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The beginning of "The Magic City"

	JOSIAH MORRIS 	
The Banker Who Founded Birmingham, Alabama

by BOB COCHRAN

A novice collector seeking an obsolete note issued
by a bank or merchant located in Birmingham, Al-
abama may be surprised to learn that there aren't
any! You see, Birmingham (the largest city in Ala-
bama and the financial center of the state) was not
founded until 1871. And this thriving metropolis
owes its existence to the fact that it began as the
intersection of two railroads!

JOSIAH MORRIS

J OSIAH Morris was born near what is now Fruitland,
on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, on May 26, 1818.
The settlers in this area were Methodist dissenters

from the British Isles; his father Jeptha worked on a small farm.
Young Josiah was ambitious, and he decided early on that his
future was not on a farm. When he was fifteen years of age
he left his family, and, for reasons known only to himself,
headed for Columbus, Georgia. An incident occurred during
his journey that helped to change his life. While he was in
Washington, he missed his connection on the southbound
stage to Columbus. A Judge Calhoun, on his way to Columbus
in his private coach, invited Morris to join him on the trip.
Judge Calhoun was impressed with Josiah's personal qualities,
and when they arrived in Columbus the Judge invited Josiah
to his home and insisted that he stay with the Caihouns. Morris
was eventually treated like a member of the Calhoun family,
and that fact surely helped him with his fledgling business
career.

Josiah stayed in Columbus for sixteen years. In 1844 he mar-
ried Sarah Harvey, the step-daughter of Dr. S.A. Billing, a
prominent physician in Columbus and in 1849 he moved to
New Orleans, becoming a partner in the firm of Greenwood,
Morris and Ridgeway, Commission and Forwarding Mer-
chants. In 1852 Morris moved to Montgomery, Alabama and
established a private banking firm under the name of Josiah
Morris, Banker. Later he took in F.M. Billing, the half-brother
of his wife, as a partner.

Morris was quite successful in his banking business, and es-
tablished a branch in Mobile. He was very familiar with the
cotton business, and his bank assisted many of the most promi-
nent merchants in the state. He was recognized for his sound
business judgment both in business and public affairs. Morris
eventually became seriously interested financially in railroads;

Josiah Morris

he served for many years as a Director and President of the
Mobile & Montgomery Railway Company. In addition, he was
a Director of the South & North Alabama Railroad, and was
one of the original stockholders of the Capital City Street
Railway Company, one of the first electric street railways in
the world. In the years just after the Civil War, Morris was
one of the wealthiest and most influential men in the State of
Alabama.

THE BEGINNING OF BIRMINGHAM

Before the Civil War it was known that Jefferson County
and what is now Birmingham was the site of iron and coal
deposits. There were three furnaces operating in the county;
during the war Alabama furnished more iron, produced with
charcoal, than all of the other Confederate states combined.

The Alabama & Chattanooga Railroad and the South &
North Alabama Railroad had been chartered by the state in
1853 and 1854 respectively, but the construction had been
delayed by the war. The builders of the two railroads, John
T. Milner of the South & North, and John C. Stanton of the
Alabama & Chattanooga, felt that the land at the intersection
of the two railroads would become quite valuable. For the ben-
efit of their stockholders they agreed to take options on the
tracts of land contiguous to the intersection. Stanton later
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backed out of the agreement and took options on other land,
in the hopes that the intersection would be in another loca-
tion. Milner continued with the plans of the South & North,
keeping the actual location of the intersection to himself. He
knew that Stanton and his associates still held options on the
land at the actual intersection he was planning.

The one person Milner took into his confidence was Josiah
Morris. Milner convinced Morris to purchase the lands sur-
rounding the intersection and place them in a trust for the for-
mation of a real estate holding company. The circumstances
of the final exercise of the options were recounted by Ethel
Armes:

As the date for the expiration of the options approached, Cap-
tain (Alburto) Martin, heading a delegation of the landowners,
went down to Montgomery. To all appearances John T. Milner
took no interest in this option business; he just kept on locating
crossings, making a new one every day. Not a director or stock-
holder in the company could get two words out of him.

The sixtieth day was at hand, and no funds had yet been placed
at Josiah Morris' bank by Stanton. On the morning of the second
day of grace John T. Milner casually dropped into the South and
North office at Montgomery. Meantime Major Campbell Wal-
lace had run over from Atlanta. He asked, as every other South
and North Railroad man was asking, "Milner, where is that
crossing going to be?" But Milner made no reply.

The third day of grace, December 19, 1870, dawned. No word
had come from Stanton, nor from a single man of the Alabama
and Chattanooga crowd; nor were there any funds from Boston,
not so much as a sign of any. Just about noon of this last day John
Milner strolled into the Morris Bank. Captain Martin and the
Jones Valley landholders were gathered in the lobby and in no
easy frame of mind.

Precisely on the minute marking the close of the time allowed
within the law, Josiah Morris himself sat down on the cashier's
stool and handed out to Captain Martin the cash for the first op-
tion, for the second, the third, and so on, till one hundred thou-
sand dollars in cold cash was handed out of that window. . . .

Josiah Morris, in his own name, took title to 4150 acres; some
of the landowners agreed to take stock in the new corpora-
tion as part of the consideration for their properties.

The next day many of the men who had been affiliated with
the South & North Alabama Railroad met at the bank and
formed the Elyton Land Company. "Elyton" in the company
name was taken from a town two miles from where the inter-
section would be, and was the seat ofJefferson County. It had
been named in honor of William Ely of Hartford, Connect-
icut, who had come to Alabama in 1820 to select lands granted
by the United States to the American Asylum of Hartford. Ely
had deeded the site of the Court House. Morris transferred
the title to the property he had acquired the day before to the
new company. The capital stock of the Elyton Land Company
was set at $200,000, and Morris became the largest stock-
holder, subscribing to 437 shares. He later increased his
holdings to 520 of the 2000 shares outstanding.

On December 20, 1870 the charter was filed in Jefferson
County, declaring that the company had been formed "For
the purpose of buying lands and selling lots with the view to
the location, laying off and effecting the building of a city, at
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or near the town of Elyton, in the County of Jefferson and
State of Alabama." The articles of incorporation stated that
"no stockholder shall engage in any speculation or dealing,
directly or indirectly, in any real estate adjacent to the lands
of the association without offering the same at cost to the as-
sociation through its president" On January 26, 1871 Colonel
James R. Powell was elected president of the company. The
stockholders agreed with a motion introduced by Josiah Morris
that the new city to be built "Shall be called Birmingham"
It was anticipated by Morris that the new city would become
a large manufacturing center because of the coal and iron
deposits, and the name was taken after the industrial city of
Birmingham, England.

[Note: Frederick M. Finney, writing in the February 1987 Bank
Note Reporter, stated that Birmingham "came into being only
because iron ore was discovered in the red-rock soil ofJefferson
County in North Central Alabama"; he further stated the
Elyton Land Company was "an outfit controlled by J.P.
Morgan" Since Mr. Finney does not make reference to any
sources for his statements, they may be true. The presence of
the iron ore in the area may have influenced Mr. Milner's de-
cision as to the location of the intersection of the railroad, but
it may not have been the only reason. J.P. Morgan may have
been involved with the Elyton Land Company, presumably
through ownership or financing of one of the railroads which
may have intersected, but my sources do not mention that. If
Mr. Morgan "controlled" the Elyton Land Company, I would

Birmingham's first luxury hotel, "The Morris".
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Note issued by Josiah Morris, Banker, at Montgomery.

think that fact would have been mentioned in my sources. Mr.
Finney had access to some published information about the
history and banks of Birmingham, or he performed some ex-
cellent research to produce his article; either way, it's too bad
he or the Bank Note Reporter chose not to include his sources.]

EARLY GROWTH OF THE CITY

Soon after the Elyton Land Company was organized, plans
for the new city were made, and Major W.P. Barker was em-
ployed as the engineer to lay out the streets and lots. The first
sale of lots was advertised to begin on June 1, 1871. Major A.
Marre bought the first lot, which was located at the northeast
corner of first Avenue and Nineteenth Street in present-day
Birmingham, at a cost of $100. The new city was incorporated
by the Alabama Legislature on December 19, 1871. The two
railroads had agreed to run their tracks parallel to each other
for some distance through the property, for the convenience
of the new town. The streets had been laid out by engineer
Barker to run parallel to the railroads; this is the reason Bir-
mingham is not laid out according to the points of the compass.
The original city limits were established at 3,000 feet on ei-
ther side of the Alabama & Chattanooga Railroad, extending
from 26th Street to the eastern boundary of the city of Elyton.

The Elyton Land Company donated land for public pur-
poses and business sites that would help to build the city. It
also constructed a free public bridge in the heart of the city
to provide a passage over the railroad tracks. The County
Court House was moved from Elyton to Birmingham and
erected on land donated by the company. An arrangement
was made with a firm from Montgomery to establish a brick
plant on the Land Company's property; the company took all
of the bricks and sold them at cost to persons erecting buildings
in the new city. In 1873 the Land Company began water
service from a plant it had built.

The first mayor of Birmingham was Robert Henly, who was
appointed by the governor. He died of tuberculosis after less
than a year in office; Thomas S. Tate served the remainder
of his term. A popular election was held and Colonel Powell,
president of the Elyton Land Company, was elected Mayor.

Powell arranged for the New York Press Association to meet
in Birmingham, and the city was given wide acclaim.

In 1873 a local epidemic of cholera, combined with the
effects of the financial panic, caused a severe drop in the ex-
isting population of the new town and forced the real estate
values to a low level. Josiah Morris and others loaned the com-
pany $80,000 against a mortgage on the company holdings.
In 1879 the first blast furnace for iron-making was built on land
donated by the company; several other furnaces and a rolling
mill were erected, and the output helped to pay off the com-
pany's debts. The Georgia Pacific Railroad came to the city
in 1884; the railroads now provided access to Birmingham
from the major financial and industrial centers in all directions.

In short order the Elyton Land Company built the Belt
Railroad, which circled the city; this brought rail car service
to the many furnaces and factories in the area. Also completed
was the Birmingham Railway Supply Company, which was
engaged in manufacturing railroad cars. The Elyton company
furnished the land and money for building the Birmingham
Gas Light Company, and the properties were sold at virtually
their cost. Water from the Cahaba River was routed through
Red Mountain, south of Birmingham, to meet the needs of
the expanding city.

EARLY BANKING IN BIRMINGHAM

Josiah Morris was involved with the establishment of the first
bank in the new city of Birmingham. An application to charter
a national bank in Birmingham was made in the summer of
1872. On November 27, 1872 charter 2065 was granted to The
National Bank of Birmingham, which began operations on
January 2, 1873 with a paid up capital of $50,000. The presi-
dent of the bank was Charles Linn, a director of the Elyton
Land Company.

The City Bank of Birmingham was founded in 1880 by
Josiah Morris, T.L. Hudgins and W.S. Mudd. The capital of
the bank was $80,000. Morris was the president of the bank
and Wj. Cameron, who had been employed by Morris at his
bank in Montgomery, was named the cashier.
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Check drawn on Josiah Morris' Bank.

The National Bank of Birmingham was placed in voluntary
liquidation on May 14, 1884, and merged with the City Bank.
The new bank was The first National Bank of Birmingham,
operating under charter 3185. Charles Linn was the president
of the new bank with Cameron the cashier; in 1886 Cameron
became president.

The Alabama State Bank, with Morris as one of the stock-
holders, was organized in 1884, with a capital of $200,000. The
bank grew rapidly and on November 10, 1886 was granted na-
tional charter 3587 as the Alabama National Bank of Bir-
mingham.

Josiah Morris presided over a meeting on December 9, 1887
at the offices of the Elyton Land Company, where a vote was
taken to incorporate the Birmingham Trust & Savings Com-
pany; Morris became one of the largest subscribers of the new
bank.

DEATH OF JOSIAH MORRIS

Josiah Morris was stricken by paralysis in 1889, and died
on March 9, 1891. He was memorialized throughout the State
as the most prominent banker in Alabama, and one of the
major forces in the rebuilding of Alabama and the south after
the Civil War. He lived long enough to see Birmingham grow
from nothing to over 25,000 people.

NOTE ISSUES OF "JOSIAH MORRIS, BANKER"

At his Montgomery location, Morris issued notes of $1 and
$2 denominations. Two varieties of the $1 note have been
recorded. The notes are assigned numbers 248-1, 248-2 and
248-3 by Rosene, and all are relatively common, with over 50
of each reported. Rosene lists a $1 denomination issued by
Morris in Mobile (206-1), but the only information given is that
the date April 8, 1862 is engraved on the note. According to
Rosene the note from Mobile is quite rare, with less than five
known.

Jack Weaver, writing in the May/June 1984 issue of PAPER
MONEY, provides an interesting story of a Josiah Morris note.
Mr. Weaver collects, by his definition, "match-ups"; a match-
up "is pairing of a check drawn during or before the Civil War
with a piece of currency issued by the bank on which the check
is drawn!'

With most of us, our collecting is a rather private thing, not
something we work into our conversations with non-collectors.
Once in a while we do, and I am glad I did the other evening
after a sumptuous dinner at the home of a neighbor. I knew
our hostess had been born and raised in Montgomery, Ala-
bama (there are not many such here in California) and I found
myself telling her that I had acquired a very handsome check
drawn in 1862 on a bank in her hometown. I explained that,
in itself, this was something a bit special since checks drawn
in the deep South during the Civil War don't come along every
day. In addition, I had just located a $2 note—albeit a rag!!—
on the same bank. I described the bright red-on-white check,
drawn in June 1862 with losiah Morris, Banker" across the
top in big letters, then the bill dated only two weeks earlier.
Being one of the most polite ladies I know, she listened to the
whole story, then said very calmly, losiah Morris was my
great-grandfather." With that, she ran to her library and
returned with an oil painting of banker Morris and a $1 note
every bit as ragged as mine that she had treasured since she
was a teenager.
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