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ABSTRACT 

 Urbanization in Alabama has been driven and influenced by a number of factors over the 

course of the state’s history. Examined from a geographic standpoint, the sizes and spatial 

distributions of Alabama’s cities have been chiefly driven at different times by access to the 

state’s navigable waterways; proximity to its major cotton-cultivating regions; access to 

significant railroad infrastructure; proximity to the state’s major coal and iron ore deposits; 

access to significant highway infrastructure; proximity to various “institutional industries” 

(defined here as the combination of county seats of government, public universities, permanent 

military installations, and the site of the state capital); and the process of suburbanization. This 

study employs qualitative data-collection and quantitative analysis methods to determine the 

possibility of modeling the explanatory power of these variables relative to the populations of the 

state’s twenty largest cities in each decade since 1820 in a manner that complements and aligns 

with the prior literature on the subject using multiple linear regression. The resulting models are 

able to successfully capture a single statistically-significant geographic variable with great 

accuracy, although the results are also somewhat more mixed when examining possible 

secondary and tertiary predictors of city population. The research serves as a stepping stone 

towards developing a statistical means of analyzing and understanding the impacts of various 

geographic factors on urban population that is both adaptable to other regions of the world and is 

able to produce outputs that are relatively easy to map and visualize.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 The history of urbanization in the United States is a long, convoluted, and fascinating tale 

that has undoubtedly impacted every corner of the nation to some extent. The likes of the 

Union’s major industrial centers in the Northeast and the Midwest, as well as the burgeoning 

centers of commerce and innovation along its West Coast and the Sun Belt, all serve as 

remarkable testaments to the great variety of cities to be found in the United States, as well as to 

the plethora of causes and conditions that ultimately contributed to their individual stories of 

growth and development. When considering the most prominent examples of the phenomenon, 

however, rarely does the state of Alabama register as a location where urbanization imparted a 

significant mark. To an extent, this assumptions holds some merit; for much of its history, the 

majority of the state’s population has indeed resided in its countryside, its economy chiefly tied 

to, if not utterly dominated by, the cultivation of cotton and other cash crops—conditions that do 

not necessarily lend themselves to urbanization as it is typically considered. 

 As with many topics, however, the truth of the matter is indeed more nuanced and 

complicated than it may otherwise appear at a first glance. Despite its long historical reliance on 

the agricultural sectors of the economy, Alabama has nevertheless proven to be robust enough to 

serve as the cradle for cities of their own unique identity and character. In the antebellum era, the 

state’s small coastline became the home to one of the nation’s largest and most prosperous port 

cities; by the start of the twentieth century, meanwhile, Alabama was host to one of the largest 

and most productive industrial centers in all of the United States, and by the twenty-first century 
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it has increasingly become the home of a major hub for scientific and technological 

development. Certainly, the cases mentioned here—those of Mobile, Birmingham, and 

Huntsville—rank among the great success stories of urbanization in the context of the United 

States as a whole, yet the impact of urbanization in Alabama has reached far beyond these most 

notable examples. Many other cities and towns of significant size or stature have also emerged in 

the state over its two centuries of history, and while these examples, today including the likes of 

Montgomery, Tuscaloosa, Dothan, Gadsden, and Auburn, may not appear to play as strong of a 

role at a national scale, they too have contributed immensely to the broader story of urbanization 

as a sweeping phenomenon within the story of Alabama. 

 Urbanization, however, is rarely a spontaneous event, one that occurs through sheer luck 

or willpower alone. Instead, it is very often driven or determined by geographic conditions that 

enable dense and large-scale settlement to become economically viable in the first place. And 

geography has indeed played a significant role in shaping Alabama and its cities, as the state 

holds the remarkable distinction of being the point at which multiple distinct geographical 

characteristics, each alone able to bring about the rise of cities in their own rights, intersect one 

another and have thereby created a diverse collection of urban centers that individually represent 

different origins but collectively bring about a unified urban identity that is unique among its 

peers in the Southeastern United States and beyond. From its vast swathes of prime agricultural 

lands to the extensive miles of navigable rivers that course through them and the vast tracts of 

mineral resources that lie beneath them, Alabama’s unique set of natural advantages have also 

long been joined with manmade geographic factors that have likewise bolstered—and at time 

also diminished—the ability for its cities to grow and prosper to even greater extents. 
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 A topic as complex and involved as the influences on urbanization is nevertheless one 

that can also be difficult to neatly retell in a manner that is concise and deliberate, yet also true to 

the complicated realities that ultimately inform such a process at the level of an entire state. Yet 

efforts of this sort are also vital to undertake, if not for the sole purpose of informing the 

conditions of the past as a means of better preparing for the potential conditions of the future. 

Such endeavors might take on visual forms such as that of the map, which is perhaps the greatest 

tool at the disposal of any geographer or historian hoping to relay historical information with the 

geographic factors that directly related to and impacted the events in question. Maps are, as with 

many other mediums of visualization, by their very nature abstractions of reality, however, and 

with this in mind one must take great care when developing methods for condensing even the 

simplest of topics in history and geography into more readable and digestible forms.  

 The scope of this project thus centers around an effort to develop a means of retelling the 

story of urbanization in Alabama in a manner that is both efficient in its methods and concise in 

its results. It aims to combine the historical record relating to Alabama cities, as well as the 

various geographical factors that have affected their populations and growth, with statistical 

methods that are able to pinpoint the factors that have most strongly impacted urban sizes, as 

well as the degrees of significance to which these attributes can be properly attributed to relate 

with the cities of Alabama. This undertaking is performed with the intent of delivering a final set 

of numerical results that can in turn be easily conveyed using cartography and other data 

visualization products in a manner that indeed make it relatively easy and straightforward for 

readers to identify and interpret the influences of urbanization in Alabama and the extent to 

which each impactor has ultimately shaped its cities individually and as a whole. Such a project, 

it is hoped, will ultimately be able to contribute to the wider scholarship on urbanization and the 
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history of Alabama alike by bringing together a variety of sources, methods, and viewpoints in 

order to develop a general framework through which the processes that have shaped urbanization 

in Alabama—and beyond—can be made more accessible for all to enjoy and discover. 
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CHAPTER 2 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Historically, urbanization in Alabama has never been driven by any single geographical 

factor. While any given factor may have spurred urban development for an extended and 

uninterrupted period of time, in almost all cases urbanization at a statewide level was the result 

of a combination of geographic factors. Broadly speaking, these combinations tended to involve 

the development of natural resources working in tandem with effective transportation systems to 

create centers of trade and commerce around which urbanization ultimately followed suit. 

However, as strides were made in transportation technology that made moving people and goods 

alike cheaper and more efficient, and as economic motivations shifted from agriculture to 

manufacturing and then to service industries, so too have there been major changes in the size, 

character, and location of Alabama’s largest cities.1  

 In 1959, J. Allen Tower provided one of the first frameworks through which to 

understand the historical patterns of urban growth in Alabama. His outline of the state’s 

urbanization trends stated that its settlement pattern in the nineteenth century was largely defined 

by agriculture, which itself was largely dictated by access to suitable soils and water 

transportation. (Tower 1959). By 1900, however, urbanization had instead shifted towards a 

pattern dominated by industrialization, be it the industrial processing of textiles, lumber, iron, or 

steel (Tower 1959). This latter trend, however, was only made possible in part by access to 

“good transportation” (Tower 1959, 137), which could manifest through either navigable 

                                                 
1 In this and subsequent sections, “largest cities” will refer to the twenty largest cities in the state at any given point.   
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waterways or through the railroad, which emerged in the postbellum years as a far cheaper and 

more efficient mode of travel than the state’s waterways that in turn helped to open up much of 

Alabama’s uplands for increased settlement and productivity (Tower 1959). Furthermore, many 

of the state’s industrial centers owed their growth and success to the state’s vast mineral deposits, 

particularly those of coal and iron ore found in North and Central Alabama (Tower 1959). 

 For much of Alabama’s history, these four geographic factors—access to navigable 

waters, proximity to agriculturally-productive soils, access to an intensive railroad network, and 

proximity to major deposits of coal or iron ore—served as the foundation for many of the state’s 

most striking examples of urbanization. Additional factors, however, have also emerged and 

cemented themselves as key and defining causes underlying settlement and urbanization patterns 

in the time since Tower’s article was first published. Chief among these is the rise of the 

automobile-focused highways and freeways of the post-World War II era throughout the United 

States, notably spurred by the passage of the Interstate Highway Act in 1956 and which 

subsequently led to a settlement pattern that was far more dispersed and decentralized than ever 

before. In addition, many cities in the state appear to have benefited enormously from the 

presence of large institutional forces found within them that provided for significant economic 

and employment opportunity, including public universities and research institutions; major 

military bases and related installations; and the seats of government, whether they be for a mere 

county seat or for the capital of the entire state. Finally, a development intricately linked with the 

emergence of Alabama’s highways was the rise and growth of large suburbs to the state’s largest 

cities, independent communities that enjoyed free and easy access to their central cities but 

became and remained politically, economically, and demographically distinct entities.  
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 Taken as a whole, it is clear that the overall processes that spurred urban growth and 

development in Alabama—as with any place in the United States—were numerous and 

complicated. Naturally, there are many other factors that have directly influenced Alabama’s 

urbanization, many of which (such as access to capital) do not have an explicitly spatial 

component to them that are also worth exploring but ultimately fall outside the scope of this 

project. Thus, in the interest of developing a general framework by which to understand 

Alabama’s urbanization patterns and trends between statehood and the present day, the following 

sections will discuss each of the aforementioned geographic factors in greater detail, relating the 

general narrative of Alabama’s history with relevant literature to demonstrate the degrees at 

which each of the spatial influences have ultimately shaped city growth and development in the 

state over time. 

 

2.1 NAVIGABLE WATERWAYS 

 The importance of rivers to the state of Alabama is difficult to understate; one needs only 

to glance at the state’s seal, first designed in 1819, to recognize the importance that the state’s 

founders placed on the role that Alabama’s rivers would have on its future growth and prosperity 

(Jackson 1995a). Indeed, almost all of the state’s earliest major settlements were founded next to 

a river; rivers provided these communities with immediate access to a relatively cheap and 

efficient means of transporting people and goods across vast distances at a time when railroads 

were largely nonexistent in the frontier region. Early Alabama’s history is dominated by the bout 

of “Alabama Fever” that ensued around the time of its statehood, which led to an explosion in its 

population that nearly threatened to simultaneously depopulate the Southern states on the 

Atlantic seaboard (Jackson 1995a). It is likely no coincidence that the first and most densely-
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settled portion of the state in its earliest years happened to be the valley of the mighty Tennessee 

(Tower 1959), a river that itself is a tributary of the Ohio River that many settlers used when 

making their way into the Old Southwest (Mardock and Richmond 1966).  

 The majority of Alabama, however, falls within the purview of the Mobile River system. 

Although the Mobile River alone itself is a relatively short waterway, the river is ultimately 

formed through the merger of two much longer rivers, the Alabama and the Tombigbee, both of 

which extend for hundreds of miles into the heart of Alabama’s interior. Each of these rivers, in 

turn, possess tributaries that themselves are at least partially navigable, with the Coosa and the 

Black Warrior Rivers each serving as respectably large and important tributaries in their own 

right to the Alabama and the Tombigbee, respectively. These rivers, along with the 

aforementioned Tennessee River; the Chattahoochee River below Columbus, Georgia; and a tiny 

portion of the Choctawhatchee River in Southeast Alabama, altogether make up a system of 

navigable waterways that ranks among the longest of any state’s, thus affording Alabama a 

natural advantage for early residents hoping to transport their goods to far-flung markets 

efficiently and inexpensively. 

 The extent to which Alabama’s rivers have been navigable, however, has changed 

substantially over time. Such changes usually resulted in increases to the lengths over which 

river travel could proceed. The Tennessee River provides for perhaps the most notable example 

of such increases over time, as the river was famously known throughout the nineteenth century 

to be outright unnavigable along a forty-mile stretch of rapids and reefs, known as the Muscle 

Shoals, between the modern cities of Decatur and Florence (Cresap 1956). Attempts were made 

throughout that century to build a canal which bypassed the shoals, but it was not until the 

completion of Wheeler Dam in 1936 that the Muscle Shoals were conquered, albeit by their 
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complete submersion beneath the impoundment. The extent of navigability along the Black 

Warrior, meanwhile, was also lengthened through the construction of locks and dams along its 

upper portions in the late 19th and early 20th centuries to provide for riverine access to the vast 

Warrior Coal Field of Central Alabama. Yet the most peculiar case of a change to river 

navigability is that of the Coosa River, whose entire lower portion, between Greensport (near 

modern-day Gadsden) and Wetumpka, consisted of a long series of rapids and shoals that cut off 

the navigable portions of the river (from Rome, Georgia to Greensport) from the rest of the 

system. Several attempts were made to construct a system of locks and dams on the lower Coosa 

to connect the upper Coosa with Wetumpka, Montgomery, and beyond throughout the 20th 

century, but financial considerations and constraints ultimately led to each of these projects’ 

demises (Jackson 1995a), and today, as a result of the damming of the river in the 1960s for 

hydroelectric power (Jackson 1995a), the entirety of the Coosa, including its upper portions, are 

now unnavigable. 

 With the importance of river navigability in mind, it is no coincidence either that many of 

Alabama’s earliest major settlements were established at the heads of navigation atop each of 

Alabama’s major rivers. Some of the earliest settlements in the state, such as the territorial 

capital of St. Stephens and the early boomtown of Claiborne, were settled at the head of the 

Tombigbee and Alabama Rivers’ respective heads of schooner navigation, while other towns 

such as Tuscaloosa and Florence developed at the tail end of falls that prohibited navigation 

upstream on their respective rivers (the Black Warrior and Tennessee). Perhaps most notable of 

these towns was Wetumpka, which was founded at the bottom of the “Falls of the Coosa” and 

quickly emerged as an early rival to Montgomery that for a time outpaced it in growth and nearly 
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became the capital of the state (Jackson 1995a)—no doubt bolstered by its position downstream 

from the rest of the Coosa River basin.  

Yet establishment at the site of a river’s head of navigation was hardly a prerequisite for a 

town’s future growth and prosperity. Indeed, the state’s first capital of Cahawba was established 

at the junction of the Alabama and Cahaba Rivers (the latter of which ultimately proved to be 

largely unnavigable), while the eventual capital of Montgomery was established near the 

junction of the Coosa and Tallapoosa Rivers and the town of Demopolis, descended from the 

French-established Vine and Olive Country (Rogers et al. 2018), was settled at the confluence of 

the Black Warrior River with the Tombigbee. Others towns’ sites lacked even this geographical 

distinction—Selma sits squarely on the heart of the Alabama River between Montgomery and 

Cahawba, while the town of Eufaula in East Alabama emerged as a major early center of trade 

and commerce a ways south of the Chattahoochee River’s head of navigation at Columbus, 

Georgia (although Columbus’s Alabama suburbs of Girard and Phenix City did eventually grow 

to become major communities in their own right). Other towns of Alabama’s early period that 

developed as major river ports included Decatur on the Tennessee River and Gainesville on the 

Tombigbee, though the importance of rivers encouraging early growth in Alabama’s 

communities was not limited to the early antebellum period. Indeed, the town of Gadsden, which 

would eventually come to be more heavily associated with the railroad and its heavy industry, 

can in fact attribute its initial growth in the late 1850s and early 1860s to the Coosa River, which 

facilitated the cotton trade between it and Rome, Georgia Watson 1958).  

Perhaps no city, however, can attribute its rise to prominence to Alabama’s river more 

than Mobile. Situated near the outlet of the Mobile River, Mobile possesses the distinct 

advantage of lying downstream of the entire Alabama-Tombigbee system while also possessing 
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direct access to Mobile Bay, the Gulf of Mexico, and the ocean beyond. As such, Mobile’s 

position on a navigable river has long allowed it to serve as the state’s only port, its economy fed 

by the vast hinterland it commands thanks to the Alabama-Tombigbee system’s vast reach. Since 

the antebellum period, this situation has facilitated Mobile to experience a rate of growth and 

population that for many decades far surpassed that of any other city in Alabama.2 

But access to a river could not alone serve as an indicator of a city’s long term growth 

and prosperity. One illustration of this arises in the case of Claiborne, the largest town in 

Alabama at statehood. Though its position on a bluff overlooking the Alabama River halfway 

between port of Mobile and the capital at Cahawba certainly contributed to its early growth, in 

time the town languished as the centers of economic activity shifted to other parts of the state, 

first through the removal of the capital away from the Alabama River when Tuscaloosa became 

the capital in 1826, and second with the gradual shift of the most intense cotton cultivation away 

from the river bottoms and into the prairies of the Black Belt beginning in the late 1820s and 

early 1830s (Tower 1959). A similar situation befell the town of St. Stephens, a Tombigbee 

River town which was the political and economic heart of Alabama in its territorial period but 

quickly faded into obscurity as the steamboat enabled economic opportunities to expand far 

beyond the head of schooner navigation at which it was founded.  

                                                 
2 Ironically, the rivers that Mobile relied so heavily on for its future prosperity also nearly led to its demise. The 
slow-moving Mobile River was responsible for depositing sediment at its mouth near the Choctaw Pass just south of 
the city; the resulting sand bar, as well as another formed by sediment produced by the small Dog River in western 
Mobile Bay, made the already-shallow waters of the bay prohibitively difficult for larger vessels to sail across 
(Byrnes, Berlinghoff, and Griffee 2013). Ships could thus only make a direct trip to Mobile itself by sailing up the 
bay and north into the deeper channel of the nearby Spanish River, then around a delta island and back south down 
the Mobile River, a detour that added an additional 12 miles to the journey (Amos 1985). This situation forced 
Mobile to rely on a system of lightering through much of the mid-19th century, in which cargo was transferred 
between the port and large oceangoing ships (which were forced to anchor at a point, referred to as “Alabama Port”, 
nearly 25 miles south of the city) using smaller vessels that were able to safely navigate the sandbars and shallow 
bay, a practice that in turn cost the city hundreds of thousands of dollars a year in revenue lost to the taxation and 
damage to merchandise associated with lightering (U.S. House 1856; U.S. House 1854).  
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With this in mind, Alabama’s rivers then should ultimately be considered facilitators of 

urban growth and success, but not necessarily their long-term sources of sustenance; indeed, it is 

interesting to note that of all the other major river towns and cities mentioned previously, nearly 

all of them were additionally blessed with other geographical or institutional advantages that 

allowed them to make full use of the advantages brought about by river accessibility. The notable 

exception to this rule is Mobile, though it likewise occupies a special niche among all of 

Alabama’s major cities as the only city through which the near-entirety of the goods that travel 

along the state’s rivers ultimately flow through, thus enabling it to essentially circumvent this 

apparent problem (though for a short time its role as the state’s sole port was challenged by 

Blakeley, a rival town on the opposite side of Mobile Bay). Furthermore, it is evident that the 

eventual coming of the railroad to Alabama in the latter half of the nineteenth century largely 

negated the advantages that rivers once provided by proving to be even cheaper and more 

efficient means of transportation (Tower 1959); recalling the case of Claiborne, for example, it is 

no accident that the former boomtown’s descent into a ghost town was well underway by the 

time that the first railroad came through its native Monroe County (Poor 1901). Even though 

improvements to Alabama’s river network have continued all the way into the late twentieth 

century—culminating in the Tennessee-Tombigbee Waterway that, when completed in 1984, 

expanded Mobile’s hinterland by enabling direct navigational access to the Tennessee and Ohio 

River Valleys—, few, if any, of Alabama’s major cities by that period could directly attribute 

their success to access with a navigable waterway. In terms of defining trends in urbanization, 

then, Alabama’s rivers are best counted as a direct influence on urban patterns largely within the 

confines of the state’s formative years of the early 19th century, but having since then yielded 

that title to other advances in transportation technology that have subsequently emerged. 
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2.2 COTTON CULTIVATION 

Perhaps no other state in the Union is more closely associated with a single crop than 

Alabama is to cotton (its unofficial nickname of “the Cotton State” stands to a testament to as 

much). Indeed, from its very beginning Alabama was settled by planters and those that hoped to 

become planters alike—and involuntarily so as well by the slaves whose labor would alone 

cultivate and harvest the state’s greatest commodity (Jackson 1995a). And describing cotton as 

the state’s primary crop is in itself perhaps an understatement; by 1850 Alabama ranked first 

among all states in the amount of cotton that it produced (Amos 1985), and it has been estimated 

that cotton alone comprised up to 99 percent of the total value of Mobile’s exports during the 

antebellum era (with lumber comprising the other one percent) (Amos 1985). But cotton 

cultivation was not an economic activity that was practiced uniformly across the state’s 

geographical area. Cotton is exceptionally difficult on the soil, and as such there were vast 

swathes of the state where cultivating the crop was simply uneconomical and so subsistence 

farming predominated instead (Tower 1959).  

In its earliest days, Alabama’s cotton cultivation was largely concentrated along the river 

bottoms of the Alabama and Tombigbee Rivers of the south and the fertile Tennessee River 

Valley to the north. These two areas emerged as distinct areas of concentrated settlement even 

before Alabama became a territory separate from Mississippi; land cessions to the federal 

government by the Choctaws in 1805 and the Chickasaw and Cherokee in 1805-1806 opened up 

the lands of the lower Tombigbee River and the Tennessee River Valley, respectively, to 

American settlement (Rogers et al. 2018), the majority of whom flocked to those regions from 

Georgia and the Carolinas, seeking to leave behind the worn-out lands of the east coast in favor 

of an Alabama frontier that promised great wealth through the cultivation of cotton (Rogers et al. 
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2018). In lower Alabama, St. Stephens arose from an old Spanish fort to become a town of 1,200 

people and a hub for the cotton trade in the Tombigbee bottomlands at the time of statehood. By 

then, settlement patterns had shifted onto the bottomlands of the Alabama as well, and Claiborne 

likewise arose as a counterpart to St. Stephens on the Alabama River, becoming the center of its 

own early plantation zone and the home of approximately 2,500 inhabitants in 1820 (Tower 

1959). Undoubtedly, though, the Tennessee River Valley was host to the greatest concentration 

of early settlement—in 1820 the northern counties of Madison and Limestone were the most 

populous in the state, and the population of Madison County (17,481), including its county seat 

of Huntsville, was in fact more than double that of the third-most populous county of Monroe 

(8,838), where Claiborne was situated. Huntsville itself quickly took on a reputation as an 

exceptionally wealthy and prosperous city (Dupre 1990), one that was predicted to “probably 

always be an agreeable place of residence” (Melish 1822, 291). 

Within a decade, however, a new region of cotton cultivation had emerged that would 

soon eclipse the rest of the state in terms of production and population alike. That region 

comprised the vast prairies of the crescent-shaped Black Belt that stretches across much of 

central and western Alabama. Initially, settlers believed that the region, comparatively devoid of 

trees and saturated with naturally-limed water, was poor for agricultural production (Jackson 

1995a); however, by 1830, a new strain of cotton had been developed that could tolerate the 

region’s dark, limey soil (Webster and Samson 1992), and soon the Black Belt became the heart 

of the state’s plantation district (Jackson 1995a), and indeed one of the most productive cotton 

regions in the entire Southeast (Tower 1948). The region’s predominance over the rest of the 

state was largely solidified by the 1840s, signified by a number of factors including the return of 

the capital to a city within the Black Belt, as well as the fact that seven of the state’s ten most 
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populous counties were by then found in the region (with Sumter County ranking as the largest 

county in 1840, having a population of 29,937). By 1860, about half of the state’s cotton was 

produced within the Black Belt alone (Rogers et al. 2018). 

Unsurprisingly, several moderate-to-large urban centers developed in the Black Belt as 

the region grew in size and stature. Chief among these was certainly Montgomery, whose site 

near the confluence of the Coosa and Tallapoosa Rivers combined with its location on the edge 

of the Black Belt to help it become a major inland port. Further down the Alabama, the towns of 

Selma and Cahawba also developed as major cotton trading centers in their own right. 

Gainesville became a major shipping point on the Tombigbee River for cotton produced in 

western Alabama, while Demopolis sat at the confluence of the Black Warrior with the 

Tombigbee, which was itself situated within the heart of the region. Yet many of the Black Belt’s 

other large towns and cities in the antebellum period were in fact not located along a navigable 

river; cities such as Eutaw, Greensboro, Marion, Camden, and Tuskegee all developed at or near 

the prairies’ periphery and became sizeable centers of trade and commerce in their own right, 

despite their lack of access to major waterways.  

 A final region of concentrated cotton cultivation emerging in Alabama during the 

antebellum period was the Coosa River Valley in East Alabama. First opened to settlement in the 

1830s by the removal of the Creek Nation from the region in 1832 as a result of the Treaty of 

Cusseta (Jackson 1995a), it was not until the 1850s that the region became a true center of the 

plantation system (Tower 1948), owing largely to the completion of railroads in Rome, Georgia 

that made it possible for the region’s goods to eventually make their way to the ports of 

Savannah and Charleston (Jackson 1995a). Compared to the Black Belt and the Tennessee River 

Valley, the Coosa Valley was a relatively minor center for cotton cultivation, no doubt hindered 
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by the relative isolation of the region imposed by the lower Coosa River’s hundred-mile-long 

network of reefs, shoals, rapids, and rock-ledges that virtually inhibited navigation (Jackson 

1995a). Nevertheless, its productions helped to spur the early growth of Wetumpka in the 1840s 

as the vital connection point between the commerce of the Coosa and the Alabama (Jackson 

1995a); the initial rise of Gadsden as a shipping point for goods from the Upper Coosa bound for 

Rome and beyond; and finally the development of smaller inland towns within the region such as 

Talladega.  

 The economic setbacks brought about by the Civil War and the emancipation of the 

state’s 435,000 slaves did little change the actual spatial distribution of cotton cultivation in 

Alabama (Kennedy 1864), which remained an important staple of the state’s economy as cotton 

prices rebounded and the sharecropping system came to replace the peculiar institution that had 

preceded it (Jackson 1995a) (although overall production levels would not reach 1860 levels 

until 1890 (Rogers et al. 2018)). Indeed, in 1879 about three-fifths of the state’s cotton 

production remained concentrated in the Black Belt, while twelve percent came from the 

Tennessee Valley and eight percent from the Coosa Valley (Tower 1948). By 1890, however, 

widespread cotton cultivation had also expanded to a fourth region: the Wiregrass. 

Named for the grass that grew abundantly in the longleaf pine forests that originally 

reigned supreme in Southeast Alabama (Byrd 2009), the counties of the Wiregrass were largely 

considered to be “cow counties” in the antebellum era because of the predominance of open-

range pasturing and subsistence farming that occurred in the region, where the soils were too 

sandy for cotton to grow effectively (Tower 1948, 28-30). However, as the region’s pine forests 

were removed for timber and turpentine and then replaced with small farms (Kirkland 2007), it 

was found that the use of commercial fertilizers on the region’s soils was able to make farming 
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on them far more feasible (Tower 1959). While cotton production increased dramatically in the 

region throughout the 1880s, the bulk associated with transporting large quantities of fertilizer to 

a region that is largely devoid of navigable rivers nevertheless meant that it was not until the 

arrival of the Alabama Midland Railroad in 1889 that the region’s potential could be fully 

realized (Byrd 2009). As cotton cultivation subsequently took over the Wiregrass, several cities 

emerged that had previously been little more than crossroads or courthouse towns in the pine 

forests of Southeast Alabama. By far the most prominent of the Wiregrass’s new cities was 

Dothan, a stop on the Alabama Midland that soon became the chief shipping point for cotton 

coming from across Southeast Alabama. Other smaller local trade centers, such as Andalusia and 

Enterprise, would also emerge in time as well. By 1910, the Wiregrass as a whole was producing 

16 percent of the state’s cotton (Tower 1948), an impressive figure for a region that had 

produced very little of the crop in the antebellum period.  

Regardless of the region that the cotton was being produced, urbanization patterns tended 

to be rather uniform among the cotton towns, especially in the antebellum period. Because cotton 

itself required relatively few concentrated services (since it was not usually processed until 

reaching the textile mills of New England and the United Kingdom), the sole means of achieving 

commercial success with a harvest was to ensure its arrival to an outlet that could ship it to these 

places (Goldfield 1981). Thus, inland towns, which were largely geared towards the collection, 

storage, and shipment of cotton from their immediate hinterlands (Brownell 1973), remained 

quite small in comparison to the state’s seaport at Mobile, the node through which, much like 

nearby New Orleans for the Mississippi River basin, the majority of Alabama’s cotton and 

capital flowed through (Goldfield 1981). Urbanization within the cotton regions of antebellum 

Alabama, then, did not lend itself to producing large cities (Goldfield 1981), as by 1860 only 
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Mobile and Montgomery—the latter of which had the added benefit of being the state capital—

had a population greater than five thousand people. In fact, the likes of Tuscaloosa, Huntsville, 

Wetumpka, and Selma, all of which would have been considered the state’s other major cities in 

1860, each only had between three and four thousand inhabitants. 

In the postbellum years, despite the continued widespread cultivation of cotton 

throughout Alabama, many of the towns that had originally sprung up because of the crop 

(especially in the Black Belt) saw their populations either stagnate or decline, as was the case for 

Eutaw, Greensboro, and Gainesville. Other cities in the state’s cotton regions (especially those 

connected to a major rail line), though, experienced further growth as technological advances 

made it more economical to gin, bale, and extract cottonseed oil locally, thus encouraging a light 

processing industry that in turn promoted urbanization in these centers (Goldfield 1981). These 

cities, however, which included the likes of Troy, Talladega, and Opelika, were still limited by 

the crop’s marketing and processing limitations, and as such these communities rarely grew to 

possess more than five to ten thousand inhabitants (Goldfield 1981). As such, this pattern of 

urbanization dominated by small cities remained in place all the way into the early 20th century 

(Goldfield 1981), with Alabama’s major exceptions to this rule ultimately being the port of 

Mobile; the state capital at Montgomery; and the major industrial centers of Birmingham, 

Bessemer, Anniston, and Gadsden.  

The importance of cotton as a direct influence on urban growth would only continue to 

decline in the twentieth century, however, in part as a result of another outside factor: the boll 

weevil. The pest first arrived in Alabama in 1912, and in a few short years it had singlehandedly 

managed to reduce the state’s cotton production to Reconstruction-era levels (Tower 1948). In 

the Wiregrass, for example, this sudden decline in crop yields and the devastation it wrought led 
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to a diversification of crops that in turn allowed the peanut to quickly supplant cotton as the 

region’s dominant crop (Tower 1948). In the Black Belt, meanwhile, an inability to combat the 

pest by transitioning to early-maturation varieties of cotton due to the region’s heavy soils meant 

that that the region’s output by the mid-1940s had declined to such an extent that the Tennessee 

River Valley had once again become the state’s chief cotton-producing region (Tower 1948). 

Furthermore, by the 1930s and 1940s, a combination of federal policies, mass migration, and 

mechanization had reduced the overall significance of cotton production to the small city-

centered urbanization pattern across the Southeast, and after World War II industrial and service 

activities had firmly established themselves as greater determinants for urbanization than cotton 

cultivation (Goldfield 1981). While the state remains an important producer of cotton, the fiber 

has long since lost the importance it once held in determining the urban development of the state, 

limiting as it may have been to smaller urban centers that were little more than collecting points 

for larger transshipment points beyond the bounds of the state’s cotton regions. 

 

2.3 RAILROADS 

The first railroad in the United States constructed west of the Appalachian Mountains 

was a two-mile stretch of line completed in 1832 that provided the Northwest Alabama city of 

Tuscumbia with more direct access to the Tennessee River at Tuscumbia Landing (King, 

Marshall, and Smith 2009). While the railroad was short and ultimately a financial disaster, it 

likewise served as the direct predecessor to a much longer rail route that by 1834 connected 

Tuscumbia with Decatur (Rogers et al. 2018), bypassing the treacherous Muscle Shoals and in 

the process opening up both cities to greater economic opportunities thanks to the increased flow 

of commerce on the Tennessee River that the line enabled (King, Marshall, and Smith 2009). 
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Railroads soon began to appear across Alabama; a railroad beginning in Montgomery was 

chartered in 1832 to connect the city with the Chattahoochee River Valley (although the railroad 

did not reach West Point, Georgia until 1851) (Rogers et al. 2018). Mobilians, meanwhile, 

recognized the potential for urban commercial growth that a railroad connecting the city with the 

lucrative Ohio River Valley could provide, and thus set out to finance and construct a rail line 

that by 1861 ran from Mobile all the way to Kentucky and thus captured some (but not much) of 

the cotton and produce that would have originally ended up in New Orleans (Rogers et al. 2018). 

Other railroads were constructed that aimed to eventually connect the Alabama and Tennessee 

Rivers, as well as one connecting Montgomery with Mobile and Pensacola, and by 1860, 743 

miles of track had been completed in the state (Rogers et al. 2018). Nevertheless, rivers remained 

the primary means of transporting people and goods across much of the state prior to 1861, and 

despite its early advances many major towns in the state, such as Tuscaloosa and Wetumpka, 

remained without railroad access altogether in this period. 

Throughout the antebellum period, overland travel in Alabama, usually to places that 

could not be accessed by river, was largely done via wagons over dirt or planked roads and 

turnpikes. Though the state had an extensive road network as early as 1820 (with the Old Federal 

and Byler Roads being two of its notable early thoroughfares), the state’s roads took on a 

reputation for being crude, wretched, and slow (Rogers et al. 2018), with one traveler on the 

Federal Road going so far as to declare the path as being “positively, comparatively, and 

superlatively, the very worst I have ever travelled in the whole course of my peregrinations” 

(Hamilton 1833, 254). For inland travel, then, early railroads provided for a faster, more 

efficient, and more convenient means of transporting people and goods alike.3 Moreover, their 

                                                 
3 This was often in spite of the network’s disjointed nature in the antebellum period. When Jefferson Davis traveled 
by rail from his plantation in Mississippi to be present at his inauguration as President of the Confederate States in 
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mere presence in regions without direct river access opened these places to the same markets and 

resources that river towns otherwise had an exclusive monopoly on, while potentially being even 

more efficient than steamboats since their routes tended to be straighter and more direct when 

compared to the bends and meanders that steamboats had to navigate. Yet railroads, by their very 

nature, were expensive to construct and operate, a fact that proved prohibitive in an era where 

surplus capital was usually invested into land or slaves instead, although planters themselves did 

not inherently oppose railroad building either (Rogers et al. 2018).  

Many of the state’s railroads lines and depots were destroyed during the Civil War 

(Rogers et al. 2018); however, most war damages to the state’s railroads had been repaired by 

1867 (Rogers et al. 2018), and by 1871 Alabama was said to have completed 276 new miles of 

track, undergoing “the greatest progress” of any Southern state in railroad construction since the 

end of the war (“Railroad Progress”1871, 40-41). At the epicenter of this newfound investment 

and construction were the efforts pursued to provide access to the state’s mineral resources 

(“Railroad Progress” 1871), and ultimately no greater example for the impact of railroads on 

urbanization in Alabama would emerge than the city of Birmingham, which was founded in 1871 

at the junction of a north-south and an east-west line that intersected at the heart of Jones Valley. 

Railroads leading into the Warrior Coal Field in turn began bringing the coal that would fuel 

Birmingham’s heavy industry directly into the city by the early 1880s (White et al. 1989), and by 

1890 the city had experienced a 750% increase in its population from the previous decade as a 

result of the industry that had, at least in part, been enabled by the railroad-delivered coal. In 

tandem with its ever-growing industrial output in the early twentieth century, by 1931 the city 

                                                 
Montgomery, the lack of a direct connection between Vicksburg and the new Confederate capital forced Davis to 
take a roundabout route that passed through Jackson; Grand Junction, TN; Chattanooga; Atlanta; and West Point, 
GA before finally reaching Montgomery (Rogers et al. 2018). It is a testament to the railroads’ speed and efficiency, 
then, that such a long route was still preferable to reaching Montgomery via steamboat or carriage instead. 
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had more railroad lines, systems, and connections than any other city in the Southeastern United 

States (Bidgood 1931); at this point, Birmingham was by far the state’s largest city, with a 

municipal population of 259,678 and a metropolitan area of nearly 450,000 people (Brownell 

1972). Though it probably owed most of this rapid growth to the iron and steel industry that 

developed in it, the role of the railroad in making the region’s natural resources open and 

available for exploitation by the city’s industries cannot be denied. 

Birmingham was hardly the only city to experience rapid growth in the postbellum years 

due to the arrival of the railroad (though it was certainly the most notable example). Among 

Alabama’s other industrial cities, the likes of Bessemer, Anniston, and Gadsden all experienced 

great industrial and population growth in part thanks to the access to markets and raw materials 

alike that the railroads provided. Many new inland centers of trade and commerce emerged in 

largely-agricultural sections of the state as well thanks to the railroad, including Greenville, 

Opelika, Union Springs, Troy, and Dothan. While the degrees to which these communities’ 

newfound prosperity endured may have varied (e.g., Union Springs ceased to be one of the 

state’s largest cities by 1920, while Dothan has remained ranked among them since 1900), all of 

these cities owed their relatively large initial population gains to the transportation access they 

obtained thanks to the railroad. A newspaper in Andalusia, for example, recognized the 

importance of the railroad to Dothan’s “[rapid increase] in wealth and population” as early as 

1890 and predicted that similar growth would come to Andalusia if the railroads came to their 

city as well ([Prosperity in Dothan] 1890, 2).  

On the other hand, many of the towns that experienced great growth in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries and also experienced corresponding increases in their railroad 

density and connectivity were already relatively large and prosperous towns prior to the 
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railroads’ large-scale arrival, such as Mobile, Montgomery, Selma, Huntsville, and Tuscaloosa. 

For these cities, the relationship between urban growth and railroads presents itself as a potential 

“chicken or the egg” dilemma whose solution is not immediately identifiable: did railroads 

enable already-sizeable cities to grow even larger, or were railroads attracted to these cities 

precisely because they were already well-established urban centers? Previous studies have 

largely concluded that although railroads tended to be constructed into regions that had already 

been settled (Fishlow 1966), railroads also appear to have had a positive causal impact on 

urbanization in the 1850s Midwest (Atack et al. 2010), as well as having been at least partly 

responsible for increases in the urban agglomeration economies that emerged in the United 

States during the Second Industrial Revolution (Klein and Crafts 2017). In the case of Alabama 

specifically, these conclusions appear to hold true; as the length, density, and connectivity of 

already-established cities’ respective rail networks increased over time, their populations also 

tended to increase in greater increments as well. The inverse of this phenomenon also proved 

true for at least one city in Alabama; the town of Cahawba lost its railroad connection altogether 

during the Civil War (its tracks ironically being torn up by Confederates so that they could be 

used in nearby Selma instead), denying it the possibility of developing into a major inland 

market center and thus contributing to its demise and eventual abandonment by the beginning of 

the twentieth century (Jackson 1995a).  

In Alabama, much like in the rest of the United States, the railroad continued to be a 

dominant force in dictating transportation and urbanization trends alike well into the first half of 

the twentieth century. Yet even as locomotives became faster and rail lines were expanded 

further, the automobile slowly began to emerge as a legitimate competitor and threat to the 

hegemony that railroads otherwise held. By the 1930s, automobiles had become increasingly 
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commonplace across the United States and accounted for 81 percent of its intercity travel, and 

trucks too had likewise emerged as a mode of transporting freight that was even cheaper, more 

efficient, and better serviced than railroads (Rose, Seely, and Barrett 2006). At the same time, 

improvements to inland waterways across the country (including, in Alabama, the Black Warrior 

and Tombigbee Rivers) had allowed for rivers to reemerge as a cheap mode of transportation for 

bulk shipments (Rose, Seely, and Barrett 2006), while government-funded initiatives to transport 

mail via airplanes paved the way for commercial airlines to eventually overtake trains and buses 

alike for long-distance passenger travel (Rose, Seely, and Barrett 2006). Coinciding with these 

developments, the nation’s rail network entered a period of gradual loosening on its hegemony 

during the interwar period, brought on by a number of factors including inflexible railroad rate 

regulation, government subsidization of highways exclusively, inequitable taxation on railways, 

and railroad management failures (Cohen 2010). By the 1950s and 1960s, highway 

transportation emerged as the unquestionably dominant mode of transportation in the United 

States (Cohen 2010), and while railroads continue to serve an important role in the transportation 

of freight into the present day (Gallamore and Meyer 2014), as a whole the transportation mode 

has largely been supplanted in status and importance on all fronts by highway and, to a lesser 

extent, airline transportation. 

 

2.4 MINERAL RESOURCES 

 Alabama has been known as the home to a vast quantity of natural resources as early as 

1815, when settlers are said to have dug up and burned coal in modern-day Shelby and Bibb 

Counties (Rogers et al. 2018). During his visit to the region in 1846, famed British geologist Sir 

Charles Lyell predicted that the “rich beds of ironstone and limestone bid fair, from their 
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proximity to the coal, to become one day a source of great mineral wealth” (Lyell 1849, 81). 

Planters of the antebellum period were also clearly aware of the wealth that could be gained by 

taking advantage of this miracle of geographic proximity and establishing an industrial city in 

Jones Valley, where at the foot of Red Mountain state geologist Michael Tuomey had confirmed 

existed large amounts of coal, iron ore, and limestone—the ingredients needed to produce 

steel—in closer proximity to one another than in any other place in the world (Lewis 1994). 

Indeed, during the antebellum period the region’s resources were tapped into through several 

iron foundries operating in Central Alabama (including the ironworks at Tannehill and 

Brierfield), and planters invested significantly into these operations by means of financial 

support and lending slaves to work at the foundries (Lewis 1994). Cities failed to rise up around 

these early blast furnaces, however, and in fact the only city to truly benefit from Alabama’s 

mineral resources before 1865 was Selma, which despite being relatively far-flung from the 

state’s mineral district nevertheless emerged as the Confederacy’s largest wartime manufacturing 

center after Richmond (Jackson 1995a), in no small part thanks to the city’s rail connection to 

Central Alabama’s mines and furnaces (Rogers et al. 2018). 

 After the war, planters’ dreams of establishing an ironmaking center began to take shape 

thanks to political maneuvering ensuring that the parcels of land owned by the Elyton Land 

Company (named for the nearby county seat of Jefferson County) would also be home to a 

critical railroad junction that would directly connect the future city with Montgomery, Nashville, 

Chattanooga, and Meridian, Mississippi alike (Lewis 1994). Officially incorporated in December 

1871, the owners of the Elyton Land Company named their city Birmingham after the major 

British industrial center, but nevertheless hoped that the new city’s own raw material situation 

would give it an insurmountable advantage over any other rival ironmaking center in the world 
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(Lewis 1994). Its founders’ dreams—despite the subsequent Panic of 1873 nearly destroying 

them before they could even take off (Rogers et al. 2018)—nevertheless became a feasible 

economic reality when coke made from nearby Warrior Field coal was successfully smelted with 

pig iron for the first time in 1876 (Lewis 1994). From there, Birmingham quickly emerged as a 

major producer of iron and steel alike. By 1900, three-fourths of all American exports of pig iron 

came out of Birmingham, as did 35 percent of the nation’s cast iron pipe (Rogers et al. 2018), 

and the latter figure jumped to nearly half of the country’s production output by 1931 (Bidgood 

1931). Meanwhile, following the opening of the region’s first steel plant in 1898 (McKiven 

1995), the city’s share of national steel production was 2.4 percent in 1919 and 3.3 percent a 

decade later (Rogers et al. 2018), figures that are quite remarkable given that between 1907 and 

1924 the city was affected by U.S. Steel’s “Pittsburgh Plus” pricing scheme (Mechem 1924; 

Brownell 1972).4 

 Likely owing to its almost-purely industrial origins—a fact that made the city “genuinely 

unique” among its Southern peers (Brownell 1973, 116)—Birmingham’s growth in the early 

twentieth century represents perhaps what was by the 1920s one of the most striking examples of 

urbanization in the entire United States (certainly, it was the most impressive case of the 

phenomenon in the Southeast) (Brownell 1972). From 1900 to until 1950, the city experienced 

an astounding growth rate of nearly 750 percent, which far outpaced the rates of growth seen in 

other Southern cities such as Memphis and Atlanta (Brownell 1972). Between 1900 and 1910 

                                                 
4 Under the “Pittsburgh Plus” system implemented in 1907, a customer ordering steel out of Birmingham was forced 
to pay the Pittsburgh price for steel, plus a charge for the fictitious cost of shipping the steel from Pittsburgh to 
Birmingham (Mechem 1924). In 1909, the pricing system was amended so that the customer instead paid the 
Pittsburgh price plus a $3.00 per ton “Birmingham differential” (Rogers et al. 2018, 285), which was increased to 
$5.00 per ton in 1910 (Mechem 1924). The Federal Trade Commission issued a cease-and-desist on the practice in 
1924 (Mechem 1924), but by then Birmingham’s steel industry had likely already suffered from stifled growth due 
to the artificial removal of its competitive advantage, that of geographic proximity to the raw materials needed to 
make steel (Rogers et al. 2018). 
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alone, Birmingham’s population expanded from a modest 38,415 people to a whopping 132,685 

residents, a growth rate of nearly 250 percent that was partly enabled by the city’s annexation of 

many surrounding suburbs and communities under the state-approved “Greater Birmingham 

Plan” of 1910 (Brownell 1972). Unsurprisingly, much of the city’s population was employed in 

industrial occupations during this time. In 1924, for example, it was estimated that Birmingham’s 

working class was comprised of 106,000 “industrial employees,” most of whom worked for one 

of the city’s 788 manufactories; of its industrial employees, over 14,000 worked in the city’s iron 

and steel plants and over 5,000 worked in its coal and iron mines (Brownell 1972, 26). Notably, 

Birmingham’s population during this period contained the largest share of African American 

residents of any Southern city (Lewis 1994); by 1920, nearly 40 percent of its population was 

black (United States Bureau of the Census 1924), the majority of whom toiled in mines and 

foundries notorious for paying incredibly low wages in order to stay competitive against 

Northern competition (Brownell 1972). Furthermore, a significant portion of the city’s miners 

were in fact convicts (most of whom were African American), leased out to various industrial 

firms by the state and county governments until the practice was outlawed by the state in 1927 

(Lewis 1994; Rogers et al. 2018). 

 Though Birmingham was certainly the most striking example of industrial-driven 

urbanization in Jones Valley, the “Magic City” was not the only one to emerge in this period. 

Just twelve miles to the southwest of Birmingham, the city of Bessemer was incorporated in 

1887 through the efforts of industrialist Henry F. DeBardeleben (who had previously operated 

mining companies associated with Birmingham) (Owen 1921; Rogers et al. 2018). Despite its 

close proximity to Birmingham, Bessemer emerged as a major center of the coal, iron, and steel 

industry in its own right, and its proponents often saw it as a competitor to Birmingham rather 
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than a mere satellite city—so much so that some city advocates pursued serious efforts to 

separate Bessemer from Jefferson County (and thus from “the interests of Birmingham”) at the 

turn of the century through the creation of a new “Bessemer County” (S. E. Jones and Company 

1900). These efforts failed, however, and while the city also grew at a rapid pace (from 4,544 

inhabitants in 1890 to 18,674 in 1920), Bessemer never came close to overtaking Birmingham as 

the primary city in Jones Valley, and by 1920 the city had become a suburb of Birmingham in all 

but name. Other notable industrial cities to emerge in the region included Pratt City 

(incorporated in 1891) and Fairfield (incorporated in 1919), both of which were initially 

established as company towns for coal miners and steel foundry workers, respectively; Pratt City 

was annexed by Birmingham in 1910 as a result of the aforementioned “Greater Birmingham 

Plan”. 

 Beyond the scope of Jones Valley, Alabama’s second major industrial city was Anniston. 

Established in 1873, the city was founded as a company town by industrialists hoping to produce 

iron from the ore nestled in Calhoun County’s Blue Mountain (Floyd and Floyd 2016). As a 

company town, however, Anniston was unique for being a private community designed and 

constructed with various amenities that were meant to ensure its workers’ happiness, which, it 

was hoped, would thus improve the quality of iron produced there (Floyd and Floyd 2016). The 

city soon earned recognition across the country for its beauty and prosperity alike, but the 

coming of the railroad in the 1880s, while enabling its iron to reach distant markets, also ended 

its isolation and eventually opened the city up to other industries such as biochemicals (Floyd 

and Floyd 2016). Nevertheless, Anniston continued to be major producer of iron, and by 1930 its 

plants produced more cast iron pipes and fittings than any other city in the world (Rogers et al. 

2018). Its industry, however, was perhaps held back by the fact that the city itself was not located 



29 
 

near significant coal deposits; unlike in Birmingham, Anniston’s iron was produced using 

charcoal derived from the region’s timber (Floyd and Floyd 2016), and the lack of coal likewise 

meant that no significant steel industry developed in the city.  

 To the north of Anniston, however, the city of Gadsden did not suffer from this same 

problem. Though the city first rose to prominence as a cotton port on the Upper Coosa River, 

locals realized soon after the Civil War that the city was “the only place of any consequence in 

mineral Alabama” where the ingredients needed to make iron and steel could be found near “an 

inexhaustible supply of water” (Jackson 1995a, 140). By the 1870s, several iron furnaces had 

been constructed in the city (Jackson 1995a). For a time, Gadsden was adjoined by the industrial 

suburb of Alabama City, which incorporated in 1891 and was in fact the site of the region’s first 

steel mill, which opened in 1902 (Owen 1921; King and Anderson 2002). The steel mill’s 

opening appears to have corresponded with a relative boom in Gadsden’s population, and by 

1930 it had eclipsed Anniston in size; with a population of 24,042, Gadsden thus ranked as the 

fourth-largest city in the state. The city grew further following its annexation of Alabama City in 

1932 (King and Anderson 2002), and in 1950 the city was home to more than 55,000 residents. 

 By the very nature of the iron and steel industry, Alabama’s metallurgic manufacturing 

centers were vulnerable to economic trends that could bring the entire nationwide industry to a 

standstill. Though it thrived in the wake of the First World War (Rogers et al. 2018), the Great 

Depression crippled the industry. Birmingham in particular suffered mightily, with President 

Roosevelt himself going so far as to declare it “the worst hit town in the country” (Rogers et al. 

2018, 476), and between 1930 and 1940 the city saw a population increase of only three percent, 

its growth no doubt impacted by an economic base that was so heavily reliant on the struggling 

iron and steel industries (Brownell 1972). World War II reversed Alabama’s manufacturing 
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misfortunes, however, as Birmingham quickly earned a new nickname as the “great arsenal of 

the South” and Anniston became the home of a major Ordnance Depot (Rogers et al. 2018, 511). 

Yet this prosperity was not to last; though it held steady for some time, mining in Alabama 

gradually declined, and the state’s last iron mine was closed in the 1970s, its ores having largely 

been phased out in favor of higher-grade ores imported from Venezuela (Bergstresser 2013; 

Rogers et al. 2018). Meanwhile, by the 1980s coal mining had slumped into a significant decline 

of its own, in part influenced by environmental concerns and demands for cleaner fuels (Rogers 

et al. 2018). Likewise, the state’s steel industry languished much as it did in the rest of the 

United States, with its decline in the 1970s coming about in part as a result of an increased 

volume of steel imported from Europe and Japan (Simcoe 2018), as well as due to the general 

decline in demand for steel that much of Europe and the United States experienced in the 1970s 

and 1980s (Tarr 1988). While Alabama still produces steel into the present day, its overall 

economic importance has ultimately diminished; in Birmingham, for example, the city 

historically referred to as “the Pittsburgh of the South” has long since adopted the medical and 

financial industries as the chief backbones of its economy (Rogers et al. 2018). 

 

2.5 HIGHWAYS 

 By the start of the twentieth century, automobiles had emerged as a legitimate and 

increasingly widespread means of transportation in the United States, their popularity inspired in 

part by the notion that they alone provided travelers with the means of going wherever they 

wanted, whenever they wanted—in many ways symbolic of the American notion of freedom of 

choice itself (Rose, Seely, and Barrett 2006). Alabama participated in this surge of growth in 

automobile ownership, with the number of registered motor vehicles in the state jumping from 
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about 3,000 in 1910 to nearly 75,000 in 1920 and more than 275,000 by 1930 (Rogers et al. 

2018). While motor vehicles first experienced widespread adoption in rural areas due to their 

ability to overcome the generally poor conditions of rural transportation (Muller 1977), by the 

1920s Alabamian urbanites had come to adopt automobiles as the ultimate urban status symbol 

(Rogers et al. 2018); in Birmingham alone there were 16,000 registered automobiles in 1920 and 

70,000 in 1930 (Rogers et al. 2018).  

Early on, urban streets and thoroughfares tended to be unimproved dirt roads that had 

been designed for horse and wagon transportation, though cobblestone roads, which could handle 

heavier traffic and inclement weather more effectively, were also found in American cities 

(Schaeffer and Sclar). The rubber tires of automobiles, meanwhile, essentially demanded hard-

surfaced and smoothly-paved roads (since wet dirt roads were slippery and essentially 

impassable for motor vehicles) (Schaeffer and Sclar), and the growing number of motorists soon 

began clamoring for the construction of roads made with asphalt or cement (which were cheaper 

than cobblestone) in place of the original dirt roads (Schaeffer and Sclar). However, the growing 

number of automobiles on Alabama’s urban roads soon introduced entirely different problems, 

chief among them being intense traffic congestion and newfound conflict with preexisting 

streetcar systems (Rogers et al. 2018), and as a result the Birmingham chamber of commerce 

went so far as to declare automobiles to be “the greatest menace in the country” (Rogers et al. 

2018, 450).  

 Alabama’s modern highway system, meanwhile, can trace its origins back to the named 

highway movement of the 1910s and 1920s, a combined effort by local chambers of commerce, 

automobile associations, and industrial organizations alike to develop a series of auto trails that 

could effectively facilitate long-distance automobile and heavy motor truck travel across the 
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United States (Paxson 1946). The movement, which ultimately came to be a precursor to the 

state and federal highway programs that are recognizable today (Jakle 2000), indeed led to the 

creation of Alabama’s state highway department in 1911 (Rogers et al. 2018), and they likewise 

found an early supporter within the federal government in Alabama Senator John H. Bankhead, 

who spearheaded passage of the first bill through Congress in 1916 that pledged $75 million in 

federal funding for road improvements to states possessing “responsible” highway departments 

(Paxson 1946; U.S. House 1916). In recognition of his efforts, Bankhead soon became the 

namesake of the “Bankhead Highway,” an auto trail that stretched across the Southern United 

States from Washington, D.C. to San Diego. In Alabama, the Bankhead Highway went through 

Anniston and Birmingham, as well as through Bankhead’s hometown of Jasper.  

By contemporary standards, auto trails such as the Bankhead Highway would hardly 

qualify as true “highways”; in many cases, a highway’s respective associations did little more 

than designate a loose connection of rural and unimproved roads as being the highway’s “route” 

through maps and advertisements, though some associations did also provide staunch advocacy 

for their highway’s official marking and improvement (Jakle 2000). Nevertheless, the 1916 

Federal Aid Act paved the way for further improvements, and in 1921 a new Federal Highway 

Act was passed which required states to recommend, at most, seven percent of their roads to be 

reconstructed in the endeavor of creating a connected national highway system that was 

“interstate in character” (Paxson 1946, 245). For Alabama’s part, the state passed a bond issue in 

1921 pledging the amount of matching funding needed to secure federal highway aid, and by 

1930 nearly thirty percent of its rural roads were surfaced (compared to only nine percent when 

its building program began) (Rogers et al. 2018). By 1925, the auto trails of the ultimately-



33 
 

informal named highway system had largely fallen to the wayside (Paxson 1946), and in its place 

the Numbered Highway System was officially implemented a year later (Weingroff 2017). 

Through this period of highway expansion, often referred to as the “recreational” 

automobile era (Muller 1977, 5), U.S. Highways across the country brought about new trends 

that would forever change its urbanization patterns. Already during this time, American cities 

began to undergo remarkable decentralization, as highways encouraged residents and real estate 

developed alike to exploit the unbuilt areas that they had helped open up (Muller 1977). In 

Alabama, the Birmingham suburb of Mountain Brook was the first town to be truly opened up by 

its U.S. Highway connection with the parent city (as even the larger nearby suburb of 

Homewood had streetcar service to Birmingham during this time) (Maloney 2019). Though most 

U.S. Highway expansion occurred between the late 1920s and the end of World War II, postwar 

Alabama still saw extensive expansions of its U.S. Highways that increased their capacity and 

efficiency. Perhaps the most notable of these postwar efforts was the construction of Ross Clark 

Circle around the city of Dothan, which, when completed in 1958, was the first bypass loop to be 

constructed around any city in the United States.  

Few of Alabama’s prewar U.S. Highways were limited-access freeways, however, which 

thus limited the speeds and capacities they were able to support and, in turn, prevented them 

from alone becoming a truly dominant urbanization force. Postwar highway construction in 

Alabama and the United States alike, however, was largely dominated by the construction of the 

Interstate Highway System. Brought about by the 1956 Interstate Highway Act, this network of 

high speed, limited-access highways has undergone continual expansion and improvement in 

Alabama since construction began in the late 1950s. While connecting the majority of Alabama’s 

major cities with one another, the network also possesses a significant amount of urban mileage, 
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and this mileage has no doubt influenced the growth of large (largely-suburban) communities 

across Alabama, including Hoover, Madison, Prattville and Alabaster, many of which were 

founded as far back as the nineteenth century but did not experience great growth until the arrival 

of the Interstate Highways. The example of Hoover is especially remarkable given that the city 

was only incorporated in the late 1960s, yet managed to become the state’s sixth-largest city by 

the 2010 Census.  

As with railroads, it is often difficult to ascertain whether highway expansion was a true 

catalyst for urban growth or if routes were instead constructed to link already-large cities to one 

another. It is certainly true, for example, that both the U.S. Highway and Interstate Highway 

systems were intended from their earliest inceptions to provide crucial motor vehicle links to the 

nation’s major cities (Paxson 1946; U.S. Senate 1944). It is also true, however, that some of the 

greatest urban growth and development in the state has occurred along the state’s interstate 

corridors, as the likes of Hoover and Madison can certainly attest to. Furthermore, at least one 

study conducted on highway expansions in Wisconsin during the 1980s and 1990s noted that 

highway expansion appeared to exert the dominant causal influence over population growth 

within twenty miles of the highway itself (Voss and Chi 2006). For Alabama in particular, 

however, an additional problem arises when considering that Alabama’s three largest cities—

Birmingham, Montgomery, and Mobile—have experienced anything between relatively minor 

population growth and severe population loss over the past fifty years, despite these cities 

hosting the greatest concentration of highway infrastructure in the state. As a causal factor for 

urban population growth in Alabama, then, U.S. Highways and Interstate Highways alike are 

perhaps best understood as complementary influencers of urban size and growth. As with the 

other transportation methods discussed previously, highways are probably only effective 
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facilitators of growth when the city itself possesses significant economic or institutional pull 

forces of its own (such as Huntsville, Tuscaloosa, or Dothan), or if it sits in close proximity to a 

much larger city and thus can rely on the metropolitan area’s central city to provide these 

economic draws for it (such as the various suburbs of Birmingham).  

 

2.6 INSTITUTIONAL INDUSTRIES 

Beyond its natural resources or its major transportation arteries, various governmental, 

educational, and military institutions—collectively referred to here as “institutional industries”—

have also contributed to the growth of Alabama’s cities throughout its history. While the impact 

of each institutional factor has varied over time, collectively they have accounted for a 

significant portion of the urbanization patterns seen in Alabama from its foundation into the 

present day. Furthermore, cities possessing significant institutional industries, previously referred 

to as “professional centers” by Hart (1955, 285), have often contained more than one type of 

institution, opening up the possibility for cities to experience the compounded benefits of 

multiple institutions working in tandem with one another. In this section, the institutional 

industries in Alabama that will be discussed are county seats; public universities; major military 

installations; and the site of the state capital. 

 

 2.6.1 County Seats 

When considered among the other institutional industries discussed in this section, county 

seats certainly seem to rank among the least significant factors affecting contemporary urban 

population size and growth. In Alabama, county seats today range in size from major cities like 

Birmingham and Mobile to relatively small towns such as Ashland and Double Springs. Early on 
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in Alabama’s history, however, a town’s status as a county seat was quite significant in 

determining its short- and long-term prospects alike. Almost all of Alabama’s largest towns at 

statehood also happened to be county seats, and while this was almost certainly a function of 

county seats initially being selected based on what settlement in the county (if there were any at 

all) contained the most people and infrastructure, it is also quite telling that three of Alabama’s 

largest settlements in 1820—Claiborne, Cahawba, and St. Stephens—all eventually lost their 

county’s courthouse and, in turn, were eventually abandoned. While this trend gave way as the 

nineteenth century wore on, county seats continued to rank among the state’s largest 

communities, especially in an era where small-city urbanization predominated across the largely-

agricultural state and county seats thus served as centers of trade and legal matters alike in 

regions such as the Black Belt (Sisk 1957). Even as late as the early twentieth century, county 

seats were seen to have obvious political and economic advantages over their non-seat peers, 

illustrated in one example by the creation of Houston County, the state’s youngest county, in 

1903 thanks to efforts by residents of Dothan to ensure its dominance over Southeast Alabama 

by securing for it an expanded role in local and state politics (a move that was vehemently 

opposed by the town’s nearby rival of Columbia, where residents were no doubt aware of the 

long-term effects that this status would confer onto Dothan—at their own town’s expense) 

(Kirkland 2018; Kirkland 2007).  

However, there appears to be a soft threshold dictating the extent to which county seat 

status alone is able to contribute to a city’s population size and growth, at which point other 

factors ultimately become the chief influencers underlying its future growth (assuming that it 

continues to grow at all). Previous studies on the effect of county seat status on population size 

and growth among cities in the Southeastern United States have concluded that such status does 
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tend to relate with greater population growth, but these studies were largely confined to 

examining relatively small towns and cities (i.e., those with less than 10,000 residents) (Mayo 

1947; Fuguitt 1965). While these results certainly corroborate the phenomenon exhibited during 

the small-city urbanization found in nineteenth century Alabama, they do little to illuminate the 

extent to which the effects of county seat status influenced population growth for the cities that 

grew beyond a size of 10,000 people in the twentieth century, which by 1950 all of Alabama’s 

largest cities had surpassed. At a glance, however, it would appear that the effects were 

negligible at best. Several county seats in Alabama, such as Opelika and Tuscumbia, eventually 

saw their populations plateau and actually yielded their concurrent status as the county’s largest 

city to other localities over time. Meanwhile, few would contend that county seat status was able 

to do much to ease the population loss experienced by larger urban centers such as Birmingham, 

Anniston, and Gadsden over the past half-century. The impact of county seat status on overall 

urbanization trends in Alabama, then, is perhaps best summarized as one that largely enables 

smaller towns and cities to experience greater population concentration and expansion relative to 

their rural surroundings, but otherwise plays a very small role when compared to other 

geographical or institutional factors that have been noted to affect larger urban centers. 

 

2.6.2 Public Universities 

At statehood, Alabama possessed no colleges or universities, and though its first 

university was officially established in 1820 (Center, 2017), it was not until 1827 that the state 

legislature finally approved for construction of the university to begin in the state capital of 

Tuscaloosa (Rogers et al. 2018). By the time it opened in 1831, the University of Alabama had 

actually been beaten out by two denominational schools, LaGrange College in North Alabama 
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and Spring Hill College in Mobile, as the first higher education institution in the state (Rogers et 

al. 2018). Nevertheless, the new university soon became renowned for its outstanding faculty 

(Rogers et al. 2018), with one visitor to Tuscaloosa in the 1850s proclaiming that he had never 

before seen “a more intelligent or refined body of literary and scientific gentlemen” (Lanman 

1856, 178). Despite its academic reputation, however, the university almost never had more than 

150 students enrolled during the antebellum period, and even after the Civil War (at the end of 

which the original campus was burned to the ground by a Union raiding party) it failed to reach 

this figure again until 1876 (University of Alabama OIRA 2019). Despite its early importance 

for higher education in the frontier state, the university failed to make an impact on the 

urbanization of antebellum Tuscaloosa. 

Meanwhile, Alabama’s application for federal grant money to establish its own land-

grant college under the Morrill Act of 1862 ultimately led to the establishment of the state’s first 

land-grant university in 1872 at the site of a small Methodist college in Auburn (Rogers et al. 

2018). As with its eventual rival across the state, the school that eventually became Auburn 

University (a name it only formally acquired in 1960 (Rogers et al. 2018)) had relatively small 

enrollment numbers for much of its early history. Neither university reached more than 500 

students until the first decade of the twentieth century, and both schools only surpassed the 1,000 

student mark for the first time in 1918. After World War II, however, the two schools began to 

grow at relatively rapid paces, and by the 1960s both schools had surpassed 10,000 enrolled 

students. Amazingly, however, Alabama and Auburn remained the only two public research 

institutions in the state until a wave of new schools emerged in the mid and late 1960s, many of 

them having previously been normal colleges or satellite facilities for the state’s two older 

universities. Schools formally established or designated as universities in the 1960s included the 
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University of Alabama at Birmingham, the University of South Alabama in Mobile, the 

historically black Alabama A&M University in Huntsville, and the historically all-female 

University of Montevallo. 

Previous scholarship on the subject of universities’ effects on urban growth and 

development have largely concluded that higher education institutions, especially in more recent 

decades, have indeed become significant influences across the United States. One study on land-

grant universities, for example, found that their respective counties experienced significant 

increases in both population density and manufacturing output over an eighty-year period after 

their foundation, the latter of which may be attributable to the direct influences of universities 

and the indirect impacts of population increase alike (Liu 2014). Other research suggests that a 

significant portion of population growth experienced in cities with universities can be attributed 

to the high number of recent university graduates who choose to stay in those cities after 

graduation due to greater amount of human capital that these cities possess (Winters 2011). 

These findings coincide with the more general observation that cities have gradually shifted 

away from industrial, manufacturing-based economies to “knowledge economies,” for which 

universities play a significant role in creating knowledge and recruiting knowledge workers alike 

(Power, Plöger, and Winkler 2010, 357), though the direct interactions between universities and 

their home cities can be complicated and at times even contradictory to each other’s priorities 

and missions (Holley and Harris 2018).  

In Alabama, Auburn and Tuscaloosa are unsurprisingly the two cities that have benefited 

from significant growth thanks to the presence of major state universities found in them over the 

past half-century. The growth of Auburn in recent years is especially astounding given that the 

city otherwise lacks the transportation, industrial, or governmental advantages that Tuscaloosa 
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has historically possessed. Only a small village in the nineteenth century, by 1950 Auburn 

eventually surpassed the nearby county seat of Opelika in population—by which point the city 

was noted for being the state’s only city whose economy was chiefly defined by employment in 

education (Hart 1955)—and it has since then remained one of the fastest growing cities in the 

state. Tuscaloosa, on the other hand, has a long history of being a major shipping and industrial 

center as well as being a university town, but there is little doubt that much of the city’s growth 

since the late twentieth century is probably best attributed to the simultaneous growth the 

University of Alabama has experienced over that same period. This is not to say, of course, that 

other cities in the state have not also benefited from the presence of a public university within 

their municipal limits. Montgomery, Birmingham, and Huntsville have all benefited immensely 

as well thanks to the universities they host, and in the case of Birmingham particularly, higher 

education has played a significant role in helping the city overcome the loss of its once-dominant 

industrial economy (Rogers et al. 2018).  

 

2.6.3 Military Installations 

Alabama’s first major military installation was Fort McClellan in Anniston, a facility that 

could trace its origins to a facility that was constructed during the Spanish-American War, but 

was ultimately bolstered by America’s entry in World War I and designated a permanent 

installation in 1929 (Floyd and Floyd 2016). Fort McClellan was soon joined by the 

establishment of what would become Montgomery’s Maxwell Air Force Base in 1920 (Rogers et 

al. 2018), and just prior to World War II the cities of Mobile, Montgomery, and Selma likewise 

became the homes of the future Brookley, Craig, and Gunter Air Force Bases, respectively 

(Rogers et al. 2018). A major Army Depot was also established in Anniston during this time 
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(Hill 2013), as was the groundwork for construction of Huntsville’s Redstone Arsenal. Finally, in 

1955 Army Aviation relocated to Southeast Alabama through the establishment of a permanent 

facility at Fort Rucker (Williams and Napier 2018).  

Military installations have long been recognized for their contributions to urban growth 

and development. The presence of a military base in a region has previously been noted for 

providing immense job growth—both civilian and enlisted—and millions of dollars in newfound 

wages and tax revenue alike (Hultquist and Petras 2012). Even as far back as World War II, it 

has been noted that the 1940s experienced a substantial redistribution of population that favored 

counties where substantial spending on military contracts and facilities alike had occurred 

(Fishback and Cullen 2013), and indeed Montgomery and Mobile were both noted for having 

benefited mightily from the wartime activities and industries that flourished in those cities 

(Rogers et al. 2018). Yet much of the literature on the impact of military bases has actually 

focused on the effects that their closing may have imparted onto the communities which housed 

them. Since World War II, Alabama has indeed lost several of its major military installations, 

including Brookley Air Force Base in 1969, Craig Air Force Base in 1977, and Fort McClellan in 

1999, yet, perhaps counterintuitively, some recent studies have actually concluded that the loss 

of military bases under recent BRAC (Base Realignment and Closure) mandates may not 

actually be as devastating to a local economy as is popularly believed (Hooker and Knetter 2001; 

Poppert and Herzog, Jr. 2003; Amos 2017), although this finding is not universally held 

(Hultquist and Petras 2012), and in the case of Alabama it is only applicable to the relatively 

recent closure of Fort McClellan. 

No city in Alabama has benefited more from the presence of a military installation than 

Huntsville. With the opening of Redstone Arsenal in the 1940s, and the subsequent 
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establishment of the adjoined Marshall Space Flight Center in 1960, Huntsville was rapidly 

transformed from a town that had been dominated by textile mills over the previous half-century 

into the United States’s hub for rocket and missile research (Rogers et al. 2018). Although 

growth from the newfound influx of contractors and researchers proved to be frantic and at times 

even erratic (Rogers et al. 2018), Huntsville’s newfound aerospace industries proved to be 

unequivocal in their impact on the city’s growth; from a population of only 16,000 residents in 

1950, only a decade later its population had soared to more than 72,000, and by 1970 it had 

nearly doubled again to nearly 140,000 inhabitants. But Huntsville’s meteoric rise over the past 

half century is not Alabama’s only case of urbanization that can attribute much of its success to 

military installations. Maxwell Air Force Base has long been considered Montgomery’s most 

valuable economic resource (Rogers et al. 2018), while Fort Rucker has likewise been 

acknowledged for the immense economic impact it has provided much of the Wiregrass Region, 

including its cities of Dothan and Enterprise (Williams and Napier 2018).  

 

2.6.4 The State Capital 

Alabama’s only capital during its short territorial period was located at the old Spanish 

fortification of St. Stephens in Southwest Alabama. Described by contemporary sources as a 

prosperous town with increasing trade (Rogers et al. 2018), the town hosted the first session of 

the territorial legislature in January 1818, where discussions nevertheless soon emerged as to 

where the capital would be relocated to upon Alabama’s ascension to statehood (Rogers et al. 

2018). The debate arose out of an early recognition that the capital’s location would influence 

economic development and land values alike (Rogers et al. 2018), and as such two factions soon 

emerged that most strongly vied for the capital: one which sought to locate it within the 
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Tombigbee River Valley at Tuscaloosa, and another that preferred that it be located in the 

Alabama-Cahaba Valley (Jackson 1995a). In a manner of speaking, both factions would emerge 

victorious and claim the capital at some point in Alabama’s history, but there was also a third 

outcome that would also become clear as time wore on: the debate first held in St. Stephens 

likewise spelled doom for Alabama’s first capital, inadvertently rendering the “handsome” town 

in which the legislature deliberated into “a hamlet of no importance” within half a century 

(Lanman 1856, 178). 

Ultimately, thanks to the efforts of territorial governor William Wyatt Bibb (who would 

also go on to be the first state governor), the Alabama-Cahaba faction won, and the new capital 

was platted out and constructed near the confluence of the Alabama and Cahaba Rivers.5 Named 

for the large tributary of the Alabama, the new town of Cahawba’s political importance and 

economic promise soon attracted settlers and visitors alike, and despite the arrival of economic 

panic in 1819 (Jackson 1995a), Cahawba claimed an estimated population of more than one 

thousand residents by 1821 (Clark 1888). Yet Cahawba’s position as the state capital was also 

not to last. To settle the issue of where the state capital would be located in 1818, Governor Bibb 

had agreed to a clause in the state’s first constitution that only guaranteed Cahawba’s status until 

1825, after which point another vote would once again be held to select a “permanent” capital 

(Jackson 1995a, 52). Cahawba’s early prosperity, meanwhile, proved short-lived; devastating 

bouts of fever struck the town in the summers of 1821 and 1822 (Jackson 1995a), while flooding 

along the Cahaba River in 1822 struck the outlying portions of the city (Jackson 1995a). These 

episodes gave further (if not exaggerated) credence to those who argued in favor of removing the 

capital from Cahawba in favor of healthier and less dangerous locations (Jackson 1995a). 

                                                 
5 Huntsville was named the state’s temporary capital while Cahawba and its capitol building were being constructed 
(Rogers et al. 2018). 
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Furthermore, Cahawba had lost its most ardent supporter in Governor Bibb himself when he died 

unexpectedly in 1820 (Jackson 1995a), and by 1825 it seemed all but inevitable that the state 

capital, which by then had a population of less than two hundred people (Clark 1888), would be 

relocated once more. 

Indeed, in December 1825 the legislature voted to move the capital to Tuscaloosa, 

selected in part because it was a more convenient site to reach for residents of North Alabama 

(Rogers et al. 2018). The small town on the Falls of the Black Warrior soon expanded rapidly as 

a result, increasing in population from approximately 700 residents in 1820 to 1,600 inhabitants 

in 1830 and nearly 2,000 people in 1840. In its time as the capital, Tuscaloosa also became the 

site of the University of Alabama, an asset that, as previously discussed, no doubt proved vital to 

the city’s future growth and prosperity. Likewise, the city proved to be relatively healthy and 

safe from floods when compared to the previous capital, yet like its predecessor, Tuscaloosa’s 

future status as the seat of government was far from secure. After the Creek Indians were 

removed from East Alabama in the 1830s, the large influx of people who settled in the region 

quickly found it difficult to conduct state matters with a capital in the western part of the state 

(Jackson 1995a). This bloc of voters, along with those from the now densely-populated Black 

Belt, pushed for the capital to be moved yet again, and by 1845 the matter was put to a vote, with 

Tuscaloosa competing for the title with the Alabama Valley towns of Montgomery and 

Wetumpka (Jackson 1995a). 

After sixteen ballots, the centrally-located city of Montgomery was selected to be 

Alabama’s next capital, a title that it has held ever since (Rogers et al. 2018). Already a 

flourishing city of 4,000 people in 1846 (Williams 1941), Montgomery nevertheless appears to 

have benefitted from its newfound political importance just as the prior capitals of St. Stephens, 
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Cahawba, and Tuscaloosa had before it. In only four years Montgomery’s population jumped to 

more than 4,700 residents, and by 1860 an additional four thousand people had moved to the 

city. Even the Civil War was unable to stifle the city’s growth; its population in 1870 was more 

than ten thousand people, which increased to thirty thousand residents by the end of the 

nineteenth century and more than two hundred thousand a century after that. To be sure, not all 

of Montgomery’s growth since becoming the capital in 1846 should be attributed to its political 

status; certainly, many of its other geographical attributes, such as its placement in the heart of 

Alabama’s chief cotton belt and its access to excellent transportation, probably played larger 

individual roles in ensuring its growth over the past 150 years. Yet one can also argue that the 

economic influence that it exerted by being the location of the state capital drew a sufficient 

number of people to the city that Montgomery subsequently became a viable and attractive target 

for the eventual establishment or construction of railroads, industry, and even other institutional 

establishments (particularly Maxwell Air Force Base) within it, thus allowing it to avoid the fate 

that many of its neighbors in the Black Belt, such as languishing Selma or abandoned Cahawba, 

came to experience over time.  

 

2.7 SUBURBANIZATION 

For much of the nineteenth century, suburbanization was largely unheard of in Alabama, 

as cities across the state were simply too small to support the development of independent 

satellite communities. Mobile was perhaps the only city in antebellum Alabama to develop a 

“proper” suburb at all, as the small community of Spring Hill arose to the west of the city as a 

health resort (Gould and Mertins 1984), accessible from Mobile first by road and later by a steam 

commuter railroad. Beyond Mobile, the only other true instance of suburbanization in antebellum 
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Alabama emerged in conjunction with a central city that was not even in Alabama. In 1828, the 

city of Columbus, Georgia was established along the eastern half of the falls at the 

Chattahoochee River’s head of navigation (Mahan, Green, and Alexander 1983). As Columbus 

grew, a small collection of houses and stores also arose on the other side of the river, and by 

1836 this community had coalesced into the town of Girard (Mahan, Green, and Alexander 

1983). The village quickly assumed the role of a bedroom community for a large population of 

skilled craftsmen, connected to the trade and industrial center of Columbus by a series of covered 

bridges that were among the first in the region (Mahan, Green, and Alexander 1983).6  After the 

Civil War, Girard was joined by another suburb: the town of Phenix City (original named 

Brownville), which was at first dominated by factory homes for the workers of Columbus’s large 

textile mills (Mahan, Green, and Alexander 1983). The largely-residential Phenix City quickly 

became the larger of the two towns (Mahan, Green, and Alexander 1983), and in 1923 the 

communities consolidated into a single city, taking on the name of Phenix City.  

Significant suburbanization based around Alabama’s major cities did not again occur 

until the emergence of Birmingham in the 1880s. While Birmingham itself was the chief city to 

emerge in the mineral district of Jones Valley, suburbs such as Pratt City, Ensley, and Avondale 

all emerged where significant industrial, as well as residential, activity also took place. Though 

these communities would eventually be annexed into Birmingham, other independent industrial 

suburbs later emerged in the twentieth century to take their place, most notably including 

Fairfield and Tarrant. Almost all of Birmingham’s industrial suburbs, as well as the purely-

                                                 
6 Girard’s role as a suburb of Columbus was not necessarily deliberate; construction commenced on steamboat 
docks and watermills on the Alabama side of the river which would have placed Girard in direct competition with 
Columbus. However, a series of legal cases brought to the United States Supreme Court, culminating in Alabama v. 
Georgia (1860), ultimately prohibited the further construction and development of docks on the Alabama side of the 
river, although the rulings also affirmed the right for ships from both states to freely travel along the river (Mahan, 
Green, and Alexander 1983). 



47 
 

residential community of Homewood, were linked to the central city via an intricate network of 

electric streetcars, whose fast speeds and efficient service enabled urban development to stretch 

out up to ten miles away from the city center (and indeed, Birmingham’s streetcar network even 

reached all the way to rival Bessemer) (Muller 1977). As recreational automobiles became more 

popular and highways expanded during the interwar period, suburbanization again expanded in 

the Birmingham region, perhaps exemplified by the creation of an exclusive planned community, 

accessible only by automobile, at Mountain Brook in the 1920s (Maloney 2019). 

Suburbanization did also take hold in other parts of Alabama at the end of the nineteenth 

century, although some of these cases often seemed to stretch the very definition of 

suburbanization itself. In the Tennessee River Valley, for example, the town of Sheffield 

emerged in the 1880s on the southern bank of the Tennessee River between Florence and 

Tuscumbia. Quickly outpacing Tuscumbia in size, Sheffield soon emerged as a hub for 

transportation and iron manufacturing (Ford et al. 2010), but Florence ultimately remained the 

chief and largest city in the Shoals region. To the north of Birmingham, meanwhile, a curious 

case of suburbanization in Decatur led to the founding of the immediately adjacent city of New 

Decatur (later renamed Albany) by Northern investors in 1887. Almost immediately, New 

Decatur grew to be larger than its parent city, and the two soon developed a fierce rivalry that 

was only quelled when the communities merged in 1927 (Schneider and Anderson 2004). 

Finally, the community of Alabama City emerged near Gadsden in the 1890s, in part out of a 

desire by its founder to eventually overtake Gadsden as the chief industrial city in the region. 

Despite its ability to lure industry, however, Alabama City ultimately proved to be little more 

than a functional suburb of Gadsden for most of its history, and it was eventually annexed by 

Gadsden in 1932 (King and Anderson 2002).  
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Although the automobile era of urbanization began in the 1920s, its true mark on 

urbanization as a whole in Alabama would only begin to be fully realized after World War II. 

Intraurban highway construction greatly increased in the late 1940s, and limited-access freeways 

followed suit in subsequent decades (Muller 1977), allowing suburban development to extend as 

far out as twenty and forty miles, respectively, beyond the central city (Hugill 1995). Many of 

these routes spawned new commercial developments at their major interchanges that in turn 

encouraged outward, low-density residential growth over time (Muller 1977). One of Alabama’s 

first substantial suburbs in this period was the city of Prichard, which first saw growth before 

World War I as Mobile shipbuilding companies began locating company housing in the city 

(Kaetz 2015), but saw its population increase substantially during and after World War II, when 

it eventually peaked at a population of nearly 50,000 people in 1960. Suburbanization likewise 

began to proliferate in the Birmingham area during this time—in part driven by the process of 

“white flight” experienced in cities across the South (Lassiter and Kruse 2009)—but the 

fragmented nature of these suburban developments meant that no single suburb emerged as a 

truly major city in its own right until Hoover emerged as the state’s tenth largest city in 1990; 

communities such as Vestavia Hills and Alabaster would soon follow suit and rank among the 

state’s largest cities in the twenty-first century. The city of Prattville would also see renewed 

growth in the late twentieth century due to its direct Interstate Highway connection with 

Montgomery, as would the city of Madison thanks to its proximity to nearby Huntsville. 

Conceptually, the process of suburbanization is not itself limited to describing wholly 

independent incorporated municipalities. If defined purely in terms of an urbanization pattern 

that is concentrated along a city’s fringes and generally low-density (Muller 1977), then the 

majority of Alabama’s large and mid-sized urban centers have themselves exhibited substantial 

http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/article/h-3094
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suburban residential, commercial, and industrial development within their own boundaries 

(perhaps most notably in Huntsville). However, in contrast to the suburban annexation that has 

been noted across Alabama in the early twentieth century, suburbanization in the Southeastern 

United States has also historically exhibited a noted pattern of “suburban secession” since the 

1960s, through which many middle-class suburbs fought to preserve their political autonomy and 

thus avoid outright annexation into the central city by instead incorporating into distinct 

municipal entities, a move often motivated by issues such as racial integration and property 

taxation (Lassiter and Kruse 2009, 697). Today, this pattern is most pronounced in Greater 

Birmingham, a highly-fragmented region in which Birmingham proper comprises only a fifth of 

the metropolitan area’s total population; as a testament to the region’s fragmentation, the 

region’s heart of Jefferson County contains, in addition to Birmingham, more than thirty 

independent municipalities. As a result of this trend, independent suburban communities have 

thus accounted for an increasingly larger share of Alabama’s largest cities since the mid-

twentieth century, to the point that by 2010 nearly half of the state’s twenty largest were in fact 

suburbs.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

As demonstrated in the previous section, urbanization in Alabama is an incredibly 

intricate and detailed topic of study. Even among its Southern neighbors, Alabama possesses 

many geographic factors whose combination, when taken together, is rarely found in other parts 

of the United States, which opens up the possibility for uncovering a set of influences on urban 

growth and development in any given year of study that are perhaps unique to the state alone. 

Indeed, attempting to contextualize the history of the state’s cities and their growth over time can 

be difficult to neatly categorize at a statewide level, since overlap often exists among the periods 

during which particular variables most affected urbanization in the state, thus meaning that cities 

in different parts of the state may very well have been prone to experiencing growth at the same 

time for entirely different reasons. Nevertheless, it is believed that trends in Alabama’s urban 

population can be largely explained by and categorized into three distinct eras: one in which 

access to navigable waterways and rich cotton-cultivating regions predominated prior to 1880, 

before giving way to the rise of the railroad and heavy (especially metallurgic-oriented) 

industrial activities, which in turn eventually yielded to the combination of highway access, 

significant institutional industries, and suburbanization between the end of World War II and the 

present day. 

Previously, a study conducted by Hart (1984) employed the heuristic approach of 

cartographic analysis to determine the primary explanations behind population growth at the 

township level in the Upper Great Lakes states (Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Michigan) between 
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1970 and 1980. However, the analysis conducted for this project took on a largely positivistic 

and quantitative approach to analyzing a similar phenomenon in Alabama (albeit over the course 

of its entire history rather than a single decade), relying on the extraction of possible independent 

variables based on the prior literature review to extract the statistical relationships between these 

variables and city population in every decade since 1820.  Given the complex nature of this 

topic, an additional objective of this project was thus to devise a means of statistically analyzing 

the factors affecting Alabama’s urbanization in a manner that could be streamlined into a form 

that is relatively easy to explore and interpret, such as through the use of a map or other data 

visualization technique. 

 

3.1 DATA COLLECTION 

Despite the quantitative approach taken to examine the various possible explanatory 

variables for urban population trends in Alabama over time, much of the data collection for this 

project was of a largely qualitative manner, with a significant portion—if not overwhelming 

majority—of the final datasets being created or extracted through the use of various descriptive 

and visual aids such as reference texts, maps, and aerial imagery. Additionally, given the 

temporal scope of the examination, a total of twenty datasets were compiled for all potential 

independent variables as well as city population; since the study covers such a broad period of 

time, however, it is rare for all nine independent variables to be tested as potential explanatory 

variables at the same time (indeed, this only occurs in the years 1940 and 1950). The time scales 

represented by each dataset also required that the data representing each variable ultimately be 

sensitive to changes that occurred to them over time, whether it be the construction of a new 

railroad line or the expansion of agriculture into a new region in the intermission between two 
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years of focus. Finally, given the proximity of many major towns and cities from Alabama’s 

history to significant settlements in their own right in the neighboring state of Georgia, all 

primarily human-influenced variables’ datasets were developed to consider the changes that 

occurred to them in the counties of Georgia adjacent to these cities over time as well.7 

By the very nature of this project, perhaps the most important information to be collected 

for further analysis during this project was the population data itself for the state’s twenty largest 

cities in each decade since 1820. At a glance, these would appear to be relatively simple datasets 

to acquire, since the United States conducts its population census every ten years in formats that 

are readily available for viewing and download online. However, it was soon discovered that 

census reports alone were often times insufficient for acquiring all of the data needed for this 

project. While census data could be easily acquired for all major towns and cities in Alabama by 

the start of the twentieth century, tracking down population figures for many other notable 

populated places in the nineteenth century that did not receive an official census population 

figure proved to be a far more difficult task. In many decades, only a few cities ever received 

separate census counts that were recorded as such in the final reports; in many cases, entire 

towns’ populations were collected alongside the rest of their counties’ population counts, with no 

efforts or means being taken to separate municipalities out from the rest of the county. In other 

cases, census enumerations were made using the boundaries of townships or political beats 

located within those counties, which were often named for a settlement found within them but 

rarely corresponded with the town’s municipal boundaries alone, instead including within their 

                                                 
7 This additional step was taken to ensure that the analysis stemming from the cities of Girard, Phenix City, Eufaula, 
and Lanett was conducted in a manner that was as consistent as possible with those conducted for cities in the 
interior of the state. The counties of Georgia in which data was collected as it was in Alabama were Quitman, 
Muscogee, and Troup (only to the city of LaGrange). All data except those representing cotton-cultivating regions 
and mineral resource deposits were expanded to include these counties. 
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jurisdictions, and thus their counts, the people living within the rural and otherwise nonurban 

portions of those divisions as well. This issue was especially prolific in the state’s first few 

decades of existence; in 1820, no towns or cities were separately returned at all, while in 1830 

only Mobile was given a separate population count, and in 1840 Mobile, Tuscaloosa, and 

Montgomery alone were the three cities with separately-returned population figures. As time 

wore on, the number of cities whose populations were recorded increased, but the issue appears 

to have persisted all the way to 1890, when one notable urban settlement (the city of Girard) was 

excluded as a separate return from that year’s census records. 

To overcome this obstacle, alternative sources that were published in or near the years of 

interest were used to derive population estimates where no exact counts could be tracked down. 

Chief among these sources were the various gazetteers published throughout the nineteenth 

century; while often providing records of official census tallies for cities in Alabama, several of 

these reference materials were also able to provide separate population estimates for a large 

number of cities across Alabama, although many of the gazetteers also provided estimates that, 

given the known historical context of each town being considered, were often grossly incorrect 

or instead more reflective of the municipality’s respective township population, as such meaning 

that most gazetteer population values could not necessarily be taken at face value. Local 

newspaper accounts, often taking on the form of articles or advertisements meant to boost the 

town’s image to readers, also became invaluable sources of population estimates for some cities 

in the state. Additionally, travel accounts proved to be useful sources of information for some 

communities, although such figures could often be difficult to come across and, given the 

transient nature of travelers, who rarely spent an extended amount of time in a town or city, these 

sources’ information was likewise treated with intense scrutiny as well.  
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Given the sheer number of sources that were examined and the resulting volume of 

estimates that were gathered, it was often the case that several different values could be acquired 

for the same city in any given year. In cases where only two unique population values could be 

found among the secondary sources, the general practice was to use the lower, more conservative 

estimate as the “official” population count as the value to later be used in the regression analysis, 

although there were also a few situations in which the average of the two values was used 

instead, a decision that was usually informed by additional contextual information provided 

about a town’s relative size or prosperity in the known literature. Situations did also arise, 

however, where more than two possible population values were provided, in which case the 

decision was usually made to implement the most frequently-occurring value as the stand-in for a 

settlement’s true population. Yet there were even a few instances where neither of the previous 

scenarios neatly applied, particularly in 1820, the period in which much of Alabama’s 

settlements were still experiencing wild fluxes in their population as settlers continued to pour 

into the new state. This problem is well-illustrated by the values extracted for the town of 

Blakeley (an early port settlement that sat across the bay from rival Mobile), which varied 

significantly depending on the source and ranged in value from only 150 to more than 1,000 

residents; in this particular case, it was ultimately decided to go with a figure found in the upper-

middle portion of this range (a value of 600), which was chosen as a means of reflecting the 

possible size of a town that was, according to the available literature, clearly growing at the time 

yet cannot be definitively proven to have possessed a population any larger than 600 residents. 

It should also be noted, however, that there were a scattered few instances where 

population figures found in secondary sources were actually preferred over those provided by the 

U.S. Census. By far the most notable case of this occurring concerned the population of 



55 
 

Montgomery in 1850, which is commonly reported by census abstracts from the period and 

beyond to have had a population of 8,728. Multiple sources brought to light by previous 

scholarly research on the subject by Williams (1941) prove, however, that this figure is in fact an 

error; the official census records for Montgomery from 1850, as well as a locally-conducted 

census and a Huntsville-based newspaper article, all suggest that the population was instead 

4,728 (Williams 1941), a figure that was further corroborated through browsing other gazetteers 

from the period. This particular example perhaps serves as an excellent demonstration of the fact 

that ascertaining population figures from this period—even through official outlets such as the 

U.S. Census Bureau—is a task that is fraught with difficulty and entails an inherent degree of 

uncertainty, no matter the source, when dealing with nineteenth century figures.  

Yet even despite the use of official census records alongside unofficial population counts 

gathered from various gazetteers, newspapers, and travelogues, it was nevertheless found that, 

within any given decade, a few cities often did not receive population counts or estimates of any 

sort among all of the sources queried. This was a problem that proved especially problematic 

when properly accounting for cities which possessed no known population values in a given year 

despite being known to have been a major settlement based on prior decades’ population figures 

or descriptions provided in additional sources. Rather than simply pretend as though a city 

ceased to possess a significant population in the decades for which data could not be found, the 

solution devised to overcome this issue was to make use of natural cubic spline interpolation to 

estimate the unknown population value based on all other known population values and their 

corresponding years (the year in which a town was first settled was given a population value of 

zero). Conducted using the R programming language, natural cubic spline interpolation—which 

involves the piecewise construction of a single spline curve by connecting cubic polynomial 
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functions between each data point interval that have continuous first and second derivatives at 

the curve’s “knots” and rates of change of zero at the curve’s endpoints (Finlayson 1995)—was 

chosen partly as a matter of utility, since it proved to be the only cubic spline interpolation 

method built into R that proved able to interpolate a non-negative value for the population of 

Cahawba in 1830, a quirk resulting from the town’s unusual loss of population in the late 1820s 

and 1830s that eventually gave way to renewed population growth in the 1840s and 1850s, and 

one that the other methods available within the program were unable to correctly account for. 

Interpolation of population values was treated as an absolute last resort, and the value derived 

from each interpolation was rounded to the nearest multiple of 25 to emphasize these numbers’ 

use as estimates rather than absolute indications of exact population. 

The validity of the methods used to overcome missing population values as described 

above can perhaps be demonstrated through the example provided by the research undertaken to 

deduce the town of Greensboro’s population between its founding in 1819 and its first official 

census tally in 1870, when it reported a population of 1,760. Over this fifty-year period, the only 

unofficial figures for the town’s population that could be located were a value of 1,000 people in 

1843 and an estimate of 1,600 residents in 1860 (A.C. 1844; Yerby 1908). These numbers, in 

addition to all of Greensboro’s census-recorded population figures from 1870 on, were 

nevertheless sufficient to provide seemingly-reasonable interpolation values of 875 in 1840 and 

1,275 in 1850. The latter figure proved to be all the more remarkable when a third population 

figure from 1850 was unearthed late in the research process that was provided by Greene 

County’s official census taker and provided a precise population value of 1,265 for Greensboro 

in that year—meaning that the interpolated value, which was in part based off of non-census 

sources’ population estimates, was still ultimately able to produce an approximate population 
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value that was only ten larger than the city’s actual population. While the use of more concrete 

population values, either from the U.S. Census itself or from non-census estimators, ultimately 

remains preferable to making use of interpolated values, interpolation nevertheless provides a 

viable means of approximating a town’s population when no other values can be ascertained, as 

the example of Greensboro demonstrates—though the success of its example should not 

necessarily be considered the norm for such a procedure either. 

To represent the areas of the state in which cotton growth has proliferated throughout its 

history, spatial datasets were constructed by digitizing the boundaries of various physiographic 

provinces across Alabama, as defined by Sapp and Emplaincourt (1975), that best corresponded 

with the significant cotton-cultivating regions that were previously described by Tower (1948): 

the Tennessee and Coosa River Valley regions were each represented by the physiographic 

districts which shared their names; the Black Belt was represented by the Black Prairie district; 

the Wiregrass was represented by the Dougherty Plain district; and Sand Mountain (a fifth 

district of cotton cultivation in Northeast Alabama which did not produce any major urban areas) 

was represented by the physiographic district of the same name. To best represent changes in the 

distribution of cotton cultivation over time, separate files were created so that the Wiregrass and 

Sand Mountain regions would only be included as cotton-cultivating regions after 1890 and 1900 

(Kollmorgen 1945), respectively, while the Coosa River Valley was removed as a cultivating 

region altogether in 1950 (Tower 1948). A similar process was undertaken to construct the 

spatial file for Alabama’s mineral resources, using digitized boundaries for the state’s major coal 

and iron ore deposits based on the Geological Survey of Alabama map of state mineral resources 

produced by Gilbert (1973). Unlike with the historical representation of the major cotton-

producing regions, the dataset for the state’s coal and iron ore deposits experienced no expansion 
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or removal of zones over time, although the entire dataset was only implemented as a 

geographical variable in the statistical analysis beginning in 1880, so as to coincide with the 

founding of Birmingham and Anniston in the 1870s. 

For the final spatial dataset of Alabama’s historical navigable waterway network, a linear 

network was constructed for all intervals between major changes to the state’s navigable 

network, using the USGS’s National Hydrography Dataset as the basis for the linework 

representing rivers or navigable reservoirs. Increases to the state’s navigable inland waterways in 

the dataset were primarily predicated on the completion of the various lock and dam systems 

across the state,8 while losses of navigability on the Upper Coosa River over time were based 

first around the abandonment of the river’s lock system by 1940 (Jackson 1995b), then by the 

completion of the lockless hydroelectric dams (Weiss, Logan Martin, and Neely Henry) on the 

river in the 1960s. For all waterways except the Choctawhatchee River, navigability length was 

determined by the location of the various heads of navigation as defined by the 1937 Alabama 

Highway Department county map series, although when a lock and dam system was still under 

construction navigability was only extended to the farthest-upstream point at which a lock had 

not yet been completed. For the Choctawhatchee River, the head of navigation was instead 

defined based on a separate description which places it at the river’s confluence with the Pea 

River near the town of Geneva (Burney 1872).  

The reconstruction of the state’s historical railroad network was initiated by first making 

use of the linework found in the national historical transportation dataset produced by Atack 

                                                 
8 The first locks on the Coosa River were constructed in the late 1880s (Jackson 1995a), and the river achieved its 
maximum navigability by 1920 (Jackson 1995a). On the Black Warrior River, the first set of locks was completed 
by 1896, and the entirety of the river’s current navigability was achieved by 1915 (Brandt n.d.). Meanwhile, the 
Tennessee River achieved full navigability in Alabama when Wheeler Dam was completed in 1936. Neither 
iteration of the Muscle Shoals Canal (completed in 1836 and 1890, respectively) was included in the final dataset 
due to their relatively low drafts and infrequent use (Barden 1922). 
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(2016) that covers the years between 1826 and 1911 to filter out railroad lines present in each of 

the decades of interest. Since this dataset was produced at a relatively small scale, linework 

found within urban areas was usually supplemented or replaced entirely with higher-detail data 

produced by Howe (2019). Additional lines were manually digitized in QGIS to supplement 

railroad lines that were found to be missing from either dataset. Only railroad lines that could be 

used for direct through traffic were included in the final dataset; as such, sidings and railyard 

tracks were omitted, although portions of any direct route which ran through a railyard were 

included in the dataset. Spur routes connecting to known natural resource deposits (especially 

coal, iron ore, and timber) were also included in the final dataset. Various historical maps from 

across the entire time period of interest, as well as aerial imagery available from the 1930s on, 

were used to verify and amend each year’s network lines as needed. However, because maps 

(particularly in the nineteenth century) sometimes depicted railroad routes as they were planned 

to be implemented—regardless of whether or not they were actually constructed—additional 

resources, such as the various editions of Poor’s Manual of Railroads, were used to verify that 

the track routes and lengths depicted on the maps were in fact correct. 

The spatial database constituting the evolution of Alabama’s highway network was 

constructed using methods similar to those used for railroads. Using the linework provided the 

U.S. Census Bureau’s TIGER/Line format (2019) as the basis for the historical network in all 

years and augmented by linework derived from OpenStreetMap whenever necessary (2019), 

official state highway maps published between 1930 and 1999 were likewise used to determine 

the general routes and extents of all federal highways in the state during each year of interest, 

while larger-scale county highway maps were used to discern the routes in a more precise 

manner. Aerial photography and satellite imagery was also used to verify route locations and to 
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aid in the recreation of linework representing the original routes in places where new 

constructions, major modifications, or reroutings have occurred over time. The number of lanes 

comprising a given span of roadway was not considered in constructing the final dataset; 

however, a distinction was made for divided highways by accounting for any stretch of roadway 

features that consisted of two parallel routes as found in the original TIGER/Line dataset, 

modified if necessary to include only the extent to which the highway division had been 

completed by a given year. For the dataset’s earliest years (1930 and 1940), an additional rule 

was established so that only stretches of highway which were found to have been paved with a 

hard surface (i.e., asphalt or concrete) were included in the datasets for those years. Limited-

access onramps were only considered if they were found at a highway terminus’s connection to 

another roadway (regardless of whether or not the other road was also a federal highway).  

All institutional industries, as well as the location of each decade’s largest cities 

themselves, were treated as point feature classes for this analysis. The points used to represent 

any given city were situated at the site of major roadway intersections found in its downtown 

district or (in the case of cities which do not possess a true downtown) other primary center of 

economic activity; the points themselves were also assigned the population data that 

corresponded with the year of interest. The placement of county seat points employed a similar 

method, with the point for county seats which also happened to be in a decade’s list of largest 

cities being situated coincident to the population-assigned city point, and the points for county 

seats which can no longer be found reliably using modern maps or imagery due to prior 

abandonment being placed based on locational information gleaned from historical maps. The 

placement for points representing universities and military installations was likewise decided 

based on the location of a significant quadrangle or road intersection within them. Changes to the 
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collection of all county seats, public universities, and military installations in the state from 

decade-to-decade were determined based on a reading of various reference texts, most notably 

including articles found throughout the online resource Encyclopedia of Alabama. The site of the 

state capital, meanwhile, was not represented using a spatial feature class; it was instead assigned 

manually in the data analysis portion of this project.  

 

3.2 DATA ANALYSIS 

 Spatial analysis was ultimately conducted between the various geographical factors and 

the populations of the state’s twenty largest cities in each decade using the combination of the R 

statistical programming language and a GUI-based geographic information system (with QGIS 

being the software of choice for tasks requiring a GIS).9 A variety of tests were run to establish 

the spatial relationships between city points and the various geographic factors present in a given 

decade, all of which utilized automated calculations of distance to some extent. The results of 

these tests were ultimately fed into an R script that was able to compute and output an easy-to-

read summary of a multiple linear regression analysis between the various geographic variables 

and city population, with the aim being to implement the summarized outputs as a means of both 

determining to what extent (if any) the findings of the regression analysis deviated from the 

literature on the subject and streamlining the process of creating visualizations that convey the 

strongest predictors of city population over time. 

 To test the relationship between city population and cotton cultivation, an analysis was 

run which performed a calculation of the total distance between the city point and the zone of 

significant agricultural production nearest to it. Under this method, it is assumed that cities which 

                                                 
9 Unless otherwise stated, all processes and analyses described below were performed using the R programming 
language. 
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are found closer to major agricultural regions are more likely to have their populations be 

directly influenced by the nearby presence of major cotton cultivating activities. A similar test 

was run to compare the relationship between cities and the mineral resource deposits of the state; 

regions with significant amounts of coal or iron ore were distinguished from one another as such 

in the dataset’s attribute table, which allowed for a calculation to be run that determined the 

distances between cities and the nearest deposits of both coal and iron ore, a distinction that was 

desired in order to simulate the likelihood of significant iron and steel industries emerging in 

places where these resources could be found in close proximity to one another (e.g., Birmingham 

or Gadsden). The final regression analysis for this variable, meanwhile, was run between 

population and the sum of the distances to the nearest coal and iron ore deposits, with the 

inclination being that cities which sit near deposits of one resource, but not both (e.g., Dothan or 

Auburn), would still ultimately possess relatively high total distances to mineral resources when 

compared to those which can be found in close proximity to both coal and iron ore.  

 Among the linear spatial features, the test between city population and navigable 

waterways was by far the simplest, involving a mere examination of whether or not a river could 

be found within 1.5 miles of the city point, with the buffer distance here being chosen to 

establish a clear distinction between cities which did and did not possess clear, immediate access 

to a navigable waterway (though still being distant enough that some leeway was afforded as to 

where the point representing the city was originally placed). For each city, the final value 

recorded on which each regression analysis would be conducted was a logical “TRUE” or 

“FALSE” value based on the results of the above calculation. The process for determining the 

relationship between population and the other linear spatial features being tested against in this 

project (railroads and federal highways) was far more complicated, however, and was 
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significantly influenced by the possibility that a city might in fact also be classified as a suburban 

community. As such, the test for suburbanization was performed beforehand, using a process that 

was similar to the one used to determine access to a navigable river but which instead tested to 

see if there was any other city within a buffer distance that was found to have a larger population 

than the target city (in which case the variable was assigned a value of “TRUE”). For the test of 

suburbanization, the distance buffers used to calculate a city’s status changed over time to reflect 

the changes in transportation technology throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that 

have enabled suburbs to develop at increasing distances away from their principal city. Based on 

previous works by Muller (1977) and Hugill (1995), the buffer distance during the “Walking-

Horsecar Era” (1820-1880) was set at three miles; the buffer distance during the “Electric 

Streetcar Era” (1890-1910) was set at ten miles; the buffer distance during the “Recreational 

Automobile Era” (1920-1940) was set at twenty miles; and the buffer distance during the 

“Freeway Era” (1950-2010) was set at forty miles (although this buffer was only implemented if 

there was a direct Interstate Highway connection between the principal and satellite cities; 

otherwise, the twenty-mile buffer remained in place).10 Additionally, since Columbus, Georgia 

was not included in any of the city population datasets as a point feature to consider when 

performing this test, the cities of Girard and Phenix City were automatically assigned “TRUE” 

values in the test due to their historical relationship with Columbus.11 

                                                 
10 A “direct connection” is here defined by the presence of any Interstate Highway route within five miles of the two 
cities’ representative point. This rule was implemented in part to prevent the cities of Auburn and Opelika from 
being classified as suburbs of Columbus, Georgia, since despite them falling within 40 miles of the larger city, the 
Interstate Highway connection between the two urban centers is more than twice the length of the straight-line 
distance between them. This does not prevent Decatur from being classified as a suburb of Huntsville in 2000 and 
2010 (due to the completion of I-565 through Huntsville in 1991), but this result is not as alarming given that the 
freeway connection between the two cities is far more direct than that between Columbus and Auburn-Opelika.  
11 One final issue to overcome was the phenomenon of historical “twin cities,” which occurred when two cities of a 
similar size also happened to be immediately adjacent to one another and historically exhibited such a close 
relationship that they eventually merged into a single municipality. Best exhibited in Alabama by the cases of 
Girard-Phenix City and Decatur-New Decatur, the extreme proximity of these cities to one another brought forth 
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 The relationships between city population and both railroad and federal highway 

infrastructure were derived using largely identical methods. Using QGIS, each variable was 

clipped down to contain only the linework found within a ten-mile radius of the target city point, 

then the sum of the length of all remaining lines within the buffer regions was calculated to 

evaluate the total length of all railroads and highways found near the city. For any city classified 

as a suburb, this process was slightly modified: instead of clipping linear features to the full ten-

mile buffer, the polygon representing the buffer was itself reduced in size by excluding the areas 

of separate five-mile buffers that were also calculated around all cities that possessed larger 

populations than the target city, and it was from this subtracted ten-mile buffer that the mileage 

of all railroads and highways around a city was calculated (Figure 3.1). This additional step was 

implemented to prevent suburbs from capturing within their initial ten-mile buffers any 

transportation infrastructure that would have been primarily found in, and thus most greatly 

associated with, the larger cities within a metropolitan area, particularly a region’s central city. 

When calculating the lengths for highways specifically, an additional consideration was made for 

Interstate Highways, whose status as limited-access roads has been noted for allowing for the 

higher speeds and greater capacities that ultimately contributed to the proliferation of suburban 

growth in the late twentieth century. To accommodate Interstate Highways’ particular status 

while still maintaining them as a part of a single, overarching variable consisting of all federal 

highways, the calculated length of Interstate Highways within each buffer zone was multiplied 

by a factor of two—a value that was selected based on Hugill’s estimation that freeways 

                                                 
numerous cartographic challenges that were best solved by combining these cities’ populations and thus treating the 
twin cities as a single city point in the statistical analysis. The same treatment was not applied to the case of 
Gadsden and Alabama City, nor to any of the Birmingham suburbs that were eventually annexed, due to the relative 
disparities in size exhibited in these cases, as well as the physical distances between the primary cities and their 
major suburbs being noticeably greater than those observed in Girard-Phenix City and Decatur-New Decatur.  
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   Figure 3.1 Map of the 10-mile buffer zone used for calculating the mileage of 
   railroads surrounding Fairfield in 1940. Note that due to the city’s proximity 
   to cities larger than it, significant portions of the original buffer have been 
   removed from the area used for the final mileage calculation. 

  
essentially doubled the distance of the “practical maximum commuting distance” for automobile-

based traffic (1995, 214)—,then summed with the unmodified length of U.S. Highways within 

the search area to arrive at a total highway mileage value for a given city. 

 Analysis of the state’s historical institutional industries and their relationship with city 

population was conducted using a multi-step test. As with the tests for river accessibility and 

suburbanization, the first part of the analysis involved determining whether at least one instance 

of each individual institutional factor could be found within a given radius of the target city 
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point. The buffer distance for determining county seat status was set at 0.25 miles (to account 

only for any county seat point features that were not placed precisely on top of city points that 

they may have corresponded with); the buffer distance for determining proximity to a public 

university was 10 miles (to maintain consistency with the buffers used to measure the lengths of 

transportation features within this analysis); the buffer distance for determining proximity to a 

major military installation was set at 20 miles (to represent their relatively large areas of 

influence);12 and the location of the state capital was assigned manually based on the name 

attribute associated with the city point representing the capital in the period of interest. Based on 

these buffers, the test assigned a “score” to each city point dependent on the variables which 

were found to be in close proximity to it. The value of each institutional variable was assigned 

based on their perceived importance to urbanization trends across the state’s history, and were 

set at a value of 0.5 for county seats; at 1.5 for proximity to a public university; at 2.0 for 

proximity to a military installation; and at 3.0 for being the state capital. If the variable could not 

be found within the specified buffer zone, the resulting score for that variable was zero. The sum 

of the scores for all variables that were applicable to any given city was then taken, and the final 

test for determining the relationship between institutional industries and city population in the 

subsequent regression analysis was ultimately based on these cumulative scores.  

 Once the desired values for all geographic variables were computed for each city in a 

given decade, a multiple linear regression analysis was performed, with all pertinent variables 

serving on a per-city basis as the analysis’s independent variables and each city’s population 

serving as the dependent variable. Variable selection was performed via the backwards selection 

                                                 
12 The specific distance value of 20 miles was selected based on anecdotal observations of the influences of 
Redstone Arsenal and Fort Rucker on the cities of Decatur and Dothan, respectively, both of which are located 
approximately 20 miles away from those installations. 
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method, which begins by considering all possible predictors, then drops the variable which yields 

the highest probability value (and is thus the least statistically significant) and from there repeats 

the process until no nonsignificant variables are left. The final model is thus one whose 

remaining independent variables are ideally able to account for the greatest amount of variance 

within the population values of all twenty cities in a decade. An additional step was taken to 

ensure that each decade’s model met all of the assumptions that are required for linear regression 

through the use of GVLMA, an external R package that is able to quickly determine if the 

resultant model indeed satisfies all four assumptions.13 As a further safeguard against failing to 

meet the assumptions of linear regression, the actual values in the dependent variable used to 

create the models were in fact the natural logarithm of each city’s population, an additional 

calculation that was taken to lessen the chance of the final models’ residuals lacking a normal 

distribution, which would violate one of the assumptions of linear regression. Finally, a Moran’s 

I test for spatial autocorrelation was computed among the city points to test if there was or was 

not a significant correlation among their populations that was found to be at least partly 

determined by their proximity to other cities which possessed similar populations; the test only 

considered non-suburbs to prevent the possibility of suburbs influencing the results of the tests 

(since suburban communities by definition would ultimately expect to have their population sizes 

be directly influenced by their proximity to the central city of a metropolitan area).  

  

                                                 
13 The GVLMA (“Global Validation of Linear Model Assumptions”) package implements methods introduced by 
Peña and Slate (2006) to test for the assumptions concerning linearity (i.e., that the relationships between the 
dependent variable and each of the independent variables are linear); homoscedasticity (i.e., that the variance in the 
distribution of the residuals across all independent variables is constant); uncorrelatedness (i.e., that the values of the 
residuals are independent from one another); and normality (i.e., that the distribution of the model’s residuals must 
be normal). The definitions applied above are adapted from Poole and Farrell (1971), which also provides 
definitions for three additional assumptions of linear regression that were not considered for this analysis. The 
GVMLA package works by performing a single global test to determine if all four assumptions have been met, as 
well as separate tests that detect possible skewness, kurtosis (i.e., “tailedness”), nonlinearity, and heteroscedasticity.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 The following section details the results from each of the twenty regression analyses 

which were run between the historical geographic variables previously described and city 

population for the twenty largest cities in Alabama between 1820 and 2010.14 The results are 

broken down by listing the variables that were included in the final models, as well as the 

probability values associated with each variable and the (adjusted) coefficient of determination 

(R2) for the model as a whole—which describes the proportion of variance in city population that 

can be explained and predicted by the model’s independent variables. Cities which exemplify the 

results of each regression analysis, as well as those that notably contradict them, are described, 

and a note is made of any assumptions of linear regression that were violated by the final models. 

A mention is also made of the probability values associated with each decade’s test for spatial 

autocorrelation, though it can be noted here that none of the twenty datasets for city population 

were found to exhibit statistically-significant spatial autocorrelation.  

 

 Of the twenty separate years tested in this analysis, 1820 proved to be the only one which 

yielded a “model” that ultimately possessed no statistically-significant geographic variables. As 

such, no adjusted coefficient of determination could be calculated for the decade, and no tests 

could be run to determine if the “model” violated any of the assumptions of linear regression. 

While descriptive or contextual information about the cities tested against for this decade is 

                                                 
14 Due to a lack of reliable population information in the 1820s and 1830s, the statistical analysis was only run 
against a sample size of nine cities in 1820 and ten cities in 1830 (see Appendix 8.1).  
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difficult to directly compare with the model since it ultimately lacked any variables, it is 

nevertheless interesting to note that all nine of the analyzed towns also served as county seats in 

1820, that all but one of the cities (Huntsville) were located along a navigable waterway, and that 

only four of the communities could be found within 5 miles of the state’s historical regions of 

cotton cultivation. The probability value associated with the Moran’s I test for spatial 

autocorrelation among the town populations in 1820, meanwhile, yielded a value of 0.665.  

 For the year 1830, proximity to major regions of cotton cultivation proved to be the only 

statistically-significant variable to remain in the final model; this variable yielded a p-value of 

0.065, while the overall model’s adjusted R2 value was a relatively low value of 0.283. Cities 

such as Montgomery, Huntsville, and Florence represent major communities which could be 

found within the state’s cotton belts in this year, while the likes of Mobile (the state’s largest 

city) and Tuscaloosa (the state capital) proved to be among the significant settlements that were 

not found in or near those regions. The final model also satisfied all of the assumptions of linear 

regression. The test for spatial autocorrelation among the cities in this decade yielded a smaller, 

yet ultimately nonsignificant p-value of 0.086. 

As with the previous decade, in 1840 proximity to a major cotton-cultivating region was 

the only statistically-significant variable for the final model. This variable yielded a more 

significant p-value of 0.054 in this year, however the final model also possessed an adjusted R2 

value of 0.145 that is markedly lower than the one found a decade prior. From a contextual 

standpoint, by this decade Montgomery had been joined by Wetumpka, Gainesville, Marion, 

Selma, and Greensboro as examples of major towns within or near Alabama’s Black Belt, while 

Tuscumbia had become a sizeable city in the Tennessee River Valley and Talladega had become 

the first major settlement to emerge out of the Coosa River Valley. On the other hand, Mobile 
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had by this point solidified its place as the state’s largest city despite it being quite far-flung from 

the state’s major growing regions. The final model failed to satisfy the assumption of linearity in 

this year, while the test for spatial autocorrelation here yielded a p-value of 0.683. 

In 1850, proximity to a major cotton-cultivating region remained the strongest predictor 

in the resultant model, with a p-value of less than 0.001; however, for the first time the variable 

was paired with another one—proximity to institutional industries—in the final model, which 

yielded a p-value of 0.041. The model as a whole possessed an adjusted R2 value of 0.560. By 

this year, the aforementioned towns of the Black Belt were joined by Tuskegee, Eutaw, 

Demopolis, and Camden as major settlements in the region and the state alike, while twelve of 

the twenty major cities also served as county seats; this decade also marked the first in which 

Montgomery, by now the state’s second-largest city, also served as its capital. Mobile, however, 

remained by far the state’s largest city, while two cities in the Chattahoochee River Valley 

(Eufaula and Girard) had arisen as major settlements away from the state’s chief cotton belts as 

well; additionally, Wetumpka (then the state’s third-largest city) was perhaps the most notable 

example of a major city that was not a county seat in this year. As with the previous decade, the 

final linear model failed to satisfy the assumption of linearity between population and its 

explanatory variables. The Moran’s I test for spatial autocorrelation resulted in a p-value of 

0.307. 

A total of four different variables were found to be statistically significant predictors of 

city population in 1860: proximity to a major cotton-cultivating region (with a p-value of less 

than 0.001); the length of the railroad infrastructure surrounding each city (with a p-value of 

0.010); proximity to major institutional industries (with a p-value of 0.050); and direct access to 

a navigable waterway (with a p-value of 0.085). Altogether, this final model possessed a 
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relatively high adjusted R2 value of 0.733. While the majority of major towns and cities in 

Alabama remained concentrated in the Black Belt or the Tennessee River Valley, by this year 

nine of the twenty largest cities were also directly connected with the state’s fledgling railroad 

network, including the likes of Mobile, Montgomery, and Huntsville; cities such as Tuscaloosa, 

Wetumpka, and Eufaula did not possess such a link, however. As in the decade prior, twelve of 

the twenty cities possessed major institutional industries within or near them; meanwhile, ten of 

the state’s major cities could be found along a navigable waterway. As in prior years, however, 

the model for 1860 did not satisfy the assumption of linearity. The test for spatial autocorrelation 

meanwhile yielded a p-value of 0.462.  

In 1870, railroads emerged for the first time as the most statistically-significant predictor 

for city population, registering a p-value of 0.022 in that year; proximity to major regions of 

cotton cultivation remained a relatively strong influencer, however, with a p-value of 0.029, 

while access to a navigable waterway was the final geospatial predictor in the model, yielding a 

relatively weak p-value of 0.191. As a whole, the final model possessed a modest adjusted R2 

value of 0.404. For the most part, the distribution of the state’s major towns and cities in 1870 

remained largely concentrated in or along the Black Belt Prairie, although this decade also marks 

the first in which the Coosa Valley city of Gadsden ranked among the state’s largest cities. Also 

notable is the fact that fifteen of the twenty largest cities now had direct railroad access; 

meanwhile, only eight of the cities actually possessed direct access to a navigable river. 

Importantly, however, the model for 1870 fails to meet the assumptions of linear regression as 

defined by GVLMA’s Global Statistic test; more specific tests indicate that the model does not 

exhibit variable linearity or homoscedasticity within the variance of the residuals. The test for 

spatial autocorrelation among the cities in this year rendered a p-value of 0.203. 
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Four variables were found to be statistically-significant predictors of city population in 

1880. Of the four variables, railroad mileage around cities remained the strongest predictor, 

though its p-value actually became less significant in comparison to the previous decade, coming 

out at 0.055. Proximity to the state’s coal and iron ore resources meanwhile served as the second 

strongest geographic variable, which possessed a p-value of 0.080. Access to a navigable 

waterway was the third-strongest predictor, with a p-value of 0.123, while proximity to 

institutional industries proved to be the last of the four significant variables, with a p-value of 

0.179. The model as a whole, meanwhile, possessed an R2 value of 0.462. From a historical 

standpoint, by this year all twenty of Alabama’s largest cities possessed a direct connection to 

the state’s railroad network. The emergence of mineral resources as a major predictor for urban 

population in Alabama at this time likewise reflects the newfound growth in the city of 

Birmingham in the decade prior, as well as the slight gains in population made by other mineral 

district cities such as Gadsden and Tuscaloosa during this time. The number of major cities with 

direct riverine access increased to nine in this decade, while four-fifths of the cities also 

happened to serve as county seats (with the notable exceptions to this rule being the fifth and 

sixth ranked cities of Girard/Phenix City and Eufaula, respectively). The linear model for 1880 

ultimately failed to meet the assumption of linearity in the relationship of its variables and as 

such also failed to satisfy GVLMA’s Global Statistic test. The Moran’s I test for spatial 

autocorrelation yielded a p-value of 0.335. 

In 1890, the same four geographic variables ultimately emerged as the predictors selected 

for the final linear model. By this point, however, railroad mileage around a city had firmly 

cemented itself as the strongest of the four predictors, with it possessing a p-value of 0.001. 

Proximity to major mineral resource deposits remained a major predictor in its own right, 
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however, with a p-value of 0.007; by comparison, institutional industries and access to a 

navigable waterway proved to be relatively weak (but ultimately still significant) geographic 

predictors, with them yielding p-values of 0.183 and 0.211, respectively. The year’s overall 

model possessed a modest adjusted R2 value of 0.561. This year saw the cities of Anniston and 

Bessemer appear as major cities in Alabama for the first time, joining Birmingham and Gadsden 

as significant centers of railroad transportation and heavy manufacturing alike by this time. 

Curiously, only fourteen of the state’s twenty largest cities possessed at least one major 

institutional industry; on the other hand, the number of towns with direct river access again 

increased, such that half of the state’s major cities could still be found on a navigable waterway. 

This year’s final linear model failed to satisfy the assumption of linearity. The test for spatial 

autocorrelation meanwhile resulted in a p-value of 0.517. 

 The same four geographic factors again proved to be the strongest predictors for urban 

population in the year 1900. Railroad mileage around a city was by far the strongest of the four 

predictors in this decade, with a p-value of less than 0.001. Proximity to mineral resources 

continued to be the second-strongest variable, registering a p-value of 0.004; the third-strongest 

variable was access to a navigable river, with a p-value of 0.055, while the fourth-strongest 

predictor was proximity to institutional industries, with a p-value of 0.224. The model as a 

whole, meanwhile, possessed a relatively high R2 value of 0.685. On the whole, the historical 

context underlying the patterns exhibited in this year were largely the same those seen in the 

decade prior, although this was also the first year in which a city from the Wiregrass Region 

(Dothan) emerged as one of the state’s largest. Once again, only fourteen of the twenty cities 

analyzed was home to at least one institutional industry, while the number of cities with direct 

access to a navigable waterway remained the same as that found in the previous decade. As with 



74 
 

the prior decade’s analysis, the model for 1900 also failed to satisfy the assumption of linearity 

between city population and its explanatory variables. The test for spatial autocorrelation in this 

year yielded a value of 0.553. 

 In 1910, railroad mileage again proved to be the dominant geographic predictor for city 

population in the state of Alabama, with a p-value of less than 0.001; however, access to a 

navigable waterway actually became the second-strongest spatial variable by this decade, 

yielding a p-value of 0.015, while proximity to mineral resource—the final predictor in the linear 

model for this year—only possessed a p-value of 0.046. Taken together, the overall model 

possessed a slightly lower R2 value of 0.670. This year marks the first in which Mobile ceded its 

long-held status as the largest city in the state to Birmingham, which had by this point amassed a 

population that was more than twice the size of the port city; not surprisingly, by this point 

Birmingham also possessed by far the greatest mileage of railroads in and around it of any major 

city in the state. Once again, exactly half of the state’s twenty largest cities had access to a 

navigable waterway, while the pattern of urbanization within the state’s mineral district remain 

largely unchanged, save for the emergence of Gadsden’s suburb of Alabama City. As with the 

prior few decades, the linear model for this year failed to meet the assumption of linearity. The 

test for spatial autocorrelation meanwhile resulted in a p-value of 0.599.  

 The pattern developed in the previous decade largely held true in 1920 as well, as railroad 

mileage (with a p-value of less than 0.001), access to a navigable waterway (with a p-value of 

0.001), and proximity to mineral resource deposits (with a p-value of 0.025) remaining the three 

strongest variables in the year’s model. However, the process of suburbanization also proved to 

be a statistically-significant factor, yielding a p-value of 0.056. The model as a whole possessed 

a remarkably high R2 value of 0.829. From a contextual standpoint, the state’s urban pattern 
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largely resembled that of the previous decade, although the total number of major cities with 

direct access to a navigable river did drop to nine. Also by this year, several prominent examples 

of suburbanization had sprung up across Alabama, including Bessemer, Girard/Phenix City, 

Sheffield, Alabama City, and Fairfield. The model for this year, however, failed to satisfy the 

Global Statistic for meeting the assumptions of linear regression, no doubt influenced by its 

failure to meet the individual requirement for linearity in the relationship among its variables as 

well. The Moran’s I test for spatial autocorrelation in this decade recorded a p-value of 0.860. 

 The model for the year 1930 contained a total of five statistically-significant predictors 

for city population, with railroad mileage around the cities again proving to be by far the most 

statistically dominant predictor (with a p-value of less than 0.001). In order from most to least 

statistically-significant, the other variables preserved in this year’s model were access to a 

navigable waterway (with a p-value of 0.017); proximity to major deposits of coal and iron ore 

(with a p-value of 0.065); suburbanization (with a p-value of .0070); and proximity to major 

institutional industries (with a p-value of 0.179). The adjusted R2 for the overall model was 

0.809. The urbanization patterns exhibited across the state that were noted in the previous few 

decades again held true in this decade as well, although the suburbs noted from the previous 

year’s model were at this point joined by an additional city, the Birmingham suburb of Tarrant. 

Also noteworthy is the fact that this was the first decade for which institutional industries, as a 

statistically-significant predictor, could count major military installations among their ranks, with 

the likes of Fort Benning, Fort McClellan, and Maxwell Air Force Base all having been firmly 

established as permanent fixtures within their communities by this point. The model for 1930, 

however, still nevertheless failed to meet the assumption of linearity. On the other hand, the test 

for spatial autocorrelation calculated a p-value of 0.562. 
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 In 1940, railroad mileage (with a p-value of less than 0.001) and access to a navigable 

waterway (with a p-value of 0.004) continued to serve as the strongest geographic predictors for 

urban population among Alabama’s major cities. However, a significant change was also 

exhibited in the dropping of proximity to mineral resource deposits as a significant factor 

altogether; in its place, the third-strongest variable actually proved to be the mileage of paved 

federal highways surrounding the twenty largest cities (with a p-value of 0.031), followed 

closely by the final explanatory variable of institutional industries, with a p-value of 0.045. On 

the whole, the model itself possessed an incredibly strong adjusted R2 value of 0.867. From a 

contextual standpoint, this decade is indeed the first in which all major cities in Alabama possess 

mileage of hard-surface roads in or near them. Another interesting development to emerge in this 

decade is the presence of Homewood, a residential suburb of Birmingham that also owns the 

distinction of being the first city since 1880 to lack any direct connection to Alabama’s railroad 

network, among the state’s twenty largest cities. Importantly, this decade’s regression analysis 

also proved to satisfy all four assumptions for linear modeling, the first to do so since 1830. The 

Moran’s I test for spatial autocorrelation in this year found a p-value of 0.678. 

 The model for the year 1950 proved to be the first in which railroad mileage was finally 

supplanted as the strongest predictor for city population in Alabama; in its place, highway 

mileage around the state’s major cities proved to be the more statistically-significant variable, 

although both variables possessed p-values of less than 0.001. These two variables were joined 

by three others in the final model: access to a navigable waterway (with a p-value of 0.001); 

proximity to major institutional industries (with a p-value of 0.012); and proximity to one of the 

state’s major cotton-cultivating regions (with a p-value of 0.013), while the model as a whole 

exhibited an enormous adjusted R2 value of 0.927. The increase in statistical significance 



77 
 

exhibited by institutional industries in comparison to the previous decade corresponds with 

developments such as the opening of several military installations across Alabama during World 

War II, as well as the emergence of Auburn as one of the state’s major cities for the first time. 

Proximity to major zones of cotton cultivation, meanwhile, reemerges for the first time since 

1870, despite the fact that the Coosa River Valley ceased to be counted as a major zone of 

cultivation by 1950 (although the Wiregrass and Sand Mountain had likewise been added since 

the variable’s last appearance as a statistically-significant predictor). The model for 1950, 

however, failed to meet all of the assumptions for linear regression, as it failed to pass 

GVLMA’s Global Statistic test, likely due to its individually-evaluated violation of the 

assumption of linearity. The test for spatial autocorrelation among the cities in this year yielded a 

p-value of 0.688. 

 In 1960, railroads ceased to be considered as a possible geographic predictor for city 

population in Alabama; as such, highway mileage emerged as the single dominant explanatory 

variable in the model for this year, with a p-value of less than 0.001. Meanwhile, proximity to 

one of the state’s major cotton belts came in as the next most statistically-significant variable in 

this decade’s model (with a p-value of 0.011), while access to a navigable waterway proved to be 

the model’s final spatial predictor (with a p-value of 0.047); however, its adjusted R2 dropped 

dramatically to a value of just 0.520. Contextually, this year marks the point at which Huntsville 

experienced rapid and unprecedented population growth, shooting up in rank to become the 

state’s fourth largest city (up ten places from its position a decade prior); meanwhile, it was also 

in this year that Birmingham reached its peak historical population (and the largest population 

possessed by any city in Alabama’s history), with a total of 340,887 residents. Compared to prior 

decades, the year 1960 also saw a decline in the number of major cities sitting along a navigable 
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river, with the number dropping down from nine in the previous decades to only seven in 1960. 

The model for this year, however, did satisfy all of the assumptions of linear regression, while 

the test for spatial autocorrelation among its major cities came up with a p-value of 0.720. 

For the year 1970, the final linear regression model possessed only one statistically-

significant geographic variable: highway mileage around the state’s major cities, which 

possessed a p-value of less than 0.001. Despite the drop in the number of explanatory variables, 

however, the overall model coefficient of determination actually increased from that of the 

previous decade to an adjusted R2 value of 0.630. By this year, a substantial portion of the new 

Interstate Highway Network had been constructed within Alabama. Not surprisingly, many of 

the state’s largest cities (including Mobile, Birmingham, Montgomery, and Gadsden) also 

possessed the greatest mileage of federal highways in the state, while a few cities without direct 

Interstate by this time (including Huntsville and Dothan) also remained ranked among the cities 

with the most mileage thanks to the density of the U.S. Highway network found within and 

around them. As in the previous decade, the linear model for 1970 was found to meet all of the 

assumptions of linear regression. The Moran’s I test for spatial autocorrelation in this year 

yielded a p-value of 0.794. 

 The model for the year 1980 returned to having multiple statistically-significant 

explanatory variables, with highway mileage continuing to be the dominant geographic factor 

(with a p-value of less than 0.001) but also joined by the process of suburbanization (with a p-

value of 0.020) and by proximity to major institutional industries (with a p-value of 0.206). 

Altogether, the variables in the final model accounted for an adjusted R2 value of 0.762. By this 

year, seven of the state’s largest cities also happened to be suburbs of even larger cities 

(especially Birmingham), and as such many of these cities also had a modestly-high amount of 
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federal highway mileage surrounding them; on the other hand, the nineteenth-ranked city of 

Talladega (in its final appearance among the twenty largest cities in the state) actually possessed 

zero miles of federal highways within or near it. While institutional industries by comparison 

were a relatively weak spatial predictor, it is nevertheless noteworthy that by 1980 (and indeed, 

by 1970 as well) all of the public four-year post-secondary institutions found in Alabama today 

had been officially designated as full-fledged universities. Continuing the trend established in 

prior decades, the final model for this year satisfied all assumptions of linear regression. The test 

for possible spatial autocorrelation yielded a p-value of 0.632. 

 In 1990, a total of four statistically-significant variables were included in the final linear 

model for that year: highway mileage (with a p-value of less than 0.001); the process of 

suburbanization (with a p-value of 0.016); proximity to institutional industries (with a p-value of 

0.041); and proximity to nearby mineral resources (with a p-value of 0.113). The adjusted R2 of 

the overall model meanwhile came out to a value of 0.727. From a contextual standpoint, the 

strength of suburbanization as a major predictor for city population increased relative to that 

exhibited in the previous decade’s model; while the number of major cities that were also 

suburbs did not change, almost all of them experienced strong population growth in between the 

years, particularly the city of Hoover, which had previously been the state’s twentieth-largest 

city but by 1990 had become its ninth-largest. Institutional industries also experienced a marked 

increase in their statistical significance as well, although no changes were actually exhibited in 

that dataset between 1980 and 1990. The final model was found to satisfy all of the assumptions 

of linear regression, while the test for spatial autocorrelation resulted in a p-value of 0.646. 

 For the year 2000, the final model returned to possessing only three statistically-

significant variables. Highway mileage around the state’s major cities remained the strongest of 
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the geographic factors (with a p-value of less than 0.001), while institutional industries actually 

overtook suburbanization in statistical significance, with reported p-values of slightly less than 

and slightly greater than 0.005, respectively. The adjusted R2 value for the model in this year 

came out to be 0.811. By this year, all but two of the state’s twenty largest cities, and one of its 

ten largest cities, lacked direct access to Alabama’s Interstate Highway network. Regarding its 

institutional industries, the addition of a newly-designated public university in Columbus, 

Georgia was ultimately offset by the closure of Fort McClellan in Anniston. Meanwhile, in this 

year exactly half of Alabama’s largest cities (including the city of Decatur) were classified as 

suburbs. This year’s final model met all of the assumptions of linear regression, and the Moran’s 

I test for spatial autocorrelation resulted in a p-value of 0.895. 

 The final model, produced for the year 2010, contained four total geographic variables. 

Highway mileage continued to serve as the most statistically-significant variable, possessing a p-

value of less than 0.001. Trailing behind this variable was proximity to institutional industries, 

which registered a p-value of 0.001 and was in turn followed by suburbanization, with a p-value 

of 0.003, and more distantly by proximity to a major cotton-cultivating region, which had a p-

value of 0.204. The model as a whole possessed an adjusted R2 value of 0.828. The urbanization 

patterns noted in prior decades largely held true in 2010 as well; all but one of Alabama’s major 

cities possessed more than fifty miles of federal highways in and around them, while nineteen of 

its largest cities also had at least one significant institutional industry near them, and half of the 

major cities again registered as suburban communities. Once again, the final regression model 

satisfied all of the assumptions of linear regression. The test for spatial autocorrelation among 

the state’s largest cities in 2010 yielded a p-value of 0.734.  
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Figure 4.1 A cartographic approach to visualizing the historical urbanization  
patterns in Alabama.   
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 In a general sense, the analyses of the relationships between the various geographic 

factors found in Alabama and the populations of its largest cities over the past two hundred years 

largely corroborated the assertions that have previously been described as the chief drivers of 

urbanization in the state. Clear and distinct “eras” of urbanization trends can be gleaned from the 

analysis results, and many of the models proved to be highly explanatory despite being entirely 

reliant on only spatially-derived variables. Yet the method developed in this project for 

extracting the strength of these relationships was by no means perfect; many of the decades were 

either missing spatial predictors that were expected to be present or contained final predictors 

whose inclusion were not anticipated. Additionally, many of the models, particularly those from 

the nineteenth century, failed to satisfy all of the assumptions required for linear regression 

analysis, and in one case it was found to be outright impossible to develop a model at all due to 

the lack of any statistically-significant variables. Nevertheless, a significant amount of insight 

into the history of urbanization and its causes in Alabama can still be gleaned from the this 

project; meanwhile, suggestions are also brought forth that could be used to guide future 

attempts at modeling the geographical causes of urban growth that would hopefully allow for 

results that are even more accurate and reliable than those derived from this project.  
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5.1 CORROBORATING RESULTS 

 Almost all of the urbanization modeled in the antebellum period proved to be dominated 

by cities’ proximity to the major cotton belts of the state, and the variable remained a strong 

predictor in the immediate post-bellum period as well (i.e., 1870). With the exception of 1830, 

however, each of these models ultimately failed to meet all of the assumptions of linear 

regression. However, this fact is almost certainly predicated on the existence on a key outlier in 

most of the city population datasets: the city of Mobile, which was by far the state’s largest city 

by 1840 despite the fact that it was located a significant distance away from the nearest region of 

significant cotton cultivation. This observation is also reinforced by the relatively low values in 

the coefficients of determination for the models which possessed only cotton cultivation as a 

predictor, and indeed it ultimately corroborates the assertion previously made by Goldfield 

(1981) that urbanization based around the cultivation and distribution of cotton rarely produced 

large cities—thus making the cities of Mobile and, to a lesser extent, Montgomery exceptions to 

the rule that ultimately weaken the explanatory strength of the resultant models, but solidify the 

conclusions previously asserted by Goldfield.  

 On the other hand, proximity to major deposits of coal and iron ore became a statistically-

significant factor for Alabama’s urban populations by 1880, corresponding with its inclusion as a 

predictor for the first time in that decade thanks to the establishment of Birmingham and 

Anniston in the early 1870s. Though it never proved to be the predictor with the lower p-value in 

any decade, proximity to mineral resources indeed proved to be the second-strongest predictor up 

until 1900—coincident with Birmingham’s formative years—and remained a secondary or 

tertiary predictor all the way until 1940—by which point the Great Depression had largely 

brought Alabama’s iron and steel industries to a halt—, during which time Birmingham became 
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one of the largest cities in the Southeastern United States and many other centers of heavy 

industry, such as Bessemer, Anniston, and Gadsden, also ranked among the state’s largest cities. 

The variable never appeared without being accompanied with at least one other variable in any 

given model, which thus also leads to the suggestion that geographic access to the state’s coal 

and iron ore deposits could not alone account for urbanization in Alabama, and that its 

exploitation was intricately tied with the availability of a particular non-geographic factor: access 

to sufficient capital, which itself was not analyzed in this project but at the very least can be 

considered to be represented in proxy by the density of a city’s railroad network (and indeed, 

mineral resources as an explanatory variable was almost always paired in the models with 

railroad mileage in some capacity).  

 Similarly, railroad mileage quickly became the strongest predictor for models of urban 

population in the late nineteenth century and continued to be the most statistically-significant 

until after World War II. No doubt, this trend clearly corresponds with the historical rise and 

growth of many new urban centers across the state—including Birmingham, Anniston, Dothan, 

Troy, and Greenville—, while also corresponding with the continued and increasing growth of 

cities that had already been major urban center prior to their arrival. Perhaps equally remarkable, 

however, is the degree to which railroads were the most statistically-significant variable, with all 

probability values related to the variable coming out to be less than 0.001 between 1900 and 

1950; though such a finding by no means explicitly proves that railroads alone were the single 

greatest key to urban size and growth for all major towns and cities across Alabama, it is 

certainly evidence which suggests that all of the state’s largest cities were indeed impacted by 

the iron horse to some degree. 
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 From 1950 on, however, the variable of highway mileage largely took on the role that 

railroads had previously assumed as a transportation network that also imparted a significant 

impact on urban growth in the state. Just barely overtaking railroads as the most statistically 

significant model variable in the year 1950—by which the dominance of highways had largely 

been decided in the broader historical context—, highways nevertheless proved to have strong 

statistical significance from that point on, never possessing a p-value above 0.001 after World 

War II; meanwhile, its emergence as a model variable at all in 1940 neatly coincides with the 

rapid expansion of the U.S. Highway system in Alabama, albeit one that at the time was still not 

quite able to compete with railroads as a transportation network that could connect the entire 

state. Yet the models for years in which highways alone were the primary significant variable 

often yielded relatively low adjusted R2 values, thus reinforcing the notion that highways alone 

could not explain the sizes of Alabama’s largest cities even in this era. Further explanatory 

power was ultimately lent by the combination of suburbanization and institutional industries, 

which from 1980 on appear to have accounted for a substantial amount of the explanation 

underlying city size in this period. Considering all of these variables together, then, the models 

representing Alabama’s cities in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries indeed reflect 

their history quite well: from the meteoric rise of Huntsville as a major center of military-related 

activity to the noteworthy expansion of Alabama’s chief university towns and the rapid growth 

of its various highway-bound suburbs like Hoover and Madison, the performance of the methods 

employed in this project are perhaps at their strongest in the last few decades of the study period. 
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5.2 CONTRADICTING RESULTS 

 One of the more surprising results to emerge from this analysis was the outright lack a 

linear model for the year 1820, apparently resulting from the automated backwards variable 

selection method’s inability to extract any statistically-significant predictors of city population 

for that period. This may have occurred for a number of reasons; perhaps most noticeably, the 

sample in that year consisted of only nine cities—by far the lowest of any decade’s sample size, 

but one borne out of the sheer fact that population data for the fledgling towns in Alabama’s 

formative years was often difficult to come across. Another factor that may have contributed to 

the lack of a linear model in this year is the sheer fact that the sample consists of cities that 

largely possessed the same characteristics, regardless of their population: all nine cities were 

county seats, and all but one city could be found on a navigable waterway, which thus suggests 

that the selection method was ultimately unable to find a variable that was able to successfully 

account for variation within the population values since there was very little variation within 

their own respective values. On the other hand, proximity to the state’s cotton-cultivating regions 

proved to possess more variation within its values; this variation, however, was insufficient for 

producing a statistically-significant linear relationship that could yield a final predictor. 

 The other major surprise to come out of the antebellum period in this analysis was the 

lack of access to navigable waterways ever appearing as a statistically-significant explanatory 

variable in this period. At a glance, it would appear that such a relationship should exist, 

especially when the likes of Mobile, Montgomery, Tuscaloosa, Wetumpka, Selma, and many 

other notable cities during this period could all be found on a navigable river. It is also true, 

however, that many of the cities that possessed relatively low populations relative to the rest of 

the samples used in the analysis, such as Gainesville or Demopolis, could also be found on 
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navigable waterways; conversely, there were often larger settlements, such as Huntsville and 

Tuscumbia, that ranked high within the given samples yet did not possess direct river access. The 

failure for navigable waterway access to be a statistically-significant variable in the antebellum 

period, however, is perhaps less surprising than it may appear to be on the surface. As discussed 

by Jackson (1995), access to a navigable river could not alone sustain the growth and prosperity 

of settlements in early Alabama, with the most successful river towns instead possessing other 

advantages in addition to their riverine access, such as a fertile hinterland or political activity; 

furthermore, he noted that waterway development often took on the form of planters’ choosing to 

construct their own personal river landings rather than rely on towns and villages to serve as the 

inland ports for their cotton anyway. Thus, while this particular result was surprising, it is also 

one that appears to substantiate, rather than contradict, the topic’s historical underpinnings.  

 Access to navigable waterways did emerge as a statistically-significant variable, 

however, in the early twentieth century. This result was likewise surprising given the historical 

narrative’s emphasis on the sheer dominance of the railroad as the chief mode of transportation 

for both people and goods by this point in Alabama’s history. It is true that the state’s rivers 

continued to be used for the transport of bulk goods during this time, and that cities such as 

Mobile, Tuscaloosa, Florence, Sheffield, and even Birmingham (via its rail connection to the 

small community of Birmingport) all made use of the state’s improved waterways to varying 

extents. Nevertheless, it is difficult to simultaneous ascertain from the historical record that the 

use of Alabama’s rivers in this manner was ultimately a conduit for urban growth and 

development between 1910 and 1940. One potential explanation is that the seemingly-strong 

relationship between river access and population was largely influenced by the fact that about 

half of the cities in each of the decades in question possessed river access, and that the cities 
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which tended to rank among the most populous in each sample also tended to be ones that did 

possess direct river access (with the obvious exception to this rule being Birmingham, which 

despite having direct river access was by this point Alabama’s unquestionably largest city). This 

phenomenon, however, may very well be an indirect result of the fact that many of the state’s 

largest cities in the antebellum period (most of which were indeed found on navigable rivers) 

were able to maintain their relative positions, despite their continued growth and significance 

often being derived from other sources after the Civil War (such as railroads or a new military 

installation). With this in mind, then, it remains clear that the methods employed for this analysis 

appear to have ultimately overestimated the explanatory power of rivers in this era. 

 Similarly, it appears that railroads were likewise overestimated in their importance as 

predictors for population in the years 1860 and 1870. Despite the presence of railroads in many 

of Alabama’s major towns and cities by this time, the historical record indicates that rivers 

remained the chief method of transportation, and the railroad network of the state as a whole was 

largely disjointed when compared to its river system—to such an extent, in fact, that the regions 

of North, Central, and South Alabama were only seamlessly connected by rail to one another 

within the state itself after 1871. It is important to note, however, that the method of analysis 

used for this project was based solely around the measurement of the density of a city’s railroad 

network rather than what might otherwise be considered its “operational effectiveness”—i.e., its 

ability to actually facilitate the movement of people and goods between markets, ports, and other 

places of interest. Furthermore, it is interesting to note that the cities which possessed a direct 

railroad connection at all in this period also tended to be cities which were already confirmed to 

be major centers of trade and commerce in prior decades (such as Mobile, Montgomery, and 

Huntsville). Conversely, there appears to have been no examples of the “boom town” 



89 
 

phenomenon occurring in these particular years due to the presence of railroads (as would later 

happen with cities like Birmingham, Opelika, and Dothan), which would seem to suggest that the 

issue of causality regarding railroads and urban populations that was previously discussed may 

actually be one that is sensitive to the particular place and time period in which it is being 

discussed; thus, it appears that, at least in the late antebellum and early postbellum Deep South, 

railroads may very well have been brought about by preexisting population centers rather than 

being the cause of population growth.  

 Finally, it would appear that the methods used in this analysis had a tendency to 

overestimate the strength of the two area-based geographic factors—cotton-cultivating regions 

and deposits of mineral resources—in the latter half of the twentieth century. Despite the prior 

literature making it clear that cotton cultivation and proximity to coal and iron ore had ceased to 

play a major role in Alabama’s urbanization by the 1940s and the 1970s, respectively, the two 

variables independently reemerged as statistically-significant variables at different times in the 

years after World War II, with proximity to cotton-cultivating regions reemerging in 1950 and 

1960, and proximity to coal and iron ore appearing as a variable in 1990. In the case of cotton 

cultivation, the likely culprit for this discrepancy is the massive growth of Huntsville in this 

time—particularly by 1960—, as well as the continued relative importance of other cities found 

in the state’s cotton-cultivating regions, including Montgomery, Dothan, Decatur, and Florence. 

The reemergence of mineral resources as a variable in 1990, meanwhile, can probably be best 

explained by the proximity of Birmingham’s various suburbs to these mineral resources as well, 

though it is important to note that, apart from Bessemer, these cities were established explicitly 

as residential communities rather than industrial suburbs and thus would not have actively made 

use of the region’s mineral deposits.  
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5.3 STUDY LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

 Despite the unexpected irregularities noted in the results noted above, as a whole the 

methods employed in this study were able to yield results that mirror the prior historical 

literature on the subject of urbanization in Alabama. Three distinct eras can be clearly gleaned 

based on the explanatory variable that possesses the greatest statistical significance in each 

decade: between 1830 and 1860, the strongest predictor was proximity to a major cotton-

cultivating region, while the years between 1880 and 1940 mark those in which railroad mileage 

predominated and the years between 1960 and 2010 represent those during which highway 

mileage provided the most predictive strength; the years 1870 and 1950, meanwhile, represent 

years of transition in which a new predictor becomes the most statistically-significant 

explanatory variable, though both it and the variable with the most statistical significance in prior 

decades ultimately possess similar p-values. Nevertheless, it is clear that the methods used to 

derive these broader eras of urbanization in Alabama can be further adjusted and modified in 

order to identify and quantify the statistical significance of additional explanatory variables that 

more accurately depict the circumstances that characterized Alabama’s urban patterns over the 

course of its history; within the ranks of the lesser (but ultimately still statistically-significant) 

predictor variables, the employed methods thus far appear to at times be susceptible to 

determining that variables which have been noted to have had relatively little impact on urban 

population and growth for the time period in question to nevertheless register as being final 

model predictors.  

 One of the more obvious adjustments that could be made to this project in future studies 

would be the inclusion of more than the twenty largest cities in Alabama when performing the 

spatial tests and regression analysis in each decade. While it is true that the stated intent of this 
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project was indeed to develop a means by which to statistically analyze the geographic variables 

that appear to most strongly influence the populations of the state’s largest cities, it is also true 

that the sample size chosen here for such an analysis might be overly narrow in scope and thus 

fails to encapsulate the conditions that drive urbanization in many of the state’s smaller cities as 

well, places that would otherwise indeed be considered properly as “urban” as most of the cities 

that feature in each decade’s list of major cities. Such a change may fix the problem exhibited by 

variables which qualitatively appear to be significant influences on urban population (such as 

river access in the antebellum period or proximity to institutional industries in the mid-twentieth 

century) yet ultimately register as being non-significant by inducing greater variation within the 

independent variables and thus reducing the likelihood of them exhibiting homogeneity that 

otherwise nullifies their potential significance. This limitation on the number of cities sampled in 

each decade was ultimately imposed by the fact that reliable population data for the vast majority 

of towns and cities in antebellum Alabama is difficult to come across, though it nevertheless 

equally possible that additional research could yield significantly more population values and 

thus render this problem moot (though this possibility is probably far less likely to be the case in 

the state’s formative years of 1820 and 1830).  

 One other limitation imposed by the use of cities as the geographical unit of study is the 

fact that municipal boundaries—and, in turn, the number of residents found within them—are 

often rather arbitrarily-defined and thus do not always encapsulate the full scope of a city’s true 

urban character, with the remainder often being encompassed within independent suburbs (most 

of which are too small to rank among the twenty largest cities) or unincorporated census-

designated places. One alternative means of approaching this topic would thus be to conduct the 

analysis using other geographic units, such as urban areas (defined by population density) or 
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Metropolitan Statistical Areas (defined by commuting patterns), that may prove to be more 

representative of the importance of Alabama’s cities relative to one another (for example, the 

municipal population of Birmingham represents only a fifth of its metropolitan area population). 

This approach, however, would likely only be viable for analysis conducted in the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries, since these geographic units were not defined in a manner reminiscent to 

their modern conception prior to 1950 (Ratcliffe 2015; Ross and Levine 2005), and attempts to 

approximate these geographies in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries would be difficult, 

if not outright impossible, due to the lack of available data. The issue of arbitrary boundaries is 

not necessarily resolved using these units either, since urban areas are delineated using census 

tracts and Metropolitan Statistical Areas are constructed at the county level, both of which are 

defined with some degree of arbitrariness. Furthermore, while the issue of underrepresentation 

for smaller suburbs is eliminated using either of these geographic unit types, the process by 

which politically-independent suburbanization is measured for this analysis is likewise removed 

and must be restructured in order to accommodate such changes. These pitfalls aside, however, 

the employment of urban areas of Metropolitan Statistical Areas in the place of cities would 

perhaps provide for a more complete and all-encompassing means of studying the process of 

urbanization and its underlying causes in Alabama, albeit most likely being limited to the time 

periods for which data which includes these geographic units can be used.  

Improvements could also be made to the way in which institutional industries are 

considered through the analysis. Since the variable is measured using a literature-based, but 

otherwise arbitrary weighting scheme, it is possible that further tweaks could be made to the 

weighting system so that the analysis more accurately accounts for each of the institution types. 

Once potential change would be to switch around the relative weight values of state capital status 
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and proximity to a major military installation (since one could reasonably argue that the latter 

has indeed imparted a greater impact on urban size and population over time); another might be 

to lower the value associated with county seat status to better represent its overall limitations as a 

impactor on urban growth. Alternatively, it may be more prudent to assign values to each 

institutional industry that are subject to change over time, dependent ultimately on the historical 

conditions that would have allowed them to impart more significance at one time than another. 

One final adjustment might be the inclusion of major shipping port facilities as an institutional 

industry (i.e., those found at Mobile, but also those present at Blakeley in its short time as an 

official port of entry (Amos 1985)), since at present they are represented only by these cities’ 

access to a navigable river yet simultaneously possess a different set of economic underpinnings 

and characteristics compared to inland river towns, given their wider contact with the global 

trade network, that ultimately make them viable to have their importance represented through 

other means in the analysis as well.   

A possible change that could be made to the way in which cities’ relationships with 

navigable waterways are tested is for the analysis to be conducted on the basis on its distance to 

the nearest river segment, in a manner reminiscent to the way in which cities’ proximities to 

cotton-cultivating regions or major mineral deposits is conducted, as an alternative to the 

currently-used binary approach to determining river access using a 1.5 mile buffer. This 

alteration would introduce additional variance into the values representing river access that may 

in turn make it easier for the variable to register as a statistically-significant variable in the 

antebellum period, while also accounting for a more nuanced exploration of cities that possessed 

or lacked nearby access to a major waterway, as well as those found at intermediate distances 
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and thus benefited from the transportation advantages they provided as well, but to a lesser 

extent than those which could be found directly on one.  

Out of the nineteen models constructed for this project, slightly more than half (eleven) 

of them were found to violate at least one of the assumptions of linear regression. In nearly all of 

these cases, the chief culprit underlying these violations was the presence of one or more outliers 

within the city population datasets: in much of the antebellum period, the outlier was the city of 

Mobile, while by the beginning of the twentieth century the chief outlier had become 

Birmingham. In both eras, these cities vastly outstripped all other cities in Alabama in terms of 

population growth, which thus made it difficult for an assumption-satisfying analysis to be 

conducted. For the purposes of this project, however, these failures to satisfy the assumptions of 

linear regression are not necessarily alarming, as the models themselves are not intended to be 

used for predictive purposes; rather, they were created for the sole purpose of determining which 

variables were the most statistically-significant for visualization purposes. Additionally, as stated 

previously, the failure of the models to satisfy the assumptions also provides further insight into 

urbanization as it existed at a statewide level, suggesting wherever it failed that the trends that 

impacted the majority of the state’s major cities did not necessarily hold true for the state’s 

primate city, in which other factors may have played a role in contributing to its status as the 

overwhelmingly largest city in Alabama.  

One final consideration to make concerns the fact that each model that was ultimately 

created in this project is not necessarily equal in its predictive or explanatory potential. 

Coefficients of determination across the nineteen models range greatly in value, with the lowest 

adjusted R2 values often being found in models with only one or two variables—suggesting 

perhaps that much of the remaining variance by making use of additional variables that were not 
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implemented in this analysis, although large R2 values likewise do not necessarily indicate that 

the models possessing them are “more” correct by any means. Potential biases in the models, 

especially those that violate the assumptions of linear regression, meanwhile bring forth the 

possibility that alternative, nonlinear forms of regression may be preferred in order to more 

adequately study the processes underlying urbanization in Alabama over its history, a topic 

whose innate complexities understandably make it difficult to perfectly model using linear 

regression alone. Regardless of the statistical means used to conduct such an analysis, however, 

none of their results should be taken as infallible, and they should instead be treated merely as a 

numerical exploration into the possible variables that have most influenced Alabama’s 

urbanization over time. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

Over the course of its history, the state of Alabama has undergone several dramatic and 

significant changes that have over time shaped the very identity of the state. From its earliest 

days as the heart of the America’s Cotton Kingdom in the antebellum period to emerging as the 

center of industry in the Southeastern United States during the early twentieth century and a 

growing hub for science, technology, and education by the start of the twenty-first century, in 

many ways Alabama has experienced a remarkable, if not also at times tumultuous and tragic, 

journey that stands unique among the states of the Union. Central to this chronicle have been 

Alabama’s cities, the hubs of settlement, trade, politics, and transportation that have spearheaded 

much of the state’s economic success and identity alike, while also being subjected to the very 

same forces that have ultimately shaped and transformed the rest of the state. Though it is a state 

that has long possessed a largely-rural character, Alabama’s story is also one that can stake a 

claim to some of the greatest examples of urbanization in the storied tradition of the phenomenon 

in the United States as a whole.  

This project ultimately aimed to serve as just one angle through which to explore and 

review the story of urbanization in Alabama. Its primary goal was to develop a relatively simple 

method for statistically analyzing the chief contributors to determining what cities would rank 

among the twenty largest in the state within any given decade using multiple linear regression, 

and then to evaluate to what extent the results of these models relayed the story of Alabama’s 

history as previously discussed in the prior literature. On the whole, the efforts at modeling the 



97 
 

relationships between various geographical features across Alabama and the populations of its 

major cities were largely successful in capturing the strongest predictors in each decade, though 

secondary explanatory variables often failed to fully reflect the historical realities of urbanization 

in Alabama to the most accurate possible degree. Nevertheless, it was at the very least able to 

succinctly delineate eras in which urban populations were most strongly associated with cotton 

cultivation, significant railroad access, and dependable highway access, as well as the transitions 

between these distinct periods in the state’s history.  

When undertaking this project, one of the other hopes was to develop a system of 

methods and procedures for examining the relationship between city population and other 

geographic factors that would ultimately be transferable to the application of studying other 

states, territories, and countries alike. While the geographic factors discussed and analyzed here 

were tailored for a study concerning the state of Alabama specifically, it is not at all 

inconceivable that a project similar to this one could also be undertaken for another part of the 

nation or world that, on the surface, might otherwise seem entirely different from Alabama in 

both its historical and geographical conditions. Regions used to represent cotton cultivation in 

this study, for example, could be easily replaced with those representing significant acreage of 

food crops in places where such agricultural activity has historical predominated, while the 

mineral resources found in Alabama could be substituted with major deposits of other earth 

resources, such as petroleum or precious metals. Meanwhile, all of the transportation methods 

and networks previously addressed can also be found throughout much of the world, and the 

same can be said for the various institutional industries, as well as the process of 

suburbanization, that were represented in this study. Furthermore, it is entirely possible—if not 

outright likely—that other parts of the nation and the world would require the development of 
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altogether new techniques in order to effectively study, all of which should be able to be easily 

implemented into the framework established here, which in itself ultimately remains ripe for 

refinement and improvement by those who attempt to conduct a similar topic of research ion the 

future. Finally, because this analysis was conducted entirely through the use of free and open 

source software, financial and licensing restrains should ultimately pose little hindrance for any 

who hope to conduct a similar investigation of a place beyond the borders of Alabama, 

regardless of where in the world these scholars may originate.  

In many ways, however, this project also served as a concentrated effort to uncover and 

combine a plethora of sources and information of all different varieties and origins to drive forth 

the development of a cohesive narrative through which to better understand the history of 

Alabama and its cities. From its modern metropolises to its forgotten ghost towns, each of 

Alabama’s major towns and cities over the past two centuries have ultimately proven to be far 

more unique than they may otherwise appear to be on the surface, each of them accounting for a 

different set of contextual and geographical circumstances that ultimately guided—if not also at 

times complicated—the pursuit of interpreting immense amounts of data and sources that 

spanned vast distances of both space and time. Yet such an endeavor ultimately proved to be as 

rewarding as it was challenging, and it is one of the hopes of this project that the facts, data, and 

interpretations presented in this project may ultimately prove to be of use for others who likewise 

hope to someday explore the history of Alabama and its cities in their own scholarly pursuits.  

History, in the most basic of the word’s meanings, serves as the retelling of the events 

that, when taken together, ultimately brought about the world as it exists in the present. Yet as 

with any other type of story, history cannot be told in full without an understanding of the aspect 

of its setting—of the where. Geography thus works as the ideal complement to history, providing 
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the crucial context of location that in turn often informs the characters, the actions, the causes, 

and the means through which the world was ultimately shaped. Thus, while geography and 

history, by their very definitions, cannot necessarily tell us what the future will yield for any 

person, place, or community, what is certainly true is that the illuminations of the past that they 

provide are perhaps the best ways by which to guide one’s understanding of how the future 

might unfold. It is my hope, then, that this study has been able to do as much for the state of 

Alabama: to provide a streamlined framework through which to understand the historical 

developments underpinning urbanization in the state, one whose results may in turn shed light on 

the path that Alabama and its cities might subsequently face in the years still yet to come. 
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APPENDIX 

8.1 Population tables 

The following tables show the population values used when conducting the regression analysis 
for the twenty years examined in this thesis.  

 

1820 

City Population Source Notes 
Claiborne 2,500 Southern Recorder 1821 Given as 2,700 in Blowe 1820 
Mobile 1,500 Amos 1985  
Huntsville 1,150 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
St. Stephens 1,000 Darby 1823; Morse and Morse 1823 Both figures from 1819 
Tuscaloosa 700 Worcester 1823 Population from 1821 
Blakeley 600 Darby 1823  
Montgomery 600 Clark 1888 Population from January 1821 
Cahawba 575 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Florence 500 Worcester 1823 Population from 1821 

 

1830 

City Population Source Notes 
Mobile 3,914 U.S. Census Bureau  
Claiborne 2,650 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Huntsville 1,950 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Tuscaloosa 1,600 Goodrich 1832; Chapin 1835  
Florence 1,500 Darby and Dwight, Jr. 1833  
Montgomery 1,500 Baird 1832 Given as 1,450 in Williams 1941 
Selma 300 Royall 1831; Smith 1854 Average of each source’s value 
Marion 250 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Cahawba 230 Chapin 1835 Mistyped in source as “2,300” 
Washington 200 Royall 1831  
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1840 

City Population Source Notes 
Mobile 12,672 U.S. Census Bureau  
Wetumpka 2,600 Haskel and Smith 1844; McCulloch and Haskel 1844  
Huntsville 2,496 Haskel and Smith 1844  
Montgomery 2,179 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 2,000 Haskel and Smith 1844; McCulloch and Haskel 1844  
Tuscumbia 2,000 Haskel and Smith 1844; McCulloch and Haskel 1844  
Tuscaloosa 1,949 U.S. Census Bureau  
Eufaula 1,250 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Gainesville 1,200 Haskel and Smith 1844; McCulloch and Haskel 1844  
Selma 1,053 Hardy 1879  
Marion 1,000 Haskel and Smith 1844; McCulloch and Haskel 1844  
Claiborne 900 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Greensboro 875 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Cahawba 825 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Talladega 600 Haskel and Smith 1844  
Pickensville 500 Haskel and Smith 1844  
Tuskegee 400 Buckingham 1842; Haskel and Smith 1844 Average of each 

source’s value 
Bellefonte 400 Haskel and Smith 1844; McCulloch and Haskel 1844  
Abbeville 400 Haskel and Smith 1844  
Decatur 340 U.S. Census return for Morgan Co.  

 

1850 

City Population Source Notes 
Mobile 20,515 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 4,728 Williams 1941  
Wetumpka 3,016 Callicot 1853; Fisher 1853  
Tuscaloosa 2,961 Callicot 1853; Fisher 1853  
Huntsville 2,863 U.S. Census Bureau  
Eufaula 2,750 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Cahawba 2,500 Fry 1908  
Tuscumbia 2,000 Callicot 1853 Given as 2,300 in Fisher 1853 
Selma 1,728 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuskegee 1,563 De Bow 1854  
Marion 1,544 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gainesville 1,500 De Bow 1854  
Talladega 1,320 U.S. Census Bureau  
Greensboro 1,265 Alabama Beacon 1850  
Florence 1,170 Callicot 1853; Smith 1855  
Eutaw 1,085 Alabama Beacon 1850  
Athens 991 U.S. Census Bureau  
Demopolis 812 U.S. Census Bureau  
Camden 800 De Bow 1854  
Girard 748 De Bow 1854  
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1860 

City Population Source Notes 
Mobile 29,258 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 8,843 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 3,989 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 3,634 U.S. Census Bureau  
Wetumpka 3,500 Baldwin 1867  
Selma 3,177 U.S. Census Bureau  
Eufaula 3,000 Disturnell 1867  
Kingston 1,960 U.S. Census Bureau  
Cahawba 1,920 U.S. Census Bureau  
Greensboro 1,600 Yerby 1908  
Tuscumbia 1,600 Long 1863  
Tuskegee 1,550 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Marion 1,408 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 1,395 U.S. Census Bureau  
Eutaw 1,350 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Gainesville 1,250 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Demopolis 1,200 Smith 2003 Census figure of 473 is missing its slave population 
LaFayette 1,113 U.S. Census Bureau  
Camden 1,075 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 
Prattville 1,050 Interpolated See Appendix 8.2 

 

1870 

City Population Source Notes 
Mobile 32,034 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 10,588 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 6,484 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 4,907 U.S. Census Bureau  
Eufaula 3,185 U.S. Census Bureau  
Greenville 2,856 U.S. Census Bureau  
Marion 2,646 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 2,003 U.S. Census Bureau  
Talladega 1,933 U.S. Census Bureau  
Grantville 1,761 U.S. Census Bureau  
Greensboro 1,760 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 1,689 U.S. Census Bureau  
Demopolis 1,539 U.S. Census Bureau  
Eutaw 1,500 Brewer 1872  
Gadsden 1,500 Brewer 1872  
Tuskegee 1,500 Brewer 1872  
Whistler 1,500 Brewer 1872  
Union Springs 1,455 U.S. Census Bureau  
Uniontown 1,444 U.S. Census Bureau  
LaFayette 1,382 U.S. Census Bureau  
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1880 

City Population Source Notes 
Mobile 29,132 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 16,713 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 7,520 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 4,977 U.S. Census Bureau  
Girard 4,449 Interpolated Sum of population of Girard (2,225, interpolated) 

and Phenix City (2,224); see Appendix 8.2 
Eufaula 3,836 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 3,245 U.S. Census Bureau  
Birmingham 3,086 U.S. Census Bureau  
Greenville 2,471 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 2,418 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuskegee 2,370 U.S. Census Bureau  
Troy 2,294 U.S. Census Bureau  
Marion 2,074 U.S. Census Bureau  
Union Springs 1,862 U.S. Census Bureau  
Greensboro 1,833 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 1,697 U.S. Census Bureau  
Demopolis 1,389 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscumbia 1,369 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 1,359 U.S. Census Bureau  
Whistler 1,333 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

1890 

City Population Source Notes 
Mobile 31,076 U.S. Census Bureau  
Birmingham 26,178 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 21,883 U.S. Census Bureau  
Anniston 9,998 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 7,995 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 7,622 U.S. Census Bureau  
Phenix City 6,975 U.S. Census Bureau; 

Interpolated 
Sum of population of Girard (3,275, interpolated) 
and Phenix City (3,700); see Appendix 8.2 

Decatur 6,330 U.S. Census Bureau Sum of population of Decatur (2,765) and New 
Decatur (3,565) 

Florence 6,012 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 4,544 U.S. Census Bureau  
Eufaula 4,394 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 4,215 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 3,703 U.S. Census Bureau  
Troy 3,449 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 2,901 U.S. Census Bureau  
Greenville 2,806 U.S. Census Bureau  
Sheffield 2,731 U.S. Census Bureau  
Fort Payne 2,698 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscumbia 2,491 U.S. Census Bureau  
Talladega 2,063 U.S. Census Bureau  
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1900 

City Population Source Notes 
Mobile 38,469 U.S. Census Bureau  
Birmingham 38,415 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 30,346 U.S. Census Bureau  
Anniston 9,695 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 8,713 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 8,068 U.S. Census Bureau  
Phenix City 8,003 U.S. Census Bureau Sum of population of Girard (3,840) and Phenix City 

(4,163) 
Decatur 7,551 U.S. Census Bureau Sum of population of Decatur (3,114) and New 

Decatur (4,437) 
Florence 6,478 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 6,358 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 5,094 U.S. Census Bureau  
Talladega 5,056 U.S. Census Bureau  
Eufaula 4,532 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 4,282 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 4,245 U.S. Census Bureau  
Troy 4,097 U.S. Census Bureau  
Pratt City 3,485 U.S. Census Bureau  
Sheffield 3,333 U.S. Census Bureau  
Dothan 3,275 U.S. Census Bureau  
Greenville 3,162 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

1910 

City Population Source Notes 
Birmingham 132,685 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mobile 51,521 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 38,136 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 13,649 U.S. Census Bureau  
Anniston 12,794 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 10,864 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 10,557 U.S. Census Bureau  
Decatur 10,346 U.S. Census Bureau Sum of population of Decatur (4,228) and New 

Decatur (6,118) 
Phenix City 8,770 U.S. Census Bureau Sum of population of Girard (4,125) and Phenix City 

(4,555) 
Tuscaloosa 8,407 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 7,611 U.S. Census Bureau  
Dothan 7,016 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 6,689 U.S. Census Bureau  
Talladega 5,854 U.S. Census Bureau  
Troy 4,961 U.S. Census Bureau  
Sheffield 4,865 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 4,734 U.S. Census Bureau  
Alabama City 4,313 U.S. Census Bureau  
Eufaula 4,259 U.S. Census Bureau  
Union Springs 4,055 U.S. Census Bureau  

 



115 
 

1920 

City Population Source Notes 
Birmingham 178,806 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mobile 60,777 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 43,464 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 18,674 U.S. Census Bureau  
Anniston 17,734 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 15,589 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 14,737 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 11,996 U.S. Census Bureau  
Decatur 11,804 U.S. Census Bureau Sum of population of Decatur (4,752) and Albany 

(7,052) 
Florence 10,529 U.S. Census Bureau  
Phenix City 10,374 U.S. Census Bureau Sum of population of Girard (4,942) and Phenix City 

(5,432) 
Dothan 10,034 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 8,018 U.S. Census Bureau  
Sheffield 6,682 U.S. Census Bureau  
Talladega 6,546 U.S. Census Bureau  
Troy 5,696 U.S. Census Bureau  
Alabama City 5,432 U.S. Census Bureau  
Fairfield 5,003 U.S. Census Bureau  
Lanett 4,976 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 4,960 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

1930 

City Population Source Notes 
Birmingham 259,678 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mobile 68,202 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 66,079 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 24,042 U.S. Census Bureau  
Anniston 22,345 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 20,721 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 20,659 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 18,012 U.S. Census Bureau  
Dothan 16,046 U.S. Census Bureau  
Decatur 15,593 U.S. Census Bureau  
Phenix City 13,862 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 11,729 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 11,554 U.S. Census Bureau  
Fairfield 11,059 U.S. Census Bureau  
Alabama City 8,544 U.S. Census Bureau  
Talladega 7,596 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tarrant 7,341 U.S. Census Bureau  
Troy 6,814 U.S. Census Bureau  
Sheffield 6,221 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 6,156 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

 



116 
 

1940 

City Population Source Notes 
Birmingham 267,583 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mobile 78,720 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 78,084 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 36,975 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 27,493 U.S. Census Bureau  
Anniston 25,523 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 22,826 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 19,834 U.S. Census Bureau  
Dothan 17,194 U.S. Census Bureau  
Decatur 16,604 U.S. Census Bureau  
Phenix City 15,351 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 15,043 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 13,050 U.S. Census Bureau  
Fairfield 11,703 U.S. Census Bureau  
Talladega 9,298 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 8,487 U.S. Census Bureau  
Sheffield 7,933 U.S. Census Bureau  
Homewood 7,397 U.S. Census Bureau  
Troy 7,055 U.S. Census Bureau  
Andalusia 6,886 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

1950 

City Population Source Notes 
Birmingham 326,037 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mobile 129,009 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 106,525 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 55,725 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 46,396 U.S. Census Bureau  
Anniston 31,066 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 28,445 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 23,879 U.S. Census Bureau  
Phenix City 23,305 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 22,840 U.S. Census Bureau  
Dothan 21,584 U.S. Census Bureau  
Decatur 19,974 U.S. Census Bureau  
Prichard 19,014 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 16,437 U.S. Census Bureau  
Fairfield 13,177 U.S. Census Bureau  
Talladega 13,134 U.S. Census Bureau  
Auburn 12,939 U.S. Census Bureau  
Homewood 12,866 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 12,295 U.S. Census Bureau  
Sheffield 10,767 U.S. Census Bureau  
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1960 

City Population Source Notes 
Birmingham 340,887 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mobile 202,779 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 134,393 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 72,365 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 63,370 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 58,088 U.S. Census Bureau  
Prichard 47,371 U.S. Census Bureau  
Anniston 33,657 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 33,054 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 31,649 U.S. Census Bureau  
Dothan 31,440 U.S. Census Bureau  
Decatur 29,217 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 28,385 U.S. Census Bureau  
Phenix City 27,630 U.S. Census Bureau  
Homewood 20,289 U.S. Census Bureau  
Talladega 17,742 U.S. Census Bureau  
Auburn 16,261 U.S. Census Bureau  
Fairfield 15,816 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 15,678 U.S. Census Bureau  
Sheffield 13,491 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

1970 

City Population Source Notes 
Birmingham 300,910 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mobile 190,026 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 137,802 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 133,386 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 65,773 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 53,928 U.S. Census Bureau  
Prichard 41,578 U.S. Census Bureau  
Decatur 38,044 U.S. Census Bureau  
Dothan 36,733 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 34,031 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 33,428 U.S. Census Bureau  
Anniston 31,533 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 27,379 U.S. Census Bureau  
Phenix City 25,281 U.S. Census Bureau  
Auburn 22,767 U.S. Census Bureau  
Homewood 21,245 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mountain Brook 19,474 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 19,027 U.S. Census Bureau  
Talladega 17,662 U.S. Census Bureau  
Enterprise 15,591 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

 

 



118 
 

1980 

City Population Source Notes 
Birmingham 284,413 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mobile 200,452 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 177,857 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 142,513 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 75,211 U.S. Census Bureau  
Dothan 48,750 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 47,565 U.S. Census Bureau  
Decatur 42,002 U.S. Census Bureau  
Prichard 39,541 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 37,029 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 31,729 U.S. Census Bureau  
Anniston 29,523 U.S. Census Bureau  
Auburn 28,471 U.S. Census Bureau  
Phenix City 26,928 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 26,684 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 21,896 U.S. Census Bureau  
Homewood 21,412 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mountain Brook 19,718 U.S. Census Bureau  
Talladega 19,128 U.S. Census Bureau  
Hoover 18,996 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

1990 

City Population Source Notes 
Birmingham 265,968 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mobile 196,278 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 187,106 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 159,789 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 77,759 U.S. Census Bureau  
Dothan 53,589 U.S. Census Bureau  
Decatur 48,761 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 42,523 U.S. Census Bureau  
Hoover 39,788 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 36,426 U.S. Census Bureau  
Prichard 34,311 U.S. Census Bureau  
Auburn 33,830 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 33,497 U.S. Census Bureau  
Anniston 26,623 U.S. Census Bureau  
Phenix City 25,312 U.S. Census Bureau  
Selma 23,755 U.S. Census Bureau  
Homewood 22,922 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 22,122 U.S. Census Bureau  
Enterprise 20,123 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mountain Brook 19,810 U.S. Census Bureau  
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2000 

City Population Source Notes 
Birmingham 242,820 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 201,568 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mobile 198,915 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 158,216 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 77,906 U.S. Census Bureau  
Hoover 62,742 U.S. Census Bureau  
Dothan 57,737 U.S. Census Bureau  
Decatur 53,929 U.S. Census Bureau  
Auburn 42,987 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 38,978 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 36,264 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 29,672 U.S. Census Bureau  
Madison 29,329 U.S. Census Bureau  
Prichard 28,633 U.S. Census Bureau  
Phenix City 28,265 U.S. Census Bureau  
Homewood 25,043 U.S. Census Bureau  
Vestavia Hills 24,476 U.S. Census Bureau  
Prattville 24,303 U.S. Census Bureau  
Anniston 24,276 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 23,498 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

2010 

City Population Source Notes 
Birmingham 212,237 U.S. Census Bureau  
Montgomery 205,764 U.S. Census Bureau  
Mobile 195,111 U.S. Census Bureau  
Huntsville 180,105 U.S. Census Bureau  
Tuscaloosa 90,468 U.S. Census Bureau  
Hoover 81,619 U.S. Census Bureau  
Dothan 65,496 U.S. Census Bureau  
Decatur 55,683 U.S. Census Bureau  
Auburn 53,380 U.S. Census Bureau  
Madison 42,938 U.S. Census Bureau  
Florence 39,319 U.S. Census Bureau  
Gadsden 36,856 U.S. Census Bureau  
Vestavia Hills 34,033 U.S. Census Bureau  
Prattville 33,960 U.S. Census Bureau  
Phenix City 32,822 U.S. Census Bureau  
Alabaster 30,352 U.S. Census Bureau  
Bessemer 27,456 U.S. Census Bureau  
Enterprise 26,562 U.S. Census Bureau  
Opelika 26,477 U.S. Census Bureau  
Homewood 25,167 U.S. Census Bureau  
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8.2 Values for population interpolation 

The following tables show the population values used to perform natural cubic spline 
interpolation when no reliable population figures could be derived from the known literature. 
Years of establishment (i.e., the year in which a city was first settled) were assigned a population 
of 0, as were years corresponding with their approximate date of abandonment, when applicable. 
Tables in which the final three entries are derived from the U.S. Census Bureau represent those 
in which all subsequent Census records (up to 2010) were also used to perform interpolation. 

Cahawba 

Year Population Source Notes 
1819 0  Year of establishment 
1820 575 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 584.907 
1821 1,000 Clark 1888  
1826 200 Clark 1888  
1830 230 Chapin 1835 Mistyped in source as “2,300” 
1836 350 Kellar 1935  
1840 825 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 828.756 
1850 2,500 Fry 1908  
1860 1,920 U.S. Census Bureau  
1870 431 U.S. Census Bureau  
1880 384 U.S. Census Bureau  
1900 0  Approximate year of city’s abandonment 

 

Camden 

Year Population Source Notes 
1833 0  Year of establishment 
1850 800 De Bow 1854  
1860 1,075 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 1,083.538 
1870 1,000 Brewer 1872  
1880 590 U.S. Census Bureau  
1890 545 U.S. Census Bureau  
1900 478 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

Claiborne 

Year Population Source Notes 
1813 0  Year of establishment (as Fort Claiborne) 
1820 2,500 Southern Recorder 1821  
1830 2,650 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 2,662.128 
1840 900 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 900.317 
1845 400 Koch 1847  
1850 500 Smith 1855  
1860 600 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 600.282 
1872 350 Brewer 1872  
1880 199 U.S. Census Bureau  
1900 0  Approximate year of city’s abandonment 
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Eufaula 

Year Population Source Notes 
1816 0  Year of establishment 
1836 500 Besson 1875  
1840 1,125 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 1,115.855 
1850 2,750 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 2,747.890 
1853 3,000 De Bow 1854  
1860 3,000 Disturnell 1867  
1870 3,185 U.S. Census Bureau  
1880 3,836 U.S. Census Bureau  
1890 4,394 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

Eutaw 

Year Population Source Notes 
1838 0  Year of establishment 
1850 1,085 Alabama Beacon 1850  
1855 1,200 Glass 1965  
1860 1,350 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 1,259.639 
1870 1,500 Brewer 1872  
1880 1,101 U.S. Census Bureau  
1890 1,115 U.S. Census Bureau  
1900 884 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

Gadsden 

Year Population Source Notes 
1825 0  Year of establishment 
1857 150 Watson 1958  
1860 500 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 498.608; Watson 1958 

gives a figure of 2,000 by 1861 
1870 1,500 Brewer 1872  
1880 1,697 U.S. Census Bureau  
1890 2,901 U.S. Census Bureau  
1900 4,282 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

Gainesville 

Year Population Source Notes 
1832 0  Year of establishment 
1840 1,200 Haskel and Smith 1844; 

McCulloch and Haskel 1844 
 

1850 1,500 De Bow 1854  
1860 1,250 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 1,259.639 
1870 1,000 Brewer 1872  
1880 960 U.S. Census Bureau  
1890 1,017 U.S. Census Bureau  
1900 817 U.S. Census Bureau  



122 
 

 

Girard 

Year Population Source Notes 
1832 0  Year of establishment 
1850 748 U.S. Census Bureau  
1860 850 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 841.902 
1870 1,200 Brewer 1872  
1880 2,225 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 2,219.410 
1887 3,000 Columbus Enquirer-Sun 

1887 
 

1890 3,275 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 3,266.742 
1900 3,840 U.S. Census Bureau  
1910 4,215 U.S. Census Bureau  
1920 4,942 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

Greensboro 

Year Population Source Notes 
1819 0  Year of establishment 
1840 875 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 882.667 
1843 1000 A. C. 1843  
1850 1,265 Alabama Beacon 1850  
1860 1,600 Yerby 1908  
1870 1,760 U.S. Census Bureau  
1880 1,833 U.S. Census Bureau  
1890 1,759 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

Huntsville 

Year Population Source Notes 
1809 0  Year of establishment 
1820 1,150 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 1,153.413 
1822 1,306 Betts 1916  
1825 1,512 Betts 1916  
1828 1,774 Betts 1916  
1830 1,950 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 1,938.329 
1840 2,496 Haskel and Smith 1844  
1850 2,863 U.S. Census Bureau  
1860 3,634 U.S. Census Bureau  
1870 4,907 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

Marion 

Year Population Source Notes 
1819 0  Year of establishment 
1826 144 Jordan 1987  
1830 250 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 254.586 
1840 1,000 Haskel and Smith 1844; 

McCulloch and Haskel 1844 
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1844 1,500 Jordan 1987  
1850 1,544 U.S. Census Bureau  
1860 1,408 U.S. Census Bureau  
1870 2,646 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

Prattville 

Year Population Source Notes 
1839 0  Year of establishment 
1850 672 U.S. Census Bureau  
1855 845 Jordan 1987  
1860 1,050 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 1,057.971 
1870 1,346 U.S. Census Bureau  
1880 977 U.S. Census Bureau  
1890 724 U.S. Census Bureau  

 

Tuskegee 

Year Population Source Notes 
1833 0  Year of establishment 
1840 400 Buckingham 1842; Haskel 

and Smith 1844 
Average of each source’s value 

1850 1,563 De Bow 1854  
1860 1,550 Interpolated Exact interpolated value of 1538.59 
1870 1,500 Brewer 1872  
1880 2,370 U.S. Census Bureau  
1890 1,803 U.S. Census Bureau  
1900 2,170 U.S. Census Bureau  
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8.3 Institutional industries 

The following tables list all institutional industries that were incorporated into the spatial 
analysis. Note that the table of county seats does not list all towns or cities that have ever served 
as a county seat; rather, it lists only communities in which their tenure as a county seat happened 
to overlap with one of the years examined in this thesis.  

County Seats 

County Year Est. City/Town Seat Until Notes 
Autauga 1818 Washington 1830  
- - Kingston 1868  
- - Prattville -  
Baldwin 1809 Blakeley 1868  
- - Daphne 1900  
- - Bay Minette -  
Barbour 1832 Clayton -  
Bibb 1818 Centreville -  
Blount 1818 Blountsville 1889  
- - Oneonta -  
Bullock 1866 Union Springs -  
Butler 1819 Fort Dale 1822  
- - Greenville -  
Calhoun 1832 Jacksonville 1899  
- - Anniston -  
Chambers 1832 LaFayette -  
Cherokee 1836 Cedar Bluff 1844  
- - Centre -  
Chilton 1868 Clanton -  
Choctaw 1847 Butler -  
Clarke 1812 Clarksville 1831  
- - Grove Hill -  
Clay 1866 Ashland -  
Cleburne 1866 Edwardsville 1906  
- - Heflin -  
Coffee 1841 Wellborn 1852  
- - Elba -  
- - Enterprise - Became co-county seat in 1907 
Colbert 1867 Tuscumbia -  
Conecuh 1818 Sparta 1866  
- - Evergreen -  
Coosa 1832 Rockford -  
Covington 1821 Montezuma 1844  
- - Andalusia -  
Crenshaw 1866 Rutledge 1893  
- - Luverne -  
Cullman 1877 Cullman -  
Dale 1824 Daleville 1843  
- - Newton 1870  
- - Ozark -  
Dallas 1818 Cahawba 1866  
- - Selma -  
DeKalb 1836 Lebanon 1876  
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- - Fort Payne -  
Elmore 1866 Wetumpka -  
Escambia 1868 Pollard 1883  
- - Brewton -  
Etowah 1866 Gadsden -  
Fayette 1824 Fayette -  
Franklin 1818 Russellville 1849  
- - Frankfort 1867  
- - Belgreen 1891  
- - Russellville -  
Geneva 1868 Geneva -  
Greene 1819 Erie 1838  
- - Eutaw -  
Hale 1867 Greensboro -  
Henry 1819 Richmond 1826 Located near modern-day Dothan 
- - Columbia 1833  
- - Abbeville -  
Houston 1903 Dothan -  
Jackson 1819 Sauta 1828  
- - Bellefonte 1868  
- - Scottsboro -  
Jefferson 1819 Carrollsville 1821 Located in modern-day Birmingham 
- - Elyton 1873 Located in modern-day Birmingham 
- - Birmingham -  
Lamar 1867 Vernon -  
Lauderdale 1818 Florence -  
Lawrence 1818 Moulton -  
Lee 1866 Opelika -  
Limestone 1818 Athens -  
Lowndes 1830 Hayneville -  
Macon 1832 Tuskegee -  
Madison 1808 Huntsville -  
Marengo 1818 Linden -  
Marion  1818 Pikeville 1882  
- - Hamilton -  
Marshall 1836 Marshall 1841 Located in modern-day Guntersville  
- - Guntersville -  
Mobile 1812 Mobile -  
Monroe 1815 Claiborne 1832  
- - Monroeville -  
Montgomery 1816 Montgomery -  
Morgan 1818 Somerville 1891  
- - Decatur -  
Perry 1819 Perry Ridge 1822  
- - Marion -  
Pickens 1820 Pickensville 1830  
- - Carrollton -  
Pike 1821 Monticello 1838  
- - Troy -  
Randolph 1832 Wedowee -  
Russell 1832 Crawford 1868  
- - Seale 1932  
- - Phenix City - Became co-county seat in 1926 
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St. Clair 1818 Ashville -  
- - Pell City - Became co-county seat in 1907 
Shelby 1818 Shelbyville 1826 Located in modern-day Pelham  
- - Columbiana -  
Sumter 1832 Livingston -  
Talladega 1832 Talladega -  
Tallapoosa 1832 Dadeville -  
Tuscaloosa 1818 Tuscaloosa -  
Walker 1823 Jasper -  
Washington 1800 St. Stephens 1825  
- - Washington C.H. 1842  
- - (New) St. Stephens 1907 Situated 2 miles southwest of original site 
- - Chatom -  
Wilcox 1819 Canton Bend 1833  
- - Camden -  
Winston 1850 (Old) Houston 1858 Located 2.5 miles northeast of modern town 
- - Houston 1884  
- - Double Springs -  

 

Public Universities  

University City Year of Attaining Univ. Status 
University of Alabama Tuscaloosa 1831 
Auburn University Auburn 1872 
University of South Alabama Mobile 1963 
Jacksonville State University Jacksonville 1966 
Troy University Troy 1967 
University of West Alabama Livingston 1967 
University of North Alabama Florence 1968 
Alabama A&M University Huntsville 1969 
Alabama State University Montgomery 1969 
Auburn University at Montgomery Montgomery 1969 
University of Alabama at Birmingham Birmingham 1969 
University of Alabama in Huntsville Huntsville 1969 
University of Montevallo Montevallo 1969 
Columbus State University Columbus, Georgia 1996 

 

Military Installations  

Name  City Began Permanent Operations Closed 
Fort McClellan  Anniston 1917 1999 
Fort Benning  Columbus, Georgia 1918 - 
Maxwell Air Force Base Montgomery 1918 - 
Brookley Air Force Base Mobile 1940 1969 
Anniston Army Depot Anniston 1941 - 
Craig Air Force Base Selma 1941 1977 
Redstone Arsenal Huntsville 1941 - 
Anniston Air Force Base Lincoln 1942 1952 
Fort Rucker Daleville 1955 - 
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State Capitals  

City   From Until 
Cahawba  1820 1826 
Tuscaloosa  1826 1846 
Montgomery 1846 - 
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8.4 Navigable waterways 

Maps showing the spatial network of waterways analyzed in each year of the study.

1820-1880 

 

1900-1910 

 

1890 

 

1920 
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1930 
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1940-1960 
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8.5 Railroads  

Maps showing the spatial network of railroads analyzed the study (up to the year 1950). 
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8.6 Federal highways  

Maps showing the network of Interstate (green) and U.S. Highways (red) analyzed in the study. 
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2010 
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8.7 Cotton-cultivating regions  

Maps showing the extent of the cotton-cultivating regions analyzed in this study. 

1820-1880 

 

1900-1940 

 

1890 

 

1950-2010 
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8.8 Coal and iron ore deposits  

A map showing the extent of the coal (dark grey) and iron ore (brown) deposits analyzed in this 
study. 

Mineral Deposits
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