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This magic little city of ours has no peer in the rapidity of its growth....its
permanent mountains groaning to be delivered of their wealth....the El
Dorado of iron-masters.

Following the Civil War, Alabama’s economy began to shift away from the dominance of
agriculture. In 1871, prominent Alabamians joined forces to form the city of Birmingham
with the explicit function of exploiting the mineral resources of north-central Alabama,
where every ingredient necessary for making iron could be found within a thirty-mile
radius. One of these men was James Withers Sloss, a north Alabama merchant and railroad
man.

Sloss was born of Scots-Irish descent in Mooresville, Alabama, in 1820. His father,
Joseph, emigrated from County Deery, Ireland, to Lexington, Virginia, with his parents in
1803. He later moved to Tennessee where he eventually became a soldier and went on to
fight in the War of 1812. Following the war he met and married Clarissa Wasson from
Alabama and moved to Mooresville to farm and raise a family.

At fifteen his oldest son, James, became an apprentice bookkeeper for a local butcher. At
the end of his seven-year term, he married a local girl, Mary Bigger, and used his savings
to buy a small store in Athens, Alabama. By the 1850s, James Withers Sloss had extended
his mercantile interests throughout northern Alabama and eventually evolved into one of the
wealthiest merchant and plantation owners in the state.

In the early 1860s, realizing the need for the expansion of southern rail lines, Sloss became
active in railroad construction. As Birmingham journalist Ethel Armes later noted ina 1910
newspaper article, “Sloss had a voice in county and state politics, and was taking up the
fight for railroads with vigor, and that good Irish tongue of his to boot.” In 1867,
following years of negotiations, all rail lines between Nashville and the Tennessee River
were consolidated into one company, the Nashville and Decatur, with James W. Sloss as its
first president.

During this postwar period, Sloss not only promoted the development of southern rail
lines, but became one of the chief proponents of Alabama’s postwar industrial



development, most notably the area around present day Birmingham. Sloss was determined
to develop ties with an enterprise that had emerged as the strongest railroad in the South;
the Louisville and Nashville (L&N). He realized that the L&N had reached a critical stage in
the South and greatly needed to find an outlet through Alabama to the Gulf of Mexico,
where they wanted access to new markets and connections with Montgomery and Mobile,
Alabama. Aware of this interest, Sloss seized the opportunity to forge an alliance between
the L&N and the Elyton Land Company--the company responsible for developing the
mineral district of Jones Valley and the city of Birmingham.

Sloss traveled to Louisville and presented the president of the L&N, Albert Fink, with a
glowing picture of the mineral district and the future rail traffic it was capable of generating.
He offered to lease the Nashville and Decatur to the L&N if that line would assume the
Elyton Land Company’s debts, pay interest on its bonds, and complete work on the gap
between Decatur and Birmingham. If agreed upon, the L&N could run the combined
system all the way from Nashville to Montgomery. Fink liked the idea, but his board did
not. Following an intense meeting at a local hotel (and a round of whiskey!), Sloss and
Fink were able to convince the directors of the L&N to endorse the plan.

Ultimately reaching the Gulf of Mexico, the L&N invested more than $30 million in
furnaces, mines, wharves, steamship lines, and other Alabama operations. By 1888 it was
hauling annual tonnage of iron, coal, and other mineral products outweighing the nation’s
entire cotton crop. Sloss’s decision to bring in the L&N transformed Birmingham from a
squalid jumble of tents, shanties, and boxcars into a thriving community.

Another southern entrepreneur crucial to the development of Birmingham’s industrial
district was Henry DeBardeleben, son of an Autauga County planter and son-in-law and
heir to the Daniel Pratt fortune. In 1878, determined to tap the rich mineral areas
surrounding Birmingham, DeBardeleben joined forces with Sloss and Truman Aldrich, a
success mining engineer, to form the Pratt Coal and Coke Company, the first large coal
company in Alabama. Pratt soon became the largest mining enterprise in the district. In
1882, the Pratt Company sold out to Memphis entrepreneur Enoch Ensley, who invested
close to $1.5 million and increased mining operations to a daily output of 2,500 tons. By
1885, Ensley’s Pratt Company owned 70,000 acres of coal lands, 710 coke ovens and 30
miles of railway. With over a thousand free and convict laborers, the Pratt mines produced
“first class coking coal” for pig iron furnaces throughout the Birmingham area. Tennessee
Coal and Iron (TCI) acquired the company in 1886 and immediately added additional mines
to the Pratt holdings. Since 1907 the mines have been the property of U.S. Steel.

In 1879, inspired by the success of the Pratt Company, DeBardeleben joined forces to
create Alice Furnace (named after his oldest daughter), the first blast furnace designed to
use coke. Sixty-three feet high and fifteen feet wide, it achieved an average daily production
of fifty-three tons of pig iron. Birmingham’s second furnace would be built by James
Sloss. In 1880, tired of the constant bickering occurring at the Pratt Company, and with the
backing of Henry DeBardeleben, James Sloss founded the Sloss Furnace Company.
DeBardeleben agreed to supply Sloss with coking coal and Mark W. Potter, who owned
red ore deposits on Red Mountain, agreed to supply the ore. Sloss took the contracts to



Louisville and won the financial backing of E.D. Standiford, president of the L&N.
Following his return to Birmingham, Sloss and his sons, Maclin and Frederick, filed
papers at the Jefferson County Court House in the spring of 1881 to incorporate the Sloss
Furnace Company.

Construction of Sloss’s new furnace began in June 1881, when ground was broken on a
fifty-acre site that had been donated by the Elyton Land Company. Harry Hargreaves, a
European-born engineer, was in charge of construction. Hargreaves had been a pupil of
Thomas Whitwell, a British inventor who had designed the stoves that would supply the
hot-air blast for the new furnace. Sixty feet high and eighteen feet in diameter, Sloss’s new
Whitwell stoves were the first of their type ever built in Birmingham and were comparable
to similar equipment used in the North. Birmingham industrialists were impressed that
much of the machinery used by Sloss’s new furnace would be of Southern manufactured in
the South. This machinery included two blowing engines and ten boilers, thirty feet long
and forty-six inches in diameter. Driven by steam, the blowing engines were made in
Birmingham at Linn Iron Works, an iron works company started in 1885 by a Finnish-born
entrepreneur, Charles Linn. A local reporter described them as the “largest engines ever
made south of Pittsburgh.” Although the enormous boilers were too complex to be built in
Birmingham, they too were made in the South. Walton & Company, located in Louisville,
completed the task in time for the opening in 1882. After only its first year of operations,
Sloss Furnace Company had sold 24,000 tons of iron. At the 1883 Louisville Exposition,
the company won a bronze medal for “best pig iron.”

James W. Sloss not only exported his iron, but managed to supply large amounts for local
agricultural purposes....items such as traps, pipes, and stoves. The majority of Sloss pig
iron, however, ended up in Cincinnati, Louisville, St. Louis, Nashville, Chicago, Detroit,
and Cleveland. Pig-iron costs in Northern plants averaged $18.30 per ton in 1884 while pig
iron in the South could be produced for $10-$11 a ton.

The success of the Alice and Sloss Furnaces set off a mania of furnace construction that
was later dubbed by local newspaperman as “The Great Birmingham Iron Boom.” By the
1880s, pig iron production in Alabama grew from 68,995 to 706,629 gross tons in
Jefferson County alone. Economically, the long financial depression that hit in the 1870s
was finally over, and demand for industrial products was picking up throughout the nation.
Birmingham was booming, and due to its rapid growth, had earned the nickname “The
Magic City.”
Town planners, railroad magnates, and industrialists such as James Sloss received, as one
Alabama newspaper stated, “A degree of adulation previously reserved for military
heroes.” In November 1881, the Birmingham press touted Sloss as a possible candidate for
governor:
“His excellent business qualifications, brilliant intellect, splendid character, and

fine executive ability, all combined, make him the grandest man in Alabama

today for our chief executive. He is the very personification of Christian manhood

and integrity, possessing the qualifications of head and heart which we should

emulate.”



Although appreciative, Sloss never ran for governor. Nonetheless, inspired by such
rhetoric, Alabama industrialists eagerly embraced what was being called the “gospel of
industrialism.”

The Sloss Furnace Company was born at a time when the despair of the postwar era was
subsiding, and the South was feeling a measure of economic confidence for the first time
since the opening years of the Civil War. The time was ripe for a resurgence of moves
toward southern industrialization. Although agriculture was still the basis of Alabama’s
economy, the demand for cotton on the world market had declined after the war and
Alabama was worse off than most southern states. As a result, rural areas experienced a
mass departure of ragged, malnourished people to Birmingham’s industrial district where
employment was available at mines, mills, and blast furnaces. And however bad conditions
might be, workers, primarily African-American, saw this type of work as preferable to the
abject poverty they were experiencing in the countryside.

To James Sloss and other Birmingham industrialists, the use of an almost exclusively
African-American labor force at mines and furnaces in the nineteenth century was simply a
continuation of policies prevailing long before the Civil War. Partly because many Southern
whites avoided manual labor, and also because white workers imported from outside the
region did not seem to last, the industrial employment of black workers in transportation
and industry was common. The use of African-Americans in skilled occupations was just
as frequent as their employment at tasks requiring little or no training. Census figures
indicate that the South had only 20,000 white tradesmen in 1865. By contrast,
approximately 100,000 slaves were employed as blacksmiths, gunsmiths, cabinet makers,
and shipbuilders.

Due to the prevailing belief that African-Americans were particularly well suited for hot
and physical occupations, their use as ironworkers was common in the South during the
antebellum period. And not surprising, the work required by laborers at blast furnaces like
those built by Sloss later in the century also typified the labor Southern entrepreneurs
thought particularly well suited for African-Americans. In an interview in1883, Sloss stated
that, “at our place, nearly all our labor is colored...except our skilled men; they are all
white...the balance of the iron men, the coke men, the yard men, the furnace men, and some
of the helpers and stock men are all colored.” James Sloss defended using African-
American workers, saying they were best suited for his needs. He gave no economic
arguments except to repeat a familiar antebellum theme by stating that blacks were less
likely than whites to strike. Stressing his affection for African-Americans, a common
stance among both prewar and plantation owners and postwar industrialists, he said that
“the colored man likes the furnace business; he has a fondness for it.”

Sloss, however, admitted that using free blacks workers created difficulties that antebellum
shareholders had not fully anticipated. The problems he was encountering were problems
and issues being encountered by managers throughout the industrial nation. The the
working class that was formed during the Gilded Age was made up of people who brought
into industrial society ways of work and other habits and values not associated with
industrial requirements and the industrial culture. This drawback was particularly true for



former Alabama field hands, who had to make difficult psychological adjustments in
moving from rural plantations.

Sloss also complained about the transience of free black workers. His laborers came from
all over the South, drawn to Birmingham by the lure of economic advances. “They are a
moving, restless, migratory class, quite different from the farm or plantation Negroes.” In
1882, because of high labor turnover and chronic absenteeism, Sloss had to employ 569
men to assure his company of the 269 workers that it actually needed.

Another reason why Sloss and other Birmingham industrialists clung to the almost
exclusive use of black workers was due to their belief that social problems would result
from trying to mix them on an equal basis with whites who might be willing to take on the
difficult labor required in mines and furnaces. Local journalists even touted the virtues of
using an all black labor force.

“The Negro of Birmingham fills the industrial position which elsewhere in great
manufacturing towns is filled by a low class of whites. The Negro here is satisfied
and contented; the low whites elsewhere are dissatisfied and turbulent. The white
laboring classes here are separated from the Negroes...by an innate consciousness of
race superiority.”

It is clear from such statements that the rationale for relying on a predominately black labor
force in Birmingham’s primary industries was as much social as economic.

Sloss, as well as other industrialists throughout the South, did their best to devise ways of
managing black workers that would preserve many of the traits of the old slave system.
Like southern antebellum businessmen before him, Sloss was committed to using servile,
low-paid labor as a key part of his strategy for controlling costs and believed it gave him a
definite advantage over his northern competitors.

Another advantage Birmingham industrialists believed they had over their competitors was
their close proximity to raw materials. As mentioned earlier, all the necessary ingredients
needed to make pig iron-coal, limestone and iron ore-were located within a thirty-mile
radius. And despite sagging prices that hit in the early 1880s, pig iron production in
Alabama rose from 100,683 gross tons in 1882, to 253,445 in 1886. This success was also
the result of the implementation of a smart business practice known as “vertical
integration.” In vertical integration, a company knew it could best expand by buying up its
suppliers or its customers or both, thus controlling all the processes of production, from
raw material through to the sale of the final product. Sloss, unfortunately, was not as
successful as others in utilizing this business practice.

One Birmingham company that did succeed in vertical integration was Woodward Iron
Company. Founded in late 1881, not long after James Sloss founded his own company,
S.H. Woodward, a West Virginian who migrated to Alabama in 1867, not only controlled
his own coal and ore mines, but purchased the rail lines linking these natural resources to
his blast furnaces, thus avoiding freight costs.

Unlike Woodward, Sloss never controlled his coal supply. Instead, he obtained it under
contract from another Birmingham company at rates much higher than what Woodward
was paying. In addition to paying more for his coal, Sloss could not depend on regular
deliveries since many of the local coal companies were often plagued by strikes, fires, and



other problems. When Sloss was preparing to open his second furnace in 1883, he had to
delay it by months because he could not get enough coal to make coke for his furnaces.
Another drawback in Sloss’s operation was that he lacked his own railroad to deliver ore to
his furnaces from one of the few mines he owned, his red ore mines. Instead, he had to rely
on the Alabama Great Southern. And unfortunately, the penalty that Sloss paid for
insufficient control over raw materials and the means by which they were transported to his
furnaces was compounded by continual problems with poor equipment. Sloss’s furnaces
were designed by northern standards, meaning they were ill-suited to the specific
characteristics of southern raw materials. As indicated in an 1884 Iron Age magazine
article, “Constructing Southern furnaces without regard to the differences in fuel and ores
from those worked by Northern furnaces, whose lines have been copied, had been, it
seems, the great error of Southern iron-makers.

It was not that Sloss and other southern industrialists were technologically backwards, it
was because they were only beginning to adapt to the deficiencies and oddities of
Birmingham’s raw materials. Sloss, as well as other furnace owners in the area, had not
anticipated the high silica content of Birmingham’s red ore, which resulted in the
accumulation of deposits on the inner walls of the furnace and frequent repairs. Fortunately,
by the end of 1885, Sloss was starting to adapt to the problem of the local minerals and able
to make the necessary changes and adjustments. In the spring of 1886, Sloss’s two
furnaces produced 5,365 tons of pig iron, only slightly less than what DeBardeleden’s
Alice Furnace produced.

Although James Sloss appeared to be recovering from his early operating problems, he
started depending more and more on his sons to make the major managerial decisions. By
late 1886, due to numerous labor, economic, and political problems, James Sloss decided to
sell his company. In 1899 he sold out to a group of Virginia financiers for $2 million who
would successfully lead the Sloss Furnaces Company for the next three decades.



