at home.  I don’t remember one man quitting or being dismissed except one who became sick and had to be rushed to the veteran’s hospital.


The county road to Lock 17 was muddy in the wet season and dusty in the dry season. Often it was a difficult trip. One of my assignments in 1931 was to build a road from the county road to Lock 17.  I descended on Lock 17 to build a road so that trucks and cars could drive right to the lock. The building of the road at that time was in anticipation of the dam raising project.  The location of the road was along the side of a steep and rough hillside.  The equipment for building a road was primitive even at that time.  I was limited to teams of horses, plows, hand drills, a Fordson tractor. A dilapidated gasoline small shovel and welfare oriented crew.  Because of the depression the government was looking for ways to dish out money to give people at least a little employment.  The Army Engineers accepted this money and tried to apply the money to a needed project. I was criticized by other employees for only paying one dollar a day and for having five different crews for each day of the week.  My reasoning at that time was that I could spread the little money we had into more families for a longer period of time.  Mr. Clark who was paid by Tuscaloosa County was my worker procurer and he met the various crews with a dump truck at Adger one day, Kellerman the next day, Brookwood the next day, Searles the next day and some other mining town the next day, name of which escapes me at this time.  The crews each day were 30 unemployed coal miners who wanted to work.  We blasted off the side of the mountain and plowed a road out of a wilderness and I felt that the one dollar a day meant more to those families once a week than any pay day they received later when on relief.  They worked like they were building a road.
One of my first experiences with the poverty of depression was when I began to room and board with a farm family by the name of Patton who lived near the road that I was building the county road to Lock 17.  Theo was about 20 years old and a very big and powerful man.  He was one of 12 Patton children most of whom were still living at home.  The father had died about 1930 and this was about 1931.  They had a large farm some of which was cultivated in corn and cotton.  They were one of the few left who were still trying to farm, since most of the neighbors had given up and turned to moon-shining and boot-legging.  I arrived with a government issue 1929 Ford Coupe.  I put Theo on the payroll at 80 dollars a month which he would receive at the end of the month.  My first official act was to go off about 5 miles and rent a mustang horse, which was brought back to the house to board.  I made arrangements that I would make out a monthly voucher for 100 dollars a month to board the mustang and me.  For the next few days all we had to eat was turnip greens, cornbread and salt pork with gravy.  Upon complaining to Theo, I discovered that there was no money available.  I advanced my board money and we soon began to eat good country food, after I loaned Theo the car and a day off to go into town.  We began to have squirrel, wild goat, and venison in and out of season since Mandy now had shells for the shotgun.  Mrs. Patton or Mandy as she was called by friends and neighbors was a jolly Mother who ruled her family well until they left home.  As the children came home for visits, I was accepted almost like one the family and over the years Theo and I have met several times and in that way I have kept up with most of the family, all of who have prospered and some have passed on.  Several times Theo and I have remarked about how his job, my board, money and the renting of the team and wagon driven by a younger brother put the family on its feet and carried them through the depression.  

While I was in  and out of Tuscaloosa, I had a room at Mrs. Turner’s boarding house, which I kept from month to month whether I was in town or not. Upon returning from a long absence, I found a note from Mrs. Turner saying that I should bunk with Ralph Watson since my room was temporarily occupied. 

 The next day I met Irene, the person staying in my room. After that Irene and I spent as much time together as possible over the next few months and I made sure that my jobs were not too remote from Tuscaloosa.  Ralph and I were good friends and we had been roommates many times before, so Irene just kept my room. 

Our seeing each other was terminated when I was sent to New Orleans.  I couldn’t get away so Irene came to New Orleans and we were married November 11th, 1933. From then on my attitude toward life began to change.  Everywhere I went on a job Irene was at my side or at least near at hand.


One of my assignments was a few months in Mobile, Alabama working with a design crew designing the flood control gates which were to raise the height of Lock 17 ten more feet.  The reason that I was in on the design was that I was slated to be the resident engineer on this job whenever the money was appropriated by Congress. 


Eventually we were sent to Lock 17 on the Warrior River.  Irene, Shirley, Catherine (our second child) and I drove over the “road” which my crew had built several years ago. We arrived to be Resident Engineer for raising the height of the water above Lock 17.  We were to build piers on top of the 85 foot dam and put gates between the piers so that flood water could be allowed to continue its journey to the sea.  By lowering the gates, water could be held back to increase the height of the water so that boats could go further into the north Alabama coal fields.

I was satisfied, if not thrilled at being Resident Engineer on this job and looked forward to meeting Mr. Grenier, Vice President of W. Horace Williams Construction Company out of New Orleans, who was going to be Project Manager for the job.  Mr. Grenier arrived on the job site about two weeks before the arrival of his quarter boat and equipment. Upon meeting him and going over the job, he asked me if I knew of a competent engineer that he could hire for the job.  I told him I knew of one who would work for 185 dollars a month with room and board.  He laughed and hired me so I called Tuscaloosa and told Mr. Gatlin that I was resigning.  Elgie Sigler was sent to help me and we laid out the job in the two weeks notice in which I was still working for the government.  Very few people would understand why I would give up a lifetime job and start a job-to-job somewhat hazardous career.  Probably the only reason I really had was that I wanted to be where I would be part of the action.

The first weekend my friends, the lock people, and I built a house for Irene and our growing family.  I rented a quarter section from TCI for one dollar for a year; I had a thousand-board-measure of lumber delivered for 12 dollars, and I picked up doors, windows, nails, etc.. The whole cost for two-room shack came to about 100 dollars and we built the shack in one weekend.  We could have rented a room for Irene and the baby at anyone of the lock houses and I could have stayed on the quarter boat or Irene could have stayed in town, however, we wanted to be together.  We were happy in our tarpaper shack without lights, radio or television.  We cooked with kerosene and heated with a wood heater.  If we were too cold, I don’t remember.

Although it looked as if we were about to be living in poverty, we didn’t have any such feeling.  There was no electricity in the lock houses, although the big generators were used to operate the lock whenever a boat requested lockage.  We, as government people, were not touched by the depression like almost everyone else around us who were struggling for survival.  The stock market crash meant very little to the people around me, as we owned no stocks as such.  The news of bank failures was always dreaded; however, it wouldn’t happen to me. My family continued to grow; we added a room to the “Shack” and set about finishing the job on Lock 17.  The most expensive part of the job was the removal of the concrete from the top of the dam where the new 30’ high piers would be poured.  The piers were 6-½ foot wide and we removed a foot of concrete in order to anchor the piers into the old dam. We were not allowed to use explosives so as not to create any shock to the dam.  We close-drilled the tow sides of the excavation and then broached the web of concrete left between two adjacent holes.  Then the concrete between the broached walls was removed with busters of jackhammers.  This was slow and expensive.  I had a better idea, which I thought would work.   I had read about the process of drilling a series of holes, putting in some quick lime, plugging the holes with wooden pegs, and waiting for the moisture from the concrete to turn the lime to gas. This would push the slice of rock off without an explosion.  I was given the “go ahead’ from Mr. Grenier to purchase the quick lime, then drilled some holes in the rocks at some distance below the dam and waited for the weekend. 


Elgie and I went to the abutment side of the river that Sunday morning using the tugboat, the Mutt and climbed down the 85-foot dam by means of a swinging ladder.  Everything was going according to plans, we found the holes in the rock were free of any noticeable water and we had the pegs all ready to put in the holes to be secured with a heavy sledge-hammer.  We proceeded to put the quick lime in one of the holes and tamping the lime with a stick. 


For some unknown reason I bent over to look in the hole which was completely dark and by no means could I have seen anything except a hole.  Just as I got over the hole the quick lime had absorbed enough moisture to make a small portion of the lime to slack and cause a gas.  With the tamping that I had done trapped the gas, there was an eruption of unslacked lime, which blew up into my face.  My mouth, nose and eyes were all filled with lime.  I ran for water and started to wash my face, particularly my eyes to remove the slacking lime, which had combined with my eye-water to create heat through the chemical process.  I was in misery and a long way from help, as I was at the foot of the dam with a swing ladder to ascend, a river to cross with a tug boat, a cable suspension bridge to negotiate, a 100 yard hill to climb by foot, a formidable hillside temporary road from my shack to a county road to overcome, and then to ride 40 miles to Tuscaloosa.  

Elgie and I over came all the obstacles and the doctor started to remove the very small embedded pieces of lime from my eyes, my eyes were weak for about a week but after they healed I have never felt any after effects of the ordeal.  Because of the publicity and the failure I wasn’t allowed to continue the experiment again.  For anyone interested, it would have worked, if I had only used a very small amount of lime in each hole and plugged him or her quickly.  Since there were a whole line of holes, only a small amount of slow pressure was needed from each hole. 

Mr. Little, whom I had met when I was going to school, was one of the engineers who helped build the original dam before World War I.  He came to the lock several times to observe what we were doing to his dam.  Mr. Little was operating manager for Paker Towboat Company in Tuscaloosa.  On one of his trips he talked to me about working for his company because he was going blind and soon wouldn’t be able to drive his car. 


When the job was finished and W. Horace Williams Company packed up and moved back to New Orleans, I contacted Mr. little and went to work for his company.  We had a bid contract to supply the sand and gravel for filling the cofferdam for the new Oliver Lock & Dam. This is one of the locks for which I had made a survey a few years back and had gone to Mobile to work on the design, The supplying the sand and gravel for the coffer-dam was an almost impossible task with the ancient equipment that was available, The dredge and the towboats were worn out many years before and this was a 24 hour operation.  Mt. Scott and C.C. Davis with whom I had worked at West Point, Georgia made an inspection trip to try to supply the quantify of material with that type of equipment.  When the coffer dam was filled and the dam work was ready to begin, Mr. Davis contacted me to take over the rock excavation for the lock construction. The company I was now working for was Hardaway Construction Company who was the original contractors for the building of Lock 17 before the war.  I finished the excavation for the lock and then took over the construction of the abutment on the other side of the river.

Jackie, our third child was born while we were on this job so we now had quite a family.  When high water topped the cofferdam we left Tuscaloosa and went to Irene’s home on a farm near Notasulga. The adventures seemed to be over until I got a call to come to Puerto Rico with C.C. Davis and the Hardaway Construction Company. The war years replaced the depression years and life went on.

