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1			MANY	MEANINGS	OF	ALABAMA’S
GREAT	SEAL

The	Great	Seal	of	Alabama	is	the	only	state	seal	in	the	US	that	features	its	rivers.
When	we	see	this	seal	today	on	state	vehicles	or	official	documents,	what	does	it
mean	 to	 us?	What	 did	 the	 seal	 symbolize	 to	 the	 state’s	 founders	 and	 to	 those
Alabamians	who	lived	between	then	and	now?	Answers	to	these	questions	will
reveal	 how	 the	 values	 expressed	 in	 the	 state	 seal	 changed	 over	 time	 and	 how
rivers	have	been	prominent	in	Alabama	history.

A	Unique	Symbol

The	design	of	a	seal,	 flag,	or	other	official	emblem	uniquely	expresses	origins,
history,	values,	and	intentions.	Twenty-one	other	US	States	established	over	the
32	years	prior	 to	Alabama’s	 statehood	chose	classic	 symbols,	 such	as	 soldiers,
farmers,	 buildings,	 trees,	 and	 eagles	 to	make	 their	Great	 Seals.	Many	of	 these
seals	 included	 banners	 with	 words	 such	 as	 Wisdom,	 Justice,	 Liberty,	 and
Independence.



Figure	1.1.	The	modern	Great	Seal	of	Alabama,	featuring	the	state’s	rivers.

Alabama	 did	 something	 fundamentally	 different.	 The	 first	 governor,	 William
Wyatt	Bibb,	oversaw	the	transition	of	Alabama	from	a	territory	created	in	1817
to	 a	 state	 established	 two	 years	 later.	 President	 James	 Monroe	 and	 a	 law	 of
Congress	authorized	Bibb	to	create	an	official	seal	that	would	set	Alabama	apart
and	 be	 a	 unifying	 symbol	 for	 official	 documents.	 Bibb	 personally	 drew	 or
commissioned	 a	 small	 ink	 and	 watercolor	 drawing	 of	 a	 map	 that	 showed	 10
major	 rivers	 and	 their	 tributaries.	 Other	 features	 of	 this	 sketch	 included	 the
location	of	the	territorial	capital	at	St.	Stephens	in	southwest	Alabama,	as	well	as
several	 government	 forts,	 including	 one	 on	 the	 Tennessee	 River	 in	 northwest
Alabama	established	to	protect	Native	Americans	from	white	settlers.	The	sketch
reflected	recognition	of	Indian	lands	with	Cherokee	and	Creek	names	in	capital
letters,	though	many	of	these	lands	would	soon	be	ceded	to	the	US	following	the
Battle	of	Horseshoe	Bend	on	the	Tallapoosa	River	and	the	Treaty	of	Fort	Jackson
in	1814.

Governor	Bibb	 sent	 his	 prototype	 drawing	 to	 then	US	Secretary	 of	State	 John
Quincy	Adams	 on	 February	 16,	 1818.	With	 an	 attached	 letter,	Bibb	 requested



that	 the	 US	 Government	 create	 a	 “Seal	 for	 the	 Executive	 Office	 of	 this
Territory,”	 and	 he	 indicated	 that	 the	 image—prominently	 featuring	 rivers—
reflected	the	concerns	and	interests	of	Alabama’s	founders.	To	complete	the	task
of	designing	the	seal,	Secretary	Adams	appointed	a	Hungarian	immigrant	named
Moritz	 Furst	 known	 for	 his	 skill	 in	metalwork.	 Furst	was	 the	 creator	 of	more
than	30	medals	commissioned	by	Congress	to	commemorate	heroes	of	the	War
of	1812,	as	well	as	other	medals	that	recognized	Indian	peace	treaties.

Figure	1.2.	A	facsimile	of	the	original	Great	Seal	of	Alabama	used	at	statehood	in	1819.

Furst	completed	the	metal	stamp	with	the	seal	of	the	Alabama	Executive	Office
five	months	after	receiving	his	assignment,	and	the	seal	remained	largely	true	to
Bibb’s	 original	 design	 except	 for	 only	 a	 few	 changes	 made	 by	 the	 State
Department.	 Some	 river	 names	 of	 the	 original	 sketch	 were	 modified,	 such	 as
Black	 Warrior	 to	 Tuskaloosa	 and	 Cahaba	 to	 Cahawba.	 The	 reason	 for	 these
changes	and	why	officials	 in	 the	US	capital	of	Philadelphia	 thought	 they	knew
more	about	Alabama	river	names	than	Governor	Bibb	largely	remains	a	mystery
of	linguistics	and	politics.



Fortunately,	Bibb’s	original	sketch	was	returned	with	the	new	metal	seal,	and	it
was	preserved	 for	 today’s	historians	 to	 study;	 however,	 the	original	metal	 seal
was	lost,	possibly	recycled	during	a	wartime	call	for	metals.	That	the	state	would
sacrifice	 its	 original	 seal	 and	 screw	 press	 to	 turn	 them	 into	 rifle	 barrels	 and
cannons	might	 seem	odd;	however,	 the	metal	 seal	 and	press	were	estimated	 to
weigh	 about	 500	 pounds	 and	 would	 have	 provided	 a	 large	 amount	 of	 much
needed	metal.

A	TREASURE	UNCOVERED

Amazingly,	 an	 enhanced	 photo	 of	 the	 oldest	 state	 seal	 of	 Alabama	 was	 first
published	 in	 2014.	 This	was	 the	 result	 of	 a	modern-day	 detective	 story	 of	 art
historian	 David	 Robb	 and	 other	 specialists,	 based	 on	 a	 document	 from	 1819
found	 in	 the	 Alabama	 Department	 of	 Archives	 and	 History.	 That	 document
officially	appointed	a	man	named	Bolling	Hall	as	a	clerk	of	the	court	in	Autauga
County	and	bore	 the	signature	of	Governor	Bibb	and	the	earliest	known	raised
seal	 of	Alabama.	 For	 nearly	 200	 years,	 this	 document	 lay	 archived	 in	 a	 dusty
cabinet	with	only	a	faint	circle	visible	in	the	lower	left	corner	to	mark	the	seal.
Fortunately,	modern	 technology	and	historians’	persistence	were	able	 to	clarify
that	 image	and	 show	 it	 to	 the	world,	 right	down	 to	 the	 fine	detail	 of	 the	main
rivers	with	hundreds	of	feeder	streams.

PONDERING	THE	MEANING

Why	did	Governor	Bibb	think	that	a	river	map	of	Alabama	would	best	reflect	the
“interests	and	concerns”	of	the	state?	No	one	knows	for	certain	as	no	documents
are	known	to	exist	that	detail	the	original	idea.	Interesting	theories	might	explain
the	Governor’s	 intentions	 as	 to	why	Alabama	 received	 such	 a	 unique	 symbol.
Perhaps	 the	 seal	 was	 simply	 a	 depiction	 of	 a	 relatively	 wild	 territory
characterized	 by	 an	 amazing	 network	 of	 streams	 like	 few	 places	 in	 the	 new
nation.	Many	believe	the	design	had	settlement	and	development	in	mind,	a	type
of	 early	marketing	 tool	 that	 told	 potential	 settlers	 that	 Alabama	 offered	many
avenues	for	transporting	supplies,	crops,	and	natural	products.	In	that	sense,	the
rivers	map	seal	was	akin	to	bragging	about	the	US	interstate	highway	system	of
the	1950s	or	the	digital	information	superhighway	of	our	time.	The	message	was,
“Come	here	and	become	prosperous	by	easily	getting	your	products	to	large	and



diverse	markets.”

Direct	 access	 by	 Alabama	 settlers	 to	 the	 Gulf	 of	Mexico	 through	 the	 port	 of
Mobile	 meant	 that	 trade	 with	 Europe	 was	 possible	 without	 transport	 through
other	states.	The	 initial,	brisk	fur	 trade—and	 later	cotton	and	other	agricultural
products—certainly	 bore	 out	 the	 advantages	 of	 settling	 near	 Alabama	 rivers.
Along	with	 the	many	watery	 trade	 routes	 pictured	 on	 the	 first	 seal,	 images	 of
several	forts	spoke	to	added	security	in	coming	to	this	new	land.

Lost	then	Recovered

The	modern	Seal	of	Alabama	looks	very	much	like	the	original	seal	designed	for
the	 territory	and	 then	statehood,	 though	for	more	 than	70	years	of	 the	 late	19th

and	early	20th	centuries,	the	seal	looked	quite	different.	The	story	of	how	the	seal
design	 changed	 and	 then	 changed	 back	 can	 inform	 us	 about	 the	 power	 of
symbols	and	help	us	reflect	upon	what	Alabama	rivers	mean	to	us	today.

The	river	map	seal	created	for	the	Alabama	Territory	became	the	state	seal	by	an
act	 of	 the	 first	 Alabama	 Legislature	 in	 1819,	 and	 it	 was	 used	 on	 countless
documents	 for	 nearly	 50	 years.	 But	 in	 1868,	 following	 the	 Civil	 War,	 the
Alabama	Seal	was	changed	to	one	that	featured	an	American	eagle	on	a	shield	of
stars	and	stripes,	holding	a	banner	in	its	beak	that	read,	“Here	We	Rest.”	Such	an
abrupt	design	change	is	believed	to	be	a	result	of	politics	in	the	post-war	Period
of	Reconstruction	when	some	wanted	to	destroy	symbols	of	the	Confederacy	and
strip	Alabama	of	its	antebellum	identity.	The	change	might	be	seen	as	an	attempt
to	force	Alabama	back	into	the	United	States	with	 the	more	widely	recognized
and	traditional	symbol	of	the	eagle.	Regardless	of	the	specific	reasons,	the	river
map	seal	was	not	used	for	more	than	70	years.

By	 the	 late	1930s,	a	growing	 interest	surged	 in	 reviving	Governor	Bibb’s	 river
map	 seal,	 and	 largely	 due	 to	 the	 efforts	 of	 State	 Archives	 Director	 Marie
Bankhead	Owens,	the	Alabama	Legislature	was	finally	convinced	to	restore	the
seal	in	1939.	That	black	and	white	seal	was	a	modification	of	the	original	1819
seal	and	included	named	portions	of	Alabama’s	four	neighboring	states	and	nine
rivers.	 Interestingly,	 Bibb’s	 original	 names	 of	 the	 Black	 Warrior	 and	 Cahaba
rivers	 were	 restored,	 though	 other	 rivers	 kept	 the	 name	 spellings	 changed	 by
State	Department	officials	in	Philadelphia.	A	colorized	version	of	the	1939	seal



created	 in	 the	 1950s	 is	 still	 in	 circulation	 today,	 and	many	 adaptations	 of	 the
Alabama	 Seal	 design	 have	 specific	 uses	 among	 state	 agencies,	 yet	 the	 rivers
form	a	unifying	theme	in	most	versions.	Across	Alabama’s	turbulent	history,	the
river	map	seal	has	been	 the	official	symbol	of	 four	governments:	 the	Territory,
the	 original	 State	 of	 Alabama,	 the	 Confederate	 State	 of	 Alabama,	 and	 the
restored	State	of	Alabama.

Figure	1.3.	The	“Here	We	Rest”	Great	Seal	of	Alabama	used	from	1868	to	1939.

Expanding	Meanings

If	the	original	founders	of	Alabama	were	inspired	to	use	a	river	map	to	describe
the	 new	 state,	 or	 if	 they	 wanted	 to	 convey	 the	 advantages	 of	 water
superhighways	for	settlement	and	trade,	what	did	this	symbol	come	to	mean	for
the	generations	that	followed?	It	is	important	to	understand	the	original	intent	of
significant,	even	sacred,	documents	and	images	such	as	the	Bible,	the	American
Constitution,	 the	Confederate	Flag,	 or	 the	Alabama	Great	Seal.	We	 also	 know



that	as	times	change,	the	meanings	of	these	symbols	often	change.	They	are,	in	a
sense,	living	images	that	remind	us	of	our	heritage,	but	they	also	remain	relevant
and	continue	speaking,	defining,	and	guiding	us.

The	lyrics	of	the	song,	“Alabama”	were	written	by	Julia	S.	Tutwiler	in	the	late
1860s,	and	the	music	was	composed	by	Edna	Gockel	Gussen	in	1917.	In	1931,
the	Alabama	Legislature	officially	adopted	“Alabama”	as	the	State	Song	because
it	so	powerfully	expressed	the	identity	of	the	citizenry.	In	the	first	 two	stanzas,
six	of	 the	state’s	major	 rivers	are	mentioned:	Tennessee,	Alabama,	Tombigbee,
Coosa,	Tallapoosa,	and	Black	Warrior.

ALABAMA

Alabama,	Alabama,	we	will	aye	be	true	to	thee,
From	thy	Southern	shores	where	groweth,

By	the	sea	thy	orange	tree.
To	thy	Northern	vale	where	floweth,
Deep	and	blue	thy	Tennessee,

Alabama,	Alabama,	we	will	aye	be	true	to	thee!

Broad	thy	stream	whose	name	thou	bearest;
Grand	thy	Bigbee	rolls	along;
Fair	thy	Coosa-Tallapoosa

Bold	thy	Warrior	dark	and	strong,
Goodlier	than	the	land	that	Moses
Climbed	lone	Nebb’s	Mount	to	see,

Alabama,	Alabama,	we	will	aye	be	true	to	thee!

It	is	intriguing	to	think	about	how	the	lyrics	of	the	song	might	have	influenced
the	 readopting	 of	 the	 river	 map	 for	 the	 state	 seal	 less	 than	 a	 decade	 later.
Regardless,	the	lyrics	reflect	a	strong	appreciation	of	rivers	as	an	intimate	part	of
the	state’s	identity.

Today,	 Alabama’s	 Great	 Seal	 conjures	 up	 new	 images	 and	 meanings	 that	 go
beyond	 what	 the	 founders	 could	 have	 imagined.	 The	 rivers	 have	 become
symbols	 of	 a	 new	 identity	 …	 navigation	 and	 global	 commerce,	 hydropower,
water	 supply,	 and	 economic	 development	…	 fishing	 tournaments,	 whitewater



kayaking,	and	other	recreation	…	a	lake	home	for	family	gatherings,	magnificent
sunsets,	and	a	serene	retirement.

Harvey	Jackson	summarized	this	well	in	his	book,	Rivers	of	History.	He	wrote,
“In	1819,	when	Alabama	entered	the	Union,	its	leaders	designed	a	great	seal	that
featured	the	state’s	waterways.	In	adopting	this	symbol,	they	affirmed	their	belief
that	the	future	of	Alabama	lay	with	its	rivers.	It	did,	and	it	still	does.”

As	important	as	a	people-centered	interpretation	of	the	state	seal	may	be,	such	an
interpretation	is	insufficient	to	grasp	the	full	importance	of	Alabama’s	rivers.	For
that,	we	need	 to	go	back	 in	 time,	 in	prehistoric	or	deep	 time,	 to	see	how	great
forces	of	 the	 earth	 created	 these	 rivers	 and	how	 life	 forms	adapted	 and	 spread
throughout	them	to	give	Alabama	an	aquatic	treasure	that	is	unique	in	the	world.
A	complex	mix	of	natural	history	and	human	history	can	enrich	the	meaning	of
the	state	seal	and	remind	us	of	our	privileges	and	responsibilities	for	appreciating
and	 protecting	 the	 rivers.	What	 do	 you	 see,	 or	 should	 you	 see,	 in	 looking	 at
Alabama’s	Great	Seal?

Just	when	we	 think	we	have	 exhausted	 the	possible	meanings	of	 the	Alabama
Great	Seal,	a	new	twist	shows	up.	An	elementary	school	teacher	in	Montgomery
taught	a	unit	about	Alabama	history	and	assigned	her	students	the	task	of	finding
an	image	of	Alabama’s	Official	Seal.	The	next	day,	most	students	had	completed
their	assignments,	but	one	came	with	an	apologetic	note	from	home.	The	child’s
parent	indicated	that	she	and	her	child	looked	long	and	hard	to	find	a	picture	of
an	Alabama	seal,	but	 they	did	not	believe	such	an	animal	 existed	 in	 the	 state!
The	note	included	a	photo	of	a	River	Otter	and	requested	that	this	image	serve	as
a	substitute.	It	is	fitting	that	even	a	humorous	misunderstanding	goes	back	to	the
river!



2			ALABAMA’S	VAST	RIVER	NETWORK

Alabama	 is	 a	 river	 state.	 That	 simple	 statement	 becomes	 abundantly	 clear	 in
showing	how	Alabama’s	history,	ancient	to	modern,	connects	our	rivers	to	who
we	 are	 and	 where	 we	 are	 going.	 Forces	 of	 nature	 and	 human	 activities	 have
profoundly	shaped	our	rivers,	and	whether	or	not	we	appreciate	it,	our	rivers	are
now	shaping	us.

Watery	Terms

River	 science	 is	 rich	with	 technical	 terms,	 and	understanding	 some	basic	 river
and	 other	 waterbody	 terms	 will	 be	 useful	 in	 later	 chapters	 as	 details	 and
applications	are	discussed.

A	naturally	 flowing	waterbody	 is	a	stream	 regardless	of	 its	 size.	Streams	 form
when	water	from	precipitation	finds	its	way	to	a	channel	and	then	moves	through
the	 landscape	by	gravity	along	a	path	of	 least	 resistance	on	 its	way	 to	 the	sea.
Water	 takes	many	pathways	as	 it	 flows	both	above	and	below	 the	ground,	and
things	 like	weather,	 climate,	 geology,	 topography,	 land	 cover,	 and	 human	 land
use	all	interact	to	give	each	stream	unique	characteristics	and	a	special	identity.

A	 stream	 can	 go	 by	many	 names,	 including	 creek,	 crick,	 branch,	 fork,	 brook,
tributary,	and	river,	but	they	are	all	streams.	Rivers	are	large	streams,	generally
wide,	 deep,	 and	 navigable	 by	 a	 sizable	 boat.	 The	 difference	 between	 a	 large
creek	and	a	small	river	is	a	judgment	call	and	sometimes	depends	on	what	part
of	 the	 country	you	are	 from.	A	man	 from	Colorado	once	visited	Alabama	and
said,	“What	you	call	mountains,	we	call	hills,	but	what	you	call	creeks,	we	call
rivers!”	It	is	not	easy	to	fit	nature	into	a	box,	and	that’s	a	good	thing.

An	 estuary	 is	 the	 place	 where	 streams	 meet	 the	 ocean,	 and	 they	 are	 usually
biologically	productive	and	ever	changing.	The	average	salinity	of	the	ocean	is
about	3.2	percent	or	32	parts-per-thousand	(ppt)	dissolved	minerals.	The	stream



entering	 the	estuary	has	salinity	near	zero,	and	 the	estuary	has	an	 intermediate
salinity,	typically	averaging	about	16	ppt.	The	size	of	the	estuary	and	degree	of
salinity	 changes	 with	 the	 tides	 and	 the	 amount	 of	 freshwater	 flowing	 into	 it.
Prolonged	droughts	and	human	withdrawals	of	water	from	streams	can	increase
the	salinity	of	an	estuary,	resulting	in	disruptions	of	its	water	quality	and	biota.

Lakes	and	ponds	 are	standing	bodies	of	water	 that	are	distinctly	different	 from
streams.	 They	 naturally	 form	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 ways,	 as	 when	 glaciers	 or
earthquakes	 cause	 depressions	 or	 large	 cracks	 in	 the	 land	 that	 fill	 with	 water.
Sinkhole	lakes	form	when	buried	chunks	of	glacial	ice	melt	or	when	the	roofs	of
limestone	 caverns	 collapse.	 Alabama	 has	 very	 few	 natural	 lakes;	 one	 of	 the
largest,	Lake	Florala	near	the	Florida	border,	is	a	limestone	sinkhole.	Lakes	are
generally	deeper	 than	ponds,	and	 large	parts	of	 their	water	column	and	bottom
are	 without	 sunlight.	 Darkness	 limits	 aquatic	 life,	 and	 plants	 are	 usually
restricted	to	the	shallow	margins	of	lakes	where	sunlight	can	reach	them.	Ponds
are	 shallow	 enough	 for	 sunlight	 to	 reach	 the	 entire	 bottom	 and	 so	 often	 are
“weedy”	throughout	with	submerged,	emergent,	and	floating	plants.	Like	trying
to	tell	the	difference	between	a	large	creek	and	small	river,	it	is	sometimes	tricky
to	separate	large	ponds	from	small	lakes.

Reservoirs,	 also	 called	 impoundments,	 are	 formed	 when	 a	 stream	 is	 dammed.
They	 look	 like	 a	 natural	 lake	 and	 carry	 lake	 names,	 but	 they	 have	 many
characteristics	 that	 make	 them	 more	 like	 streams	 than	 lakes.	 This	 gives	 a
reservoir	 a	 kind	 of	 split	 personality	…	 some	 are	 more	 stream-like	 and	 some
more	lake-like,	depending	on	where	and	how	they	were	built.	A	main	factor	that
determines	 whether	 a	 reservoir	 will	 behave	 more	 like	 a	 stream	 or	 a	 lake	 is
retention	 time,	 how	 long	 the	 water	 stays	 in	 the	 waterbody	 before	 it	 flushes
through.	A	reservoir’s	retention	time	can	vary	widely	from	year-to-year	or	even
week-to-week,	depending	on	inflow	and	releases	at	the	dam.

Alabama	has	35	 large	 reservoirs	with	 surface	areas	greater	 than	500	acres	 and
retention	times	that	vary	from	a	little	more	than	a	year	(Appendix	1).	In	contrast,
natural	lakes	tend	to	retain	water	for	years	to	decades,	and	the	largest	lake	in	the
US,	Lake	Superior	 of	 the	Great	Lakes,	 has	 a	 retention	 time	 of	more	 than	 170
years!	 Therefore,	 it	 is	 understandable	 that	 Alabama	 reservoirs	 are	 physically,
chemically,	 and	 biologically	 quite	 different	 from	 natural	 lakes.	 Lots	 of
movement	goes	on	beneath	their	lake-like	surfaces.

Several	 types	 of	 wetlands	 are	 common	 throughout	 Alabama,	 identified	 and



delineated	 by	 their	 hydrology,	 soil	 type,	 and	 vegetation.	 Wetlands	 are	 often
called	the	kidneys	of	the	planet	because	of	their	ability	to	filter	 impurities	from
water.	Like	kidneys	of	the	human	body	that	purify	blood,	they	play	a	vital	role	in
keeping	 rivers	 clean.	 Wetlands	 receive	 stream	 overflow,	 which	 reduces
downstream	 flooding	and	erosion	and	creates	habitat	 for	 fish,	 amphibians,	 and
other	 animals.	 They	 are	 also	 valuable	 sources	 of	 carbon	 for	 the	 stream
environment	and	for	recycling	nutrients.

Swamps	 are	 a	 type	 of	 wetland	 dominated	 by	 trees,	 and	marshes	 are	wetlands
dominated	 by	 grasses,	 sedges,	 and	 rushes.	 Pitcher	 Plant	 Bogs	 and	Citronelle
Ponds	 are	 unique	 wetlands	 found	 in	 coastal	 Alabama	 and	 contain	 a	 host	 of
special	 plants	 and	 animals	 often	endemic	 to	 the	wetland	 or	 the	 state,	meaning
they	do	not	occur	anywhere	else.	Because	these	types	of	wetlands	are	typically
acidic	and	their	water	contains	low	levels	of	nutrients,	some	plants	have	adapted
by	 becoming	 carnivorous;	 they	 acquire	 nutrients	 by	 trapping	 and	 digesting
insects	and	other	animals.

Figure	2.1.	The	major	river	basins	of	Alabama.

Alabama’s	 standing	 bodies	 of	 water—including	 the	 560,000	 acres	 of	 lakes,
ponds,	 and	 reservoirs,	 and	 the	 3.5	 million	 acres	 of	 wetlands—have	 many



important	 physical	 and	 biological	 links	 with	 rivers	 both	 above	 and	 below
ground.	 This	 forms	 an	 aquatic	 system	 that	 interconnects	 all	 of	 the	 living	 and
nonliving	environments	of	Alabama.

Figure	2.2.	The	Mobile	Basin	covers	two‐thirds	of	Alabama	and	portions	of	Tennessee,	Georgia,
and	Mississippi.

The	River	Network

All	of	Alabama’s	streams	drain	 to	 the	Gulf	of	Mexico,	but	 they	do	so	 through
various	 routes.	 Almost	 two-thirds	 of	 the	 state’s	 52,400	 square	 miles	 drains
through	 the	Mobile	 Basin.	 This	 basin	 is	 a	 44,000	 square-mile	 convergence	 of
several	 large	 rivers	 that	 flow	 through	 parts	 of	 Georgia,	 Tennessee,	 and
Mississippi	but	end	in	Alabama	at	Mobile	Bay.	Looking	at	a	map	of	the	country,
the	 Mobile	 Basin	 seems	 relatively	 insignificant,	 making	 up	 a	 little	 over	 one
percent	 of	 the	 surface	 area	 of	 the	 continental	 US.	 However,	 its	 flow	 rate	 is
surprisingly	large,	punching	way	above	its	weight	class.

The	 Mobile	 Basin	 is	 the	 fourth	 largest	 in	 the	 country	 in	 terms	 of	 annual
discharge,	contributing	an	average	of	more	than	43	billion	gallons	per	day	into
the	 Gulf	 of	 Mexico.	 Only	 the	 Mississippi,	 Ohio,	 and	 Columbia	 rivers	 have
greater	discharges.	When	that	flow	is	expressed	as	water	volume	per	area	of	the



drainage,	however,	the	Mobile	Basin	really	shines.	For	example,	the	Mississippi
River	Basin	is	by	far	the	largest	in	the	US	and	third	largest	in	the	world.	It	is	28
times	 larger	 than	 the	Mobile	Basin;	 however,	 the	Mississippi	River	Basin	 has
less	 than	 one-third	 of	 the	 Mobile	 Basin’s	 water	 flow	 per	 square	 mile!	 The
Columbia	River	Basin	 in	 the	Northwest	US	 is	 almost	 six	 times	 larger	 but	 has
only	60	percent	of	the	flow	per	square	mile	as	the	Mobile	Basin.

Bottom	 line,	 the	Mobile	Basin	 has	 the	 greatest	 yield	 of	water	 per	 square	mile
than	 any	 river	 basin	 in	 the	 US.	 The	 key	 is	 rainfall.	 Whereas	 much	 of	 the
Mississippi	River	 drains	 arid	 regions	 of	 the	Midwest,	 and	 the	Columbia	River
watershed	in	the	rainy	Northwest	US	includes	a	desert,	Alabama	is	relatively	wet
throughout	with	some	of	the	highest	rainfall	in	the	country.	The	Mobile	Basin	is
made	 up	 of	 several	 sizable	 rivers	 unique	 in	 character	 and	 history,	 including
Tombigbee,	 Black	Warrior,	 Cahaba,	 Coosa,	 Tallapoosa,	 Alabama,	 and	Mobile
Delta	rivers.

Separate	 from	 the	 Mobile	 Basin	 in	 Alabama,	 the	 Tennessee	 River	 drains	 the
northern	 13	 percent	 of	 the	 state,	 and	 the	 many	 Coastal	 Plain	 rivers	 and	 the
Chattahoochee	 River	 drain	 the	 southeastern	 25	 percent	 of	 the	 state.	 Most	 of
Alabama’s	 rivers,	both	within	and	outside	 the	Mobile	Basin,	begin	or	end	 in	a
neighboring	state.



Figure	2.3.	A	section	of	the	Black	Warrior	River	Basin	at	a	scale	of	1:24,000	(top	map)	and	scale
of	1:100,000	(bottom	map).

Alabama	has	an	estimated	132,400	miles	of	streams.	For	a	mental	image,	picture
these	 streams	 strung	 together	 end-to-end	and	 stretching	around	 the	Earth	more
than	five	times!	Figuring	out	the	total	length	of	streams	in	a	state	is	not	as	easy
as	it	might	first	seem,	and	estimates	change	with	improved	technology.	For	more
than	25	years,	most	agencies	reported	 that	Alabama	had	about	77,000	miles	of
streams,	and	that	figure	is	still	found	in	many	publications.	The	original	estimate
was	 based	 on	 large-scale	 mapping	 of	 1:100,000	 scale	 and	 the	 best	 computer
technology	of	the	day.	However,	in	2016,	this	figure	was	recalculated	by	the	US



Geological	Survey,	the	Geological	Survey	of	Alabama,	and	other	agencies	using
finer-scale	 maps	 of	 1:24,000	 scale,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 more	 precise	 technology	 of
Geographic	Information	Systems	(GIS).	The	new	estimate	increased	the	original
by	more	than	55,000	miles	of	streams.

Six	 other	 states—Alaska,	 California,	 Texas,	 Montana,	 Nevada,	 and	 Kansas—
have	more	stream	miles	than	Alabama,	but	most	of	those	states	are	considerably
larger.	Alabama	ranks	first	in	the	nation	for	stream	miles	per	square	mile	of	land
area.	More	than	10	percent	of	all	the	water	that	flows	through	the	lower	48	states
passes	through	Alabama.	Because	many	of	those	streams	are	large,	the	state	has
more	 than	 1,400	 navigable	 river	 miles,	 ranking	 Alabama	 first	 in	 the	 nation.
Clearly,	 considering	 all	 the	 advantages	 these	 water	 resources	 have	 to	 offer,
Alabama	is	stream-rich.

People	and	Rivers

In	 our	 early	 school	 years,	we	 all	 learned	 about	 the	 history	 of	 our	 country	 and
state.	We	were	 taught	how	people—from	Native	Americans	 to	 early	European
settlers	and	on	to	modern	times—depended	on	and	used	the	natural	resources	in
their	particular	area.	Not	only	did	the	land,	water,	wildlife,	and	other	resources
support	 their	 existence,	 the	 unique	 natural	 heritage	 strongly	 influenced	 their
culture	 and	 personal	 identity.	 Peoples	 of	 the	 Rocky	Mountains	 experienced	 a
rugged	and	independent	life	with	stories	of	cliffs,	blizzards,	and	mountain	lions.
Those	of	the	Midwest	had	windy	prairies,	bison,	and	endless	agricultural	fields
in	their	blood.	Coastal	New	Englanders	embodied	a	culture	of	the	sea	with	tales
of	weathering	storms,	throwing	harpoons,	and	breathing	salty	air.

In	 Alabama,	 rivers	 are	 embedded	 in	 culture	 and	 in	 the	 human	 psyche.	 The
State’s	 art,	 music,	 and	 folklore	 depict	 rivers	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 ways	 from
transporting	goods	to	being	baptized.	Lacking	deserts,	rocky	coasts,	large	lakes,
and	 expansive	grasslands,	Alabama’s	history	 revolved	 around	 rivers	 and	piney
woods.	 You	 do	 not	 have	 to	 listen	 to	 southern	 country	 music	 for	 long	 before
hearing	 a	 song	 about	 swimming,	 fishing,	 or	 finding	 friendship	 and	 true	 love
along	 a	 riverbank.	 The	 song	 “Down	 on	 the	 River”	 by	 the	 well-known	 band
Alabama	is	a	good	example,	with	references	to	easy	living,	less	stress,	and	good
times	down	on	the	river.



THE	FIRST	ALABAMIANS

Archeologists	 have	 long	 believed	 that	 humans	 first	 came	 to	 the	 Americas	 by
walking	 over	 a	 land	 bridge	 at	 the	Bering	Straits	 from	Asia	 during	 an	 Ice	Age
when	sea	levels	were	much	lower.	Recently,	ancient	campsites	have	been	found
along	 the	 western	 North	 American	 coast	 and	 just	 offshore,	 suggesting	 people
both	walked	and	used	boats	to	first	colonize	the	continent	when	sea	levels	were
lower.	Though	dates	of	when	they	arrived	in	the	Americas	are	being	pushed	back
beyond	15,000	years,	the	earliest	clues	of	human	occupation	in	Alabama	go	back
at	least	12,000	years	to	caves	in	the	northern	part	of	the	state.

Human	 settlements	 in	Alabama	 are	 some	 of	 the	 oldest	 found	 in	 the	 Southeast
and	perhaps	the	entire	East	Coast	of	the	US.	Much	of	the	rest	of	North	America
was	just	coming	out	of	the	Ice	Age	during	this	time,	with	retreating	glaciers	and
barren,	relatively	unproductive	landscapes.	The	warmer,	fertile	land	of	Alabama
must	 have	 seemed	 like	 a	 welcomed	 relief	 to	 those	 nomadic	 bands	 of	 people.
Edible	fruits,	nuts,	and	other	forest	products	were	abundant,	and	the	land	teemed
with	 game,	 including	 bison	 and	 the	 occasional	mastodon.	Rivers	were	 vital	 to
these	 Native	 Americans,	 and	 archeological	 evidence	 clearly	 shows	 their
preference	for	living	near	them.

When	 nomadic	 people	 began	 to	 form	 settlements	 that	 were	 more	 permanent,
riverbanks	and	floodplains	provided	them	with	rich	soils	for	producing	the	three
sisters,	beans,	squash,	and	corn,	as	well	as	other	crops.	Important	food	sources	of
shellfish	and	fish	came	directly	from	the	rivers,	and	millennia-old	garbage	heaps
of	 the	Native	Americans,	 called	middens,	 even	 today	 remain	 full	 of	 shell	 and
bone	 leftovers.	Also	 remaining	 in	some	Alabama	rivers	are	 the	 large	V-shaped
boulder	 structures	 called	weirs,	 traps	 built	 by	Native	Americans	 that	 funneled
fish	to	nets	or	baskets	for	capture.

Native	Americans	also	depended	on	 rivers	 for	 transportation	and	 trade.	Before
contact	with	Europeans,	 they	 lacked	pack	animals	 like	horses	or	oxen,	and	 the
most	practical	way	 to	move	 large	or	heavy	cargo	was	by	water.	 In	 addition	 to
material	 goods,	 they	 exchanged	 ideas	 and	 technologies	 along	 river	 routes,	 as
evidenced	by	stone	tool	design	and	ceremonial	objects.	As	expected	for	cultures
linked	 to	 rivers,	 aquatic	 animals	 such	 as	 frogs,	 turtles,	 and	 ducks	 were	 often
depicted	in	their	stone	and	ceramic	art.	During	the	period	archeologists	call	the
Mississippian	Stage,	a	further	sign	of	cultural	interconnections	that	extended	by
rivers	 into	 Alabama	 was	 the	 style	 of	 huge	 earthen	 mounds	 used	 by	 Native



Americans	from	Mexico	to	the	Upper	Mississippi	River	Valley.

Figure	2.4.	Native	American	ceremonial	vessel	with	duck	design,	ca.	1250-1500,	found	at
Moundville	in	West	Alabama.

According	 to	an	article	“Upper	Creek	Towns	of	 the	Historic	Period,”	 found	 in
the	online	Encyclopedia	of	Alabama,	when	the	state	was	first	established	as	part
of	the	Mississippi	Territory	in	the	early	19th	century,	the	vast	majority	of	the	land
belonged	to	the	Creek	Indian	Confederacy.	The	Creek	Confederacy	was	divided
between	the	group	known	as	the	Upper	Creeks	who	occupied	territory	along	the
Coosa,	 Alabama,	 and	 Tallapoosa	 rivers	 in	 Central	 Alabama	 and	 the	 Lower
Creeks	who	 occupied	 the	 areas	 in	 southwestern	Georgia	 in	 the	Chattahoochee
and	 Flint	 river	 basins.	 Both	 groups	 resided	 in	 those	 areas	 from	 the	 early	 17th
century	until	the	period	of	largescale	Indian	removal	in	the	1830s,	though	other
indigenous	groups	moved	into	these	areas	during	this	time.

Typical	towns	were	divided	on	opposite	sides	of	a	creek	or	a	river,	with	fields	on
one	side	and	residences	on	the	other.	The	basic	social	unit	of	Creek	settlements
was	the	matrilineal	family,	with	women	owning	the	land	and	serving	as	heads	of
household.	During	the	early	European	Contact	Period,	explorers	such	as	William
Bartram	(1739-1823)	and	government	agents	such	as	Benjamin	Hawkins	(1754-
1816)	recorded	descriptions	of	these	towns	and	lifestyles.



Besides	 the	 important	 role	 rivers	 played	 in	 the	 settlement	 and	 day-to-day
existence	of	Native	Americans,	water	was	a	central	part	of	their	spirituality.	Dr.
Harry	 Holstein,	 anthropologist	 at	 Jacksonville	 State	 University,	 cited	 several
previous	 studies	 and	 interviews	 that	 describe	 the	 Alabama	 Native	 American
worldview	as	it	relates	to	water.

Both	 the	Creek	and	Cherokee	believed	 flowing	water	had	sacred	powers
that	could	cure	illness	and	purify	one’s	soul.	Water	spirits	are	an	integral
part	 of	 many	 Native	 American	 religions.	 Daily	 bathing	 in	 streams	 or
rivers	for	spiritual	reasons	was	a	cultural	trait	of	both	tribes.	In	addition,
the	 Mountain	 Cherokee	 believed	 the	 rivers	 were	 ‘Long	 Man’	 who	 had
great	spiritual	powers	for	healing,	whose	head	was	in	the	mountains	and
legs	were	stretched	out	 into	 the	 lowlands.	 In	 their	myth	 ‘How	 the	World
Was	 Made’	 it	 states	 [sic],	 ‘The	 streams	 that	 come	 down	 from	 the
mountains	 are	 the	 trails	 by	 which	 we	 reach	 this	 underworld.	 The
springheads	 are	 the	 doorways	 by	which	we	 enter	 it,	 but	 to	 do	 this,	 one
must	fast	and	go	to	the	water	and	have	one	of	the	underground	people	for
a	guide.’

A	spiritual	and	mystical	view	of	rivers	prevailed	for	a	large	majority	of	the	time
humans	 occupied	 Alabama,	 and	 this	 view	 continues	 today	 among	 many
indigenous	people	around	the	world.

Overall,	more	than	95	percent	of	the	human	history	in	Alabama	is	that	of	Native
Americans	 living	 in	 an	 intimate	 relationship	 with	 rivers.	 Many	 streams	 in
Alabama	 retain	 their	 indigenous	 names,	 based	 on	 the	 Creek	 words	 hoochee
meaning	 river	 and	 hatchee	 meaning	 small	 river	 or	 creek.	 To	 prove	 it,	 drive
around	 Alabama	 and	 cross	 the	 Chattahoochee	 River	 or	 creeks	 called
Buttahatchee,	Buxahatchee,	Chubbehatchee,	Elkahatchee,	and	Saugahatchee.

EXPLORERS	AND	SETTLERS

European	contact	began	 in	 the	mid-1500s	with	 the	explorations	of	 the	Spanish
and	 followed	 by	 French	 and	 British	 colonization.	 During	 this	 time,	 diverse
Native	American	groups	developed	into	 the	great	 tribes	of	 the	Cherokee	 to	 the
north,	Creek	to	the	east	and	central	part	of	the	state,	and	Choctaw	and	Chickasaw
to	 the	 west	 and	 south.	 Numbers	 of	 Europeans	 and	 the	 African	 slaves	 they



brought	 were	 initially	 small	 compared	 with	 native	 populations,	 but	 that
dramatically	 changed	over	 the	next	200	years.	According	 to	 some	 researchers,
prior	 to	 European	 contact,	 Alabama	was	 home	 to	 as	many	 as	 250,000	Native
Americans,	 but	 their	 populations	were	 decimated	 by	 new	 diseases	 brought	 by
people	and	domesticated	animals	from	the	colonizing	countries.	As	many	as	90
percent	 of	 native	peoples	may	have	died	 from	measles,	 smallpox,	 chickenpox,
and	forms	of	influenza	between	first	contact	and	1700.

Between	 1600	 and	 1800,	 the	 Spanish	 colony	 in	 Florida	 claimed	 land	 that
extended	west	to	Mobile	and	north	through	much	of	the	lower	third	of	Alabama.
The	French	 colonists	moved	down	 the	Mississippi	 from	 the	north	 and	 secured
Mobile	and	portions	of	West	Alabama	where	they	maintained	influence	into	the
19th	century.	The	British	moved	into	what	became	Alabama	from	their	east	coast
colonies.	 For	 more	 than	 a	 century,	 intense	 conflict	 spread	 among	 European
superpowers,	 Native	 Americans,	 and	 American	 settlers	 for	 control	 over	 what
would	become	Alabama.	Out	of	this	turmoil,	the	state	was	born,	and	as	Alabama
historian	Edwin	Bridges	said,	“It	was	a	complicated	delivery.”

Not	surprisingly,	the	early	explorers	and	naturalists	found	Alabama	to	be	a	land
of	 natural	 beauty	 and	 wonder.	 Though	 Native	 Americans	 had	 changed	 the
landscape	 and	 cleared	 land	with	 fire	 and	 deforestation,	 their	 populations	were
relatively	small	and	their	impacts	to	rivers	were	minimal.	Some	early	explorers
embellished	 their	 observations	 with	 tales	 of	 being	 knee-deep	 in	 acorns	 in
southeast	 forests	or	 seeing	greatly	oversized	alligators.	 It	was	clear	 that	 rivers,
springs,	and	wetlands	were	vast,	clean,	and	teeming	with	life.	William	Bartram
was	a	naturalist	from	Pennsylvania	who,	in	the	late	1700s	under	commission	of
King	George	III	of	Great	Britain,	explored	the	southeast	US,	including	what	was
to	 become	 Alabama.	 He	 reported	 details	 such	 as	 seeing	 fish	 15	 feet	 deep	 in
rivers,	 providing	 us	 a	 glimpse	 at	 how	 the	 natural	water	 cycle	 functioned	with
streams	relatively	unaffected	by	erosion	and	other	types	of	pollution	that	would
soon	 come.	 Bartram’s	 book,	 commonly	 referred	 to	 as	 Travels,	 is	 a	 valuable
record	of	the	region’s	native	cultures	and	the	many	plants	and	animals	that	were
previously	 unknown	 to	 science	 before	 largescale	 settlement	 by	 waves	 of	 new
Americans.

Between	1810	and	1820,	“Alabama	Fever”	set	in	and	the	floodgates	of	western
expansion	 opened.	 Over	 this	 decade,	 Alabama’s	 white	 population	 increased
more	 than	10-fold,	 reaching	 about	 128,000.	Settlers	 had	 already	 exhausted	 the
soils	along	the	East	Coast	by	the	early	1800s	because	of	poor	farming	practices,



and	 they	 saw	 the	Alabama	 Territory	 as	 a	 place	 of	 economic	 opportunity	with
fertile	 soils	 and	 abundant	 rivers.	 Some	 settlers	 came	 to	 the	 Tennessee	 River
Valley	 in	 Alabama	 from	 Tennessee	 on	 the	 Bear	 Meat	 Cabin	 Road	 and	 the
Huntsville-Tuscaloosa	Road.	However,	the	Federal	Road	was	the	primary	artery
that	 opened	 up	Alabama’s	 heartland	 and	 greatly	 facilitated	 overland	 travel	 by
people	from	the	East	Coast.	Constructed	in	the	early	1800s	and	initially	serving
as	 a	 US	 postal	 route,	 the	 Federal	 Road	 connected	 the	 eastern	 states	 to	 New
Orleans.	The	road	primarily	followed	the	ridgeline	that	divided	the	Mobile	Basin
and	the	headwaters	of	the	Coastal	Plain	rivers,	avoiding	bottomlands	as	much	as
possible	to	keep	wagons	from	bogging	down.	Its	use	as	an	expansion	route	came
at	great	cost	to	the	Creek	Confederacy	whose	leaders	initially	granted	permission
to	build,	much	 to	 the	consternation	of	many	Creeks	who	prophetically	saw	the
road	as	the	pathway	for	land	grabbing	by	new	settlers.

Along	 with	 the	 new	 land	 passages,	 rivers	 continued	 to	 be	 major	 routes	 of
transportation	 and	 trade	 throughout	 the	 state,	 and	 all	 of	 Alabama’s	 centers	 of
governance	were	 in	 river	 towns.	The	 first	 territorial	 capital	was	 established	 in
1817	at	St.	Stephens	on	the	lower	Tombigbee	River,	though	this	settlement	had
been	originally	founded	in	1789	as	Fort	San	Esteban	de	Tombecbe.	Two	sessions
of	the	Territorial	Legislature	met	in	St.	Stephens	in	accordance	with	the	Enabling
Act	 for	 statehood.	 Following	 statehood	 in	 1819,	 the	 first	 Constitutional
Convention	with	its	first	session	of	the	General	Assembly	was	held	in	Huntsville
on	 the	 Tennessee	 River.	 However,	 the	 Territorial	 Legislature	 had	 previously
designated	 the	 settlement	 at	Cahawba	on	 the	Cahaba	River	 as	 the	 first	 capital,
and	 the	 second	 session	 of	 the	 legislature	met	 there	 in	 1820.	 The	 Constitution
indicated	 that	Cahawba	would	 only	 be	 the	 temporary	 seat	 of	 government,	 and
the	 legislature	moved	 the	 capital	 to	Tuscaloosa	 on	 the	Black	Warrior	River	 in
1825.	 Finally,	 in	 1846,	 Alabama’s	 capital	 city	 was	 moved	 to	 its	 present-day
location	 in	 Montgomery	 where	 the	 Coosa	 and	 Tallapoosa	 rivers	 converge	 to
form	 the	 Alabama	 River.	 These	 important	 cities	 lived	 by	 rivers	 and	 died	 by
rivers,	with	 the	 advantages	 of	 travel	 and	 trade	 counterbalanced	 by	 devastating
floods,	water-related	diseases	such	as	malaria,	and	other	challenges.

RIVERS	AND	COMMERCE

Navigation	on	Alabama’s	rivers	upstream	of	the	relatively	flat	Coastal	Plain	was
impeded	by	a	series	of	rapids	and	waterfalls	that	extended	across	the	state	in	an
arc	called	the	Fall	Line.	For	 two	reasons,	 this	physical	barrier	actually	became



an	advantage	for	settlers.	First,	because	the	Fall	Line	largely	prevented	upstream
river	traffic,	it	became	a	focal	point	of	trade	for	goods	moving	upriver	from	the
coast	with	raw	materials	and	goods	moving	downriver	from	the	interior.	Second,
waterfalls	 along	 the	 Fall	 Line	 provided	 the	 energy	 to	 drive	 water	 wheels	 for
mills.	 Adding	 value	 for	 trade	 along	 streams,	 grains	 were	 ground	 into	 flour,
timber	 sawed	 into	 lumber,	 and	metal	 tools	 forged.	Later,	waterpower	 from	 the
mills	would	drive	looms	and	other	machines	that	enabled	the	development	of	the
textile	 industry.	 Taking	 advantage	 of	 these	 circumstances,	 the	 Fall	 Line
settlements	 of	Tuscaloosa,	Montgomery,	 and	Tallassee	 flourished,	 as	 did	 other
Fall	 Line	 cities	 up	 the	 East	 Coast	 from	 Columbus,	 Georgia,	 to	 Richmond,
Virginia,	and	beyond.

The	Industrial	Revolution—well	underway	in	Europe	in	the	early	1800s	but	just
beginning	in	the	US—led	to	mass	production	of	textiles	and	a	growing	demand
for	 cotton	 that	 Alabama	 was	 well	 suited	 to	 produce.	 Throughout	 this	 period,
people	faced	the	problem	of	 the	“irreversibility	of	rivers.”	This	was,	of	course,
because	 rivers	 flow	 in	 one	 direction,	 and	 it	was	much	more	 difficult	 to	move
needed	goods	upstream	to	farms	and	stores	than	it	was	to	float	farm	surplus	to
downstream	markets.	This	was	partly	remedied	by	 the	advent	of	 the	steamboat
era	that	began	in	the	1820s	and	flourished	through	Civil	War	times.	Steamboats
could	 not	 only	 carry	 much	 more	 cargo	 and	 move	 upstream	 against	 strong
currents,	 but	 many	 were	 transformed	 to	 floating	 palaces	 that	 carried	 wealthy
passengers	in	luxury	on	an	upper	deck.



Figure	2.5.	Loading	cotton	onto	a	steamboat	on	the	Alabama	River.

By	the	mid-19th	century,	the	steamboat	era	began	to	wane	as	merchants	began	to
look	to	the	new	network	of	railroads	for	transporting	crops	and	materials	 in	all
directions.	Water	traffic	slowed	but	later	emerged	after	rivers	were	modified	and
“tamed”	 for	 greater	 human	 use.	 Since	 the	 first	 European	 settlement,	 people
engineered	boats	 for	 greater	 efficiency	 in	 navigating	Alabama	 rivers,	 and	 then
they	 decided	 to	 engineer	 the	 rivers!	 In	 the	 late	 19th	 and	 early	 20th	 centuries,
engineers	 installed	 locks	 and	 dams,	 and	 dredged	 channels	 to	 support	 larger,
diesel-powered	vessels.	Year-round	navigation	became	possible	with	the	ability
to	raise	river	levels	in	a	dry	season	and	control	flooding	in	a	wet	season.

Following	a	period	of	altering	 river	 flow	for	navigation,	 the	hydroelectric	dam
era	 began.	 At	 the	 turn	 of	 the	 20th	 century,	 few	 communities	 in	 Alabama	 had
electricity,	but	that	rapidly	changed	between	1920	and	1960	with	construction	of
more	 than	 30	 large	 hydropower	 dams	 on	 major	 rivers.	 The	 Tennessee	 Valley
Authority	and	Alabama	Power	Company	brought	Alabama	into	modernity	with
widespread	 electricity	 and	 an	 economic	 boost,	 which	 profoundly	 and
permanently	altered	the	flow	patterns	and	biota	of	Alabama	rivers.

Today,	 the	 many	 hydropower	 reservoirs,	 including	 Guntersville	 Lake,	 Jordan



Lake,	and	Martin	Lake,	are	managed	not	only	for	navigation,	hydropower,	and
flood	 control,	 but	 also	 for	 drinking	 water	 supplies,	 fish	 and	 wildlife,	 and
valuable	 lakefront	 real	 estate.	The	 once-booming	barge	 traffic	 has	 slowed,	 but
rivers	and	their	reservoirs	have	become	magnets	for	local	recreation	and	tourism,
generating	millions	of	dollars	per	year	through	fishing,	boating,	and	other	types
of	 water-related	 activities.	 The	 economic	 benefits	 of	 Alabama’s	 rivers	 are
growing,	and	the	challenge	is	to	keep	rivers	healthy	by	protecting	water	quality
and	quantity	for	both	humans	and	aquatic	organisms.

PEOPLE	DIVIDE,	WATER	CONNECTS

You	 probably	 have	 had	 the	 experience	 of	 sitting	 in	 the	 window	 seat	 of	 an
airplane	 and	 being	 fascinated	 with	 the	 landscape	 below	 as	 you	 fly	 over.	 The
straight	lines	of	highways	and	property	boundaries	and	the	geometric	shapes	of
agricultural	fields	and	cities	remind	us	that	people	like	things	to	be	orderly	and
well	 defined.	We	 also	 believe	 in	 ownership,	 often	marking	 those	 borders	with
signs	like	Private	Property,	Keep	Out,	and	No	Trespassing.

In	contrast,	 rivers	and	 their	 tributaries	flow	over	 the	 land	 in	vast	networks	 that
ignore	our	 boundaries	 and	 cross	 them	with	 impunity.	Additionally,	 eroded	 soil
and	other	 substances	are	constantly	 flowing	downstream,	and	 living	organisms
are	 moving	 up	 and	 down	 their	 courses.	 As	 I	 was	 considering	 this	 from	 an
airplane	 window,	 a	 short	 phrase	 suddenly	 popped	 into	 my	 head	 …	 People
Divide,	 Water	 Connects.	 I	 have	 returned	 to	 this	 phrase	 many	 times	 over	 the
years,	and	it	has	grown	in	significance	for	me.	Water	connects	us	and	influences
our	health,	 livelihoods,	 and	 sense	of	well-being,	 for	good	or	 ill.	Consider	how
we	might	benefit	from	modeling	our	personal	and	societal	activities	after	a	river
–	fluid,	organic,	dynamic,	connected.

GETTING	IN	SHAPE

Many	states	have	unusual	shapes	with	borders	 that	sometime	follow	rivers	and
sometime	slice	across	them.	Alabama	is	no	different,	and	the	following	story	of
how	the	state’s	borders	were	determined	was	largely	gleaned	from	Mark	Stein’s
book	How	the	States	Got	Their	Shapes.

Like	many	US	states,	Alabama’s	boundaries	were	determined	largely	by	treaties



following	wars	 among	 colonial	 nations	 of	 Europe	 and	 the	US,	mixed	with	 an
effort	by	the	US	Congress	to	keep	the	peace	among	early	settlers	of	neighboring
states.	 Alabama	 grew	 out	 of	 the	 original	 Georgia	 Colony	 of	 England,	 which
British	royalty	chartered	in	1732	to	extend	from	the	present-day	eastern	border
of	 Georgia	 to	 the	 Pacific	 Ocean.	 After	 the	 Revolutionary	 War,	 Georgia
reluctantly	 ceded	 their	 land	 west	 of	 the	 Chattahoochee	 River	 to	 the	 US
Government	for	the	creation	of	more	states.	An	overarching	principle	of	the	US
Congress	 in	 carving	 up	 territory	 was	 that	 all	 new	 states	 should	 be	 “created
equal,”	certainly	much	more	equal	than	the	original	Thirteen	Colonies.

The	land	Georgia	ceded	became	the	Mississippi	Territory	and	generally	followed
Georgia’s	original	north	and	south	borders	to	the	Mississippi	River.	The	western
portion	of	Alabama’s	southern	border	was	later	modified	to	extend	to	the	Gulf	of
Mexico,	following	the	War	of	1812	when	the	US	acquired	territory	from	Spain.
The	 southern	 part	 of	 Alabama’s	 eastern	 border	 remained	 set	 by	 the
Chattahoochee	River	as	originally	ceded	by	Georgia,	but	the	northern	part	of	that
border	 was	 adjusted	 to	 stop	 following	 the	 Chattahoochee	 and	 take	 an	 angled
straight	line	to	Tennessee.	This	line	crosses	Tallapoosa	and	Coosa	River	basins,
but	 the	 line	 was	 set	 to	 appease	 Georgians	 who	 wanted	 to	 retain	 valuable
coalfields	they	had	originally	claimed	in	the	Appalachian	Mountain	foothills.

The	Mississippi	Territory	was	split	into	two	in	1817,	and	the	states	of	Alabama
and	 Mississippi	 that	 emerged	 were	 essentially	 mirror	 images	 of	 each	 other,
similar	 in	size	 to	 their	parent	state	of	Georgia.	The	resulting	western	border	of
Alabama	 was	 a	 compromise	 established	 by	 the	 US	 Congress.	 Previously,	 the
people	who	were	to	become	Alabamians	wanted	their	border	with	Mississippi	to
extend	west	 to	 the	Pearl	River,	 and	 those	who	were	 to	 become	Mississippians
wanted	their	border	to	extend	east	to	the	Tombigbee	River.	The	final	border	ran
due	 north	 from	 the	 Gulf	 of	 Mexico	 to	 give	 both	 states	 access	 to	 fertile
bottomland	 for	 farming,	 and	 then	 it	 angled	 slightly	 to	 the	 northeast	 to	 keep
Mississippi	 about	 the	 same	 size	 as	 Alabama.	 This	 border	 cut	 across	 the
Escatawpa	 and	 Tombigbee	 river	 basins	 but	 maintained	 the	 goal	 of	 the	 US
Congress	to	keep	states	equal	in	size.

Alabama	 has	 a	 small,	 triangular	 extension	 of	 land	 at	 its	 northwest	 corner	 that
follows	the	bend	that	the	Tennessee	River	takes	before	entering	Tennessee.	The
decision	was	made	to	keep	that	patch	of	land	connected	to	the	rest	of	Alabama’s
Tennessee	 River	 Valley	 for	maintaining	 law	 and	 order.	 No	Mississippi	 sheriff
wanted	to	be	responsible	for	having	to	cross	that	large	river	every	time	a	drunken



brawl	broke	out	on	the	other	side!

Clearly,	 the	borders	of	Alabama	were	primarily	set	by	political,	economic,	and
social	motivations.	As	 a	 result,	most	 of	 our	major	 rivers	 and	 their	watersheds
cross	 state	 lines,	 and	 only	 two	 river	 basins—Black	Warrior	 and	 Cahaba—are
fully	 contained	 from	 source	 to	mouth	within	Alabama.	One	 of	 the	 legacies	 of
these	state	boundaries	is	prolonged	and	expensive	interstate	water	disputes.	Tens
of	millions	of	dollars	have	already	been	spent	by	Alabama,	Georgia,	and	Florida
over	 water	 rights	 regarding	 the	 Coosa,	 Tallapoosa,	 Alabama,	 Chattahoochee,
Flint,	and	Apalachicola	rivers.	No	one	yet	has	figured	out	how	to	equitably	use
and	protect	 the	 rivers	 that	 states	 share,	 and	 the	 “water	wars”	 continue	with	 an
uncertain	future.	People	Divide,	Water	Connects.
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