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Walker County native recalls
construction of Smith Lake Dam
By JENNIFER COHRON
Daily Mountain Eagle

On Feb. 22, 1961, the
Mountain Eagle reported
the loss of Clear Creek
Falls as if a member of
the community had died:
“She is now hidden from
the sight of man forever
... The exact time of her
departure is unknown for
there was no one to tell
her goodbye. She went
alone to her watery
grave.”

The fate of the falls, a
popular recreation spot
for north Alabama resi-
dents, had been sealed in
July 1954 when Alabama
Power Company sought
federal permission to
build a dam on the Black
Warrior River.

The project had multi-
ple potential benefits, ac-
cording to a history of
Lewis Smith Lake writ-
ten for the online Ency-
clopedia of Alabama by
Alabama Power’s Michael
Sznajderman.

The dam would gener-
ate electricity, provide
drinking water for Birm-
ingham homes and busi-
nesses and improve
conditions on the river
for barges navigating the
Sipsey Fork.

It would also create a
21,200-acre lake span-
ning three counties,
which excited reporters
who covered the loss of
Clear Creek Falls.

“In losing a beauty spot
Alabama has acquired a
promising asset in Lake
Lewis Smith — one that
seems destined to thrill
thousands of fishermen,
boat and water sport en-
thusiasts, vacationers
and folks who just want
to retire,” the Birming-
ham News reported in
February 1961.

Local residents were

slower to embrace the
300-foot tall earthen be-
hemoth in their midst. 

“One thing that sticks
in my memory is the fear
folks in the area had
wondering what would
happen if the dam were
to break. Would we all be
covered up with water?”
recalled Donny Grace,
whose parents bought a
house near the river in
1956.

Grace’s father had
grown up hunting and
fishing in the area that
eventually became Smith
Lake.

The family often went
on Sunday drives be-
tween 1957 and 1961 to
watch the lake and the
dam take shape.

“I can still remember
those big Uke trucks and
pans (the biggest of them
all) moving rocks and
dirt as the dam went up.
There was an overlook up
on the hill above the
power plant site where
you could look down and
see the work going on far
below. Those big Ukes
looked like ants working
down there,” Grace said.

He was also fascinated
by a tunnel constructed
by work crews at the
base of the mountain to
allow water to go through
while the dam was still
being built.

“Another thing I recall
is how they cleared out
all the trees at the antici-
pated final water level of
the lake. They had to cut
trees down the hills and
bluffs far enough below
the water line to prevent
problems for future
boaters. But they left the
trees down in the hollows
because the water would
be so deep there that it
would cover them with
room to spare,” Grace
said, adding that his fa-

ther often warned him
about how easy it would
be to get trapped under
one of the many bluffs
hidden under the lake
while swimming.

‘A major technological accomplishment’

Photos Special to the Eagle

Lewis Smith Dam is
named for Lewis Mar-

tin Smith, who was
president of Alabama

Power from 1952 to
1957. At right, a view
of the powerhouse in

April 1961, five months
before the dam was

put into service.

See DAM, PAGE 11

However, Grace has only fond memories
of the lake where he often went fishing and
boating, learned to water ski and spent one
night playing music until dawn with two
friends.

Grace credits growing up near Smith
Lake and the dam with sparking his inter-
est in engineering. (He went on to earn a
degree in the field from the University of
Alabama.)

“It was definitely a major technological
accomplishment for the area and one that
had impact on the community in many
ways,” Grace said.

Dam
From Page 2

Photos Special to the Eagle

Above, an image from Decem-
ber 1962 looking west across
the dam is in Alabama Power
Company’s archives. Below,

Donny Grace and his parents,
Andrew and Christine, are

shown in 1952 on one of their
many trips to Clear Creek Falls.  
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Dam creates perfect conditions for trout fishing
By JENNIFER COHRON
and DALE SHORT
Daily Mountain Eagle

When Lewis Smith
Dam was completed in
1961, local environmen-
talists saw the opportu-
nity for a coldwater
fishery.

A deep water intake
above the dam keeps the
temperature of the Black
Warrior River below 70
degrees year round near
Alabama Power’s hydro-
electric plant.

Trout have been
stocked below the dam
since 1974.

In recent years, approx-
imately 35,000 rainbow
trout have been released
below Smith Dam annu-
ally through a collabora-
tion of Alabama Power,
the Alabama Department
of Conservation and Nat-
ural Resources and the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service.

Preliminary results of a
survey conducted with
more than 150 anglers in
2014 show that one out of
every four trout is even-
tually harvested. The
trout can survive over 20
miles downstream.

An average of 16 an-
glers are fishing the 2.5
mile stretch of river on
any given weekday, ac-
cording to the survey. Ap-
proximately 25 percent
come from Walker and
Cullman counties. The
rest hail from all across
the United States and as
far away as Austrailia.

Brandon Jackson and
his wife, Mary Carole, op-
erate Riverside Fly Shop,
a full-service fly shop on
Highway 69 North.

Q & A WITH 
BRANDON JACKSON

Q: When's the best
time to catch a trout?

Jackson: Trout feed
fairly constantly, so it's
mainly a matter of find-
ing out where and how

they're feeding.

Q: What are the most
popular times for fish-
ing on the Sipsey
Fork?

Jackson: Spring break
is usually a busy time.
Also, once school is out
for the year. The river's a
cool environment, with
the water temperature
typically between 50 and
55 degrees, so it's pleas-
ant here even when the
temperature outside's a
hundred degrees.

Q: What proportion
of your customers are
experienced fisher-
men?

Jackson: I'd say be-
tween 30 and 40 percent
are experienced, come
here knowing what they
want to do. Many of these
are people who fish all
over the world, and come
here to fish while they're
at home. The other 60-
plus percent come here to

pick up the skills, see if
they enjoy it. We have a
lot of customers who
started that way...bought
their first rod here, their
first flies here, and now
they're traveling all over.
It's a sport you can grow
with, and it can take you
all over. But even those
guys still come here to
the Sipsey to fish, and
make it a point to visit
throughout the year.

Q: What's your basic
recommendation for
absolute beginners?

Jackson: I suggest they
do a half-day guided trip
with us, one-on-one in-
struction, and get intro-
duced to the river. And if
you buy a rod and reel
from us, we offer casting
lessons for free. Our
guided trips are not
about getting a picture of
you holding a big fish,
they're about learning
the sport. Fishing is like
other activities: you can
pick it up on your own,
but, like playing an in-
strument, it's more enjoy-
able if you have a
teacher. 

File photo

Brandon Jackson and his family operate Riverside
Fly Shop, a full-service fly shop on Highway 69
North.

See FISHING, PAGE 10

Q: What are the rules and reg-
ulations that first-time fly fish-
ermen need to know?

Jackson: Just a regular Alabama
fishing license. No special stamps.
There's a five-fish limit, and also a
no-culling regulation. Trout aren't
like bass, in that regard. If a trout is
kept in captivity, then it's going to
die. You can catch and release as
many fish as you want, but once
you've put one in your boat, it
counts as one of your five. I'm a
catch-and-release guy, myself. I grew
up fishing in a small farm pond,
catching six-inch bream. So for me,
fishing has never been about clean-
ing or cooking fish. It's all about the
thrill of seeing what's under the
water.  

Daily Mountain Eagle - Jennifer Cohron

Brandon Jackson teaches a beginner to fly fish on a half-day outing near
Lewis Smith Dam.

Fishing
From Page 3
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Cordova’s Disney Lake a popular resort in the 1920s
By JENNIFER COHRON
Daily Mountain Eagle

Cordova’s Lake Disney
was the talk of central
Alabama in the summer
of 1921. 

“When this lake is com-
pleted, it will be one of
the best bathing places in
Walker or adjoining
counties,” the Birming-
ham News reported in
June. 

Coal mine owner A.R.
Disney was said to be
sparing no expense on
the three-acre lake,
which was constructed
near downtown Cordova
between the Frisco rail-
road track and the Black
Warrior River.

Mules were used to
move dirt during the
lake’s construction, ac-
cording to Disney’s sole
surviving child, Fred,
who was born the year
that the lake opened.

A constant supply of
water came from the
nearby Disney mine.

“It was always fun to
sit down under the pipe
where the water was run-
ning out of the mines. It
wasn’t ice cold, but for
summertime, it felt
pretty good,” Disney said. 

(His father was even-
tually forced to make the
switch to city water, Dis-
ney recalled.)  

An early advertisement
for Lake Disney, heralded
as “the finest artificial
swimming pool in Ala-
bama,” noted that it was
14 feet at its deepest
point but also offered
plenty of shallow water
for children and begin-
ners.

A lounging platform
was built in the middle of
the lake for sunbathers.
Slides and diving boards
were added for more ad-
venturous swimmers.

“Swimming contests for
prizes will be encouraged
by the proprietor, Mr.
A.R. Disney, who will also
attempt to develop
Walker County talent to

enter swimming contests
in other cities,” a newspa-
per advertisement from
July 1921 proclaimed.

A boardwalk connected
the lake to a bathhouse
large enough to accom-
modate hundreds of visi-
tors.

Adult swimmers could
purchase a woolen
bathing suit and a towel
for 40 cents and a
bathing cap for 10 cents.
A child’s suit and towel
cost 25 cents. 

Visitors who wanted a
break from the water
could pay a dime to take
a train ride around the
lake. Materials from the
mine were used to con-
struct the miniature
train and track, accord-
ing to Fred Disney. 

In the summer, there
was plenty to see and do
at Lake Disney.

On July 4, 1923, digni-
taries from Jasper and
Dora came to the lake for
a celebration of a gravel
highway that had re-
cently been completed be-
tween the three cities.
Speakers included Con-
gressman William B.
Bankhead, L.B. Mus-
grove and Pope Long, son
of Cordova founder Ben-
jamin Long.

In its heyday, the lake
frequently hosted travel-
ing carnivals and swim-
ming contests. Disney’s
two oldest sons and their
friends did diving tricks
for one of the crowd-
pleasing shows.

Other attractions at
Lake Disney included a
skating rink and a boxing
ring. Battling Bozo, an
athlete backed by Disney,
made occasional appear-
ances in the latter.

“He had showmanship
blood in his veins,” Fred
Disney said of the man
who opened his Disney
resort a full decade be-
fore a distant relative in-
troduced the world to an
animated mouse named
Mickey. 

Disney was born in

Tennessee and moved to
Alabama in the early
part of the century seek-
ing work in the coal
mines.

By the time the United
States entered World War
I in 1917, Disney had es-
tablished a mine in Cor-
dova. A Mountain Eagle
article from the era lists
Disney Coal Company as

the employer of 50 men
and one of five coal com-
panies operating in the
city.

The war years were a
profitable time for Dis-
ney.

“Dad was pretty suc-
cessful, particularly dur-

ing the war. He was
under orders from the
government that I think
pretty much all of his
coal was automatically
shipped for the military,”
Fred Disney said.

Lake Disney was just
one of the investments

Disney made in the
1920s.

In addition to the mine,
he owned two other busi-
nesses in Cordova — Dis-
ney Brothers Hardware
Company and Lime Cola

Photos Special to the Eagle

Disney Lake, above,
opened in Cordova 

in July 1961. The lake
was built by coal mine

owner A.R. Disney. 
At right, A.R. Disney 
is shown in the front

seat of a train that
went around Disney

Lake. Disney is wear-
ing a hat. His son,

Arthur Lee, is seated
next to him.

See DISNEY, PAGE 9

Bottling Company.
For his own personal amusement, he

bought a motorcycle and a Stutz
Bearcat — a status symbol of The Roar-
ing ‘20s.

“I also understand that he had part-
interest in an airplane. That might
have been where one of my brothers got
interested in flying,” Fred Disney said.

Like other businessman of his time,
Disney saw his fortunes change at the
end of the decade following the stock
market crash.

“He pretty much lost everything he
had in the Depression. He lost the lake,
his house, the mine, everything. That’s
when we moved to Tuscaloosa County
and started over again,” Fred Disney
said.

Disney was offered a job running a
large shaft mine in Northport. He re-
mained in the mining busines for the
rest of his life.

In 1955, three decades after Lake
Disney opened in Cordova, the first
tourists flocked to Disneyland in Ana-
heim, California.

Fred Disney and his brother, Arthur
Lee, once met an uncle of animator
Walt Disney at a family reunion in
Kentucky.

“People always ask if we’re related. I
usually tell them that anyone named
Disney is related because there is only
one tree as far as anybody knows, but I
also tell them that I don’t get into Dis-
ney World for free,” Fred Disney said.

Although the lake has not existed for
decades, locals in Cordova still refer to
the area as Disney Lake and use its
state-owned boat launch to access the

Warrior River.  
Disney Lake is one of three sites in

Cordova included in the Walker County
Waterways Project, an effort to connect
31 miles of navigable streams by 2019.
Several improvements are planned to

once again make it a hub for recreation.
The Alabama Power Foundation has

provided $15,000 to construct an 8-foot
by 40-foot fishing pier to replace a
smaller pier that was torn down several
years ago. 

An additional $20,000 from the
Walker Area Community Foundation
will be used to improve the parking
area, create a kayak staging area and
install storyboards that tell the history
of Disney Lake.

Disney
From Page 4

File photo

A view of the Disney Lake area after flooding occurred in Cordova in 2009.

She retired from the sport
in 1958. At the time, she was
a graduate student at
Auburn University, and her
husband, George, a former
professional football player,
was coaching under Ralph
“Shug” Jordan.

Atkins earned three de-
grees from Auburn, including
the first doctorate in history
awarded at the university.

She taught history at
Auburn, the University of Al-
abama at Birmingham and
Samford University and was
the founding director of the
Auburn University Center
for the Arts and Humanities.

She also published numer-
ous articles and books on Al-
abama history, including the
centennial history of Ala-
bama Power Company.

Her love of skiing never
left her. She taught her own
children to ski on Lake Mar-
tin and remained active in
the sport by teaching and
judging. 

She was the first woman
senior judge of the American
Water Ski Association and
the first woman AWSA board
member. 

In 1976, she was the first
woman inducted into the Al-
abama Sports Hall of Fame.

Atkins From Page 8

In 1976, Rawls 
became the first
woman inducted
into the Alabama
Sports Hall of
Fame.

“The Warrior
River is not a
place in the
United States
that people ex-
pected competi-
tive water skiers
to come out of
at that time.”

- Leah Rawls
Atkins 



WATER/WAYS Jasper, Ala., Tues., Jan. 16, 2018 www.mountaineagle.com – Page 5Page 8 – WATER/WAYS Jasper, Ala., Tues., Jan. 16, 2018 www.mountaineagle.com

World water ski champion learned sport on Warrior River
By JENNIFER COHRON
Daily Mountain Eagle

In 1953, 18-year-old Leah Rawls Atkins be-
came the first Alabamian to win a world cham-
pionship in water skiing.

“The Warrior River is not a place in the
United States that people expected competitive
water skiers to come
out of at that time,”
said Atkins, a Birm-
ingham native.

Atkins’ parents
bought a cabin on
Lake Bankhead (bet-
ter known to locals
as “the river”) in
January 1939 when
she was 4 years old.

She became inter-
ested in water skiing
after a neighbor
brought back a
brochure from
Florida’s Cypress
Gardens, a popular
spot for tourists that
hosted several ski
shows a day.

As a teenager, Atkins taught herself to do
tricks such as skiing backwards while holding
the rope with her toe on skis that had previ-
ously belonged to her cousin.

“They were terrible, much too big. I didn’t
have control of the skis, and it was very frus-
trating. Finally, I skied enough on them for my
Daddy to go buy me a pair of skis. He often said
that waiting so long was the stupidest thing he
ever did because I never should have been on
those other skis,” she said. 

Atkins entered her first tournament in 1950
at Lake Guntersville and had a poor showing.

Her father encouraged her to find a coach if
she wanted to continue in competitions.

Atkins chose Henry Suydam, who had won
the men’s title at the 1950 World Water Ski
Tournament. His son, Stillman, was two years
older than Atkins and was a Junior Boys cham-
pion.

In June 1951, Atkins and her mother drove to
Orlando for her first lesson with Suydam.

She returned to Florida for a week at Christ-
mas and again during spring break to continue
her training.

The presence of alligators made skiing on
Florida’s lakes a frightening experience at
times.

“If you’re skiing on the Warrior River, you
have to worry about cottonmouth moccasins. I’d
always make a lot of noise to scare them away.
Sometimes in Florida, when I’d come out of the
slalom run, you’d see alligators on the bank. I
was very careful not to fall there,” Atkins said.

In 1951, Atkins returned to the Lake Gun-
tersville tournament and won several top hon-
ors.

Her success continued at tournaments held

in Ontario, Lake Winnipesaukee, New Hamp-
shire and Lake Placid, New York.

In 1953, Atkins won the U.S. Women's Over-
all National Championship in Long Beach, Cal-
ifornia and the Women's Overall World
Championship in Toronto.

She remained in Toronto for 10 days after
earning the world title to participate in four ski
shows a day for the Canadian National Exhibi-
tion.

At the conclusion of one of the shows, West-
ern star Roy Rogers walked onto a barge, un-
aware that Atkins and three other skiers were
barreling toward him at 35 miles an hour.

“I was the oldest of the bunch, and I
screamed, ‘Split him!’ When we hit that barge,
he turned and looked at us, and you should
have seen his expression. Thank goodness, he
froze. Two of us put our arm around his waist
because that slowed us down, and we picked
him up and sat him down about five or six feet
away. I think that was the most exciting thing
that ever happened to me on the water,” Atkins
said.  

When Atkins returned to Birmingham from
the world tournament in 1953, she was met at
the airport by a crowd of well-wishers.

After marrying and having a child, Atkins re-
turned to the world tournament in 1957 and
finished second.

During her career, Atkins won two U.S. na-
tional championships, set a new women’s world
jumping record (70 feet) and became the first
woman to complete a front-to-back and back-to-
front toe turn trick in a tournament.

Photo Special to the Eagle

Birmingham native Leah Rawls won two national champi-
onships and a world championship as a water skier in the
1950s. 

See ATKINS, PAGE 9

Leah Rawls Atkins
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Local student Emily Dutton entered this photo in the Walker 24/7 photo con-
test in spring 2015. The photo, titled “A Family Tradition,” received an hon-
orable mention and Dutton was named the grand prize winner for a different
photo. The photo has been used to advertise the “Water/Ways” exhibit in
Walker County and around the state. In spring 2017, it was the lead photo
in an article on the exhibit written for the Alabama Humanities Foundation’s
Mosaic Magazine.
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World water ski champion learned sport on Warrior River
By JENNIFER COHRON
Daily Mountain Eagle

In 1953, 18-year-old Leah Rawls Atkins be-
came the first Alabamian to win a world cham-
pionship in water skiing.

“The Warrior River is not a place in the
United States that people expected competitive
water skiers to come
out of at that time,”
said Atkins, a Birm-
ingham native.

Atkins’ parents
bought a cabin on
Lake Bankhead (bet-
ter known to locals
as “the river”) in
January 1939 when
she was 4 years old.

She became inter-
ested in water skiing
after a neighbor
brought back a
brochure from
Florida’s Cypress
Gardens, a popular
spot for tourists that
hosted several ski
shows a day.

As a teenager, Atkins taught herself to do
tricks such as skiing backwards while holding
the rope with her toe on skis that had previ-
ously belonged to her cousin.

“They were terrible, much too big. I didn’t
have control of the skis, and it was very frus-
trating. Finally, I skied enough on them for my
Daddy to go buy me a pair of skis. He often said
that waiting so long was the stupidest thing he
ever did because I never should have been on
those other skis,” she said. 

Atkins entered her first tournament in 1950
at Lake Guntersville and had a poor showing.

Her father encouraged her to find a coach if
she wanted to continue in competitions.

Atkins chose Henry Suydam, who had won
the men’s title at the 1950 World Water Ski
Tournament. His son, Stillman, was two years
older than Atkins and was a Junior Boys cham-
pion.

In June 1951, Atkins and her mother drove to
Orlando for her first lesson with Suydam.

She returned to Florida for a week at Christ-
mas and again during spring break to continue
her training.

The presence of alligators made skiing on
Florida’s lakes a frightening experience at
times.

“If you’re skiing on the Warrior River, you
have to worry about cottonmouth moccasins. I’d
always make a lot of noise to scare them away.
Sometimes in Florida, when I’d come out of the
slalom run, you’d see alligators on the bank. I
was very careful not to fall there,” Atkins said.

In 1951, Atkins returned to the Lake Gun-
tersville tournament and won several top hon-
ors.

Her success continued at tournaments held

in Ontario, Lake Winnipesaukee, New Hamp-
shire and Lake Placid, New York.

In 1953, Atkins won the U.S. Women's Over-
all National Championship in Long Beach, Cal-
ifornia and the Women's Overall World
Championship in Toronto.

She remained in Toronto for 10 days after
earning the world title to participate in four ski
shows a day for the Canadian National Exhibi-
tion.

At the conclusion of one of the shows, West-
ern star Roy Rogers walked onto a barge, un-
aware that Atkins and three other skiers were
barreling toward him at 35 miles an hour.

“I was the oldest of the bunch, and I
screamed, ‘Split him!’ When we hit that barge,
he turned and looked at us, and you should
have seen his expression. Thank goodness, he
froze. Two of us put our arm around his waist
because that slowed us down, and we picked
him up and sat him down about five or six feet
away. I think that was the most exciting thing
that ever happened to me on the water,” Atkins
said.  

When Atkins returned to Birmingham from
the world tournament in 1953, she was met at
the airport by a crowd of well-wishers.

After marrying and having a child, Atkins re-
turned to the world tournament in 1957 and
finished second.

During her career, Atkins won two U.S. na-
tional championships, set a new women’s world
jumping record (70 feet) and became the first
woman to complete a front-to-back and back-to-
front toe turn trick in a tournament.
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onships and a world championship as a water skier in the
1950s. 
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Leah Rawls Atkins
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Cordova’s Disney Lake a popular resort in the 1920s
By JENNIFER COHRON
Daily Mountain Eagle

Cordova’s Lake Disney
was the talk of central
Alabama in the summer
of 1921. 

“When this lake is com-
pleted, it will be one of
the best bathing places in
Walker or adjoining
counties,” the Birming-
ham News reported in
June. 

Coal mine owner A.R.
Disney was said to be
sparing no expense on
the three-acre lake,
which was constructed
near downtown Cordova
between the Frisco rail-
road track and the Black
Warrior River.

Mules were used to
move dirt during the
lake’s construction, ac-
cording to Disney’s sole
surviving child, Fred,
who was born the year
that the lake opened.

A constant supply of
water came from the
nearby Disney mine.

“It was always fun to
sit down under the pipe
where the water was run-
ning out of the mines. It
wasn’t ice cold, but for
summertime, it felt
pretty good,” Disney said. 

(His father was even-
tually forced to make the
switch to city water, Dis-
ney recalled.)  

An early advertisement
for Lake Disney, heralded
as “the finest artificial
swimming pool in Ala-
bama,” noted that it was
14 feet at its deepest
point but also offered
plenty of shallow water
for children and begin-
ners.

A lounging platform
was built in the middle of
the lake for sunbathers.
Slides and diving boards
were added for more ad-
venturous swimmers.

“Swimming contests for
prizes will be encouraged
by the proprietor, Mr.
A.R. Disney, who will also
attempt to develop
Walker County talent to

enter swimming contests
in other cities,” a newspa-
per advertisement from
July 1921 proclaimed.

A boardwalk connected
the lake to a bathhouse
large enough to accom-
modate hundreds of visi-
tors.

Adult swimmers could
purchase a woolen
bathing suit and a towel
for 40 cents and a
bathing cap for 10 cents.
A child’s suit and towel
cost 25 cents. 

Visitors who wanted a
break from the water
could pay a dime to take
a train ride around the
lake. Materials from the
mine were used to con-
struct the miniature
train and track, accord-
ing to Fred Disney. 

In the summer, there
was plenty to see and do
at Lake Disney.

On July 4, 1923, digni-
taries from Jasper and
Dora came to the lake for
a celebration of a gravel
highway that had re-
cently been completed be-
tween the three cities.
Speakers included Con-
gressman William B.
Bankhead, L.B. Mus-
grove and Pope Long, son
of Cordova founder Ben-
jamin Long.

In its heyday, the lake
frequently hosted travel-
ing carnivals and swim-
ming contests. Disney’s
two oldest sons and their
friends did diving tricks
for one of the crowd-
pleasing shows.

Other attractions at
Lake Disney included a
skating rink and a boxing
ring. Battling Bozo, an
athlete backed by Disney,
made occasional appear-
ances in the latter.

“He had showmanship
blood in his veins,” Fred
Disney said of the man
who opened his Disney
resort a full decade be-
fore a distant relative in-
troduced the world to an
animated mouse named
Mickey. 

Disney was born in

Tennessee and moved to
Alabama in the early
part of the century seek-
ing work in the coal
mines.

By the time the United
States entered World War
I in 1917, Disney had es-
tablished a mine in Cor-
dova. A Mountain Eagle
article from the era lists
Disney Coal Company as

the employer of 50 men
and one of five coal com-
panies operating in the
city.

The war years were a
profitable time for Dis-
ney.

“Dad was pretty suc-
cessful, particularly dur-

ing the war. He was
under orders from the
government that I think
pretty much all of his
coal was automatically
shipped for the military,”
Fred Disney said.

Lake Disney was just
one of the investments

Disney made in the
1920s.

In addition to the mine,
he owned two other busi-
nesses in Cordova — Dis-
ney Brothers Hardware
Company and Lime Cola

Photos Special to the Eagle

Disney Lake, above,
opened in Cordova 

in July 1961. The lake
was built by coal mine

owner A.R. Disney. 
At right, A.R. Disney 
is shown in the front

seat of a train that
went around Disney

Lake. Disney is wear-
ing a hat. His son,

Arthur Lee, is seated
next to him.

See DISNEY, PAGE 9

Bottling Company.
For his own personal amusement, he

bought a motorcycle and a Stutz
Bearcat — a status symbol of The Roar-
ing ‘20s.

“I also understand that he had part-
interest in an airplane. That might
have been where one of my brothers got
interested in flying,” Fred Disney said.

Like other businessman of his time,
Disney saw his fortunes change at the
end of the decade following the stock
market crash.

“He pretty much lost everything he
had in the Depression. He lost the lake,
his house, the mine, everything. That’s
when we moved to Tuscaloosa County
and started over again,” Fred Disney
said.

Disney was offered a job running a
large shaft mine in Northport. He re-
mained in the mining busines for the
rest of his life.

In 1955, three decades after Lake
Disney opened in Cordova, the first
tourists flocked to Disneyland in Ana-
heim, California.

Fred Disney and his brother, Arthur
Lee, once met an uncle of animator
Walt Disney at a family reunion in
Kentucky.

“People always ask if we’re related. I
usually tell them that anyone named
Disney is related because there is only
one tree as far as anybody knows, but I
also tell them that I don’t get into Dis-
ney World for free,” Fred Disney said.

Although the lake has not existed for
decades, locals in Cordova still refer to
the area as Disney Lake and use its
state-owned boat launch to access the

Warrior River.  
Disney Lake is one of three sites in

Cordova included in the Walker County
Waterways Project, an effort to connect
31 miles of navigable streams by 2019.
Several improvements are planned to

once again make it a hub for recreation.
The Alabama Power Foundation has

provided $15,000 to construct an 8-foot
by 40-foot fishing pier to replace a
smaller pier that was torn down several
years ago. 

An additional $20,000 from the
Walker Area Community Foundation
will be used to improve the parking
area, create a kayak staging area and
install storyboards that tell the history
of Disney Lake.

Disney
From Page 4

File photo

A view of the Disney Lake area after flooding occurred in Cordova in 2009.

She retired from the sport
in 1958. At the time, she was
a graduate student at
Auburn University, and her
husband, George, a former
professional football player,
was coaching under Ralph
“Shug” Jordan.

Atkins earned three de-
grees from Auburn, including
the first doctorate in history
awarded at the university.

She taught history at
Auburn, the University of Al-
abama at Birmingham and
Samford University and was
the founding director of the
Auburn University Center
for the Arts and Humanities.

She also published numer-
ous articles and books on Al-
abama history, including the
centennial history of Ala-
bama Power Company.

Her love of skiing never
left her. She taught her own
children to ski on Lake Mar-
tin and remained active in
the sport by teaching and
judging. 

She was the first woman
senior judge of the American
Water Ski Association and
the first woman AWSA board
member. 

In 1976, she was the first
woman inducted into the Al-
abama Sports Hall of Fame.

Atkins From Page 8

In 1976, Rawls 
became the first
woman inducted
into the Alabama
Sports Hall of
Fame.

“The Warrior
River is not a
place in the
United States
that people ex-
pected competi-
tive water skiers
to come out of
at that time.”

- Leah Rawls
Atkins 
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Dam creates perfect conditions for trout fishing
By JENNIFER COHRON
and DALE SHORT
Daily Mountain Eagle

When Lewis Smith
Dam was completed in
1961, local environmen-
talists saw the opportu-
nity for a coldwater
fishery.

A deep water intake
above the dam keeps the
temperature of the Black
Warrior River below 70
degrees year round near
Alabama Power’s hydro-
electric plant.

Trout have been
stocked below the dam
since 1974.

In recent years, approx-
imately 35,000 rainbow
trout have been released
below Smith Dam annu-
ally through a collabora-
tion of Alabama Power,
the Alabama Department
of Conservation and Nat-
ural Resources and the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service.

Preliminary results of a
survey conducted with
more than 150 anglers in
2014 show that one out of
every four trout is even-
tually harvested. The
trout can survive over 20
miles downstream.

An average of 16 an-
glers are fishing the 2.5
mile stretch of river on
any given weekday, ac-
cording to the survey. Ap-
proximately 25 percent
come from Walker and
Cullman counties. The
rest hail from all across
the United States and as
far away as Austrailia.

Brandon Jackson and
his wife, Mary Carole, op-
erate Riverside Fly Shop,
a full-service fly shop on
Highway 69 North.

Q & A WITH 
BRANDON JACKSON

Q: When's the best
time to catch a trout?

Jackson: Trout feed
fairly constantly, so it's
mainly a matter of find-
ing out where and how

they're feeding.

Q: What are the most
popular times for fish-
ing on the Sipsey
Fork?

Jackson: Spring break
is usually a busy time.
Also, once school is out
for the year. The river's a
cool environment, with
the water temperature
typically between 50 and
55 degrees, so it's pleas-
ant here even when the
temperature outside's a
hundred degrees.

Q: What proportion
of your customers are
experienced fisher-
men?

Jackson: I'd say be-
tween 30 and 40 percent
are experienced, come
here knowing what they
want to do. Many of these
are people who fish all
over the world, and come
here to fish while they're
at home. The other 60-
plus percent come here to

pick up the skills, see if
they enjoy it. We have a
lot of customers who
started that way...bought
their first rod here, their
first flies here, and now
they're traveling all over.
It's a sport you can grow
with, and it can take you
all over. But even those
guys still come here to
the Sipsey to fish, and
make it a point to visit
throughout the year.

Q: What's your basic
recommendation for
absolute beginners?

Jackson: I suggest they
do a half-day guided trip
with us, one-on-one in-
struction, and get intro-
duced to the river. And if
you buy a rod and reel
from us, we offer casting
lessons for free. Our
guided trips are not
about getting a picture of
you holding a big fish,
they're about learning
the sport. Fishing is like
other activities: you can
pick it up on your own,
but, like playing an in-
strument, it's more enjoy-
able if you have a
teacher. 

File photo

Brandon Jackson and his family operate Riverside
Fly Shop, a full-service fly shop on Highway 69
North.

See FISHING, PAGE 10

Q: What are the rules and reg-
ulations that first-time fly fish-
ermen need to know?

Jackson: Just a regular Alabama
fishing license. No special stamps.
There's a five-fish limit, and also a
no-culling regulation. Trout aren't
like bass, in that regard. If a trout is
kept in captivity, then it's going to
die. You can catch and release as
many fish as you want, but once
you've put one in your boat, it
counts as one of your five. I'm a
catch-and-release guy, myself. I grew
up fishing in a small farm pond,
catching six-inch bream. So for me,
fishing has never been about clean-
ing or cooking fish. It's all about the
thrill of seeing what's under the
water.  

Daily Mountain Eagle - Jennifer Cohron

Brandon Jackson teaches a beginner to fly fish on a half-day outing near
Lewis Smith Dam.

Fishing
From Page 3
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Walker County native recalls
construction of Smith Lake Dam
By JENNIFER COHRON
Daily Mountain Eagle

On Feb. 22, 1961, the
Mountain Eagle reported
the loss of Clear Creek
Falls as if a member of
the community had died:
“She is now hidden from
the sight of man forever
... The exact time of her
departure is unknown for
there was no one to tell
her goodbye. She went
alone to her watery
grave.”

The fate of the falls, a
popular recreation spot
for north Alabama resi-
dents, had been sealed in
July 1954 when Alabama
Power Company sought
federal permission to
build a dam on the Black
Warrior River.

The project had multi-
ple potential benefits, ac-
cording to a history of
Lewis Smith Lake writ-
ten for the online Ency-
clopedia of Alabama by
Alabama Power’s Michael
Sznajderman.

The dam would gener-
ate electricity, provide
drinking water for Birm-
ingham homes and busi-
nesses and improve
conditions on the river
for barges navigating the
Sipsey Fork.

It would also create a
21,200-acre lake span-
ning three counties,
which excited reporters
who covered the loss of
Clear Creek Falls.

“In losing a beauty spot
Alabama has acquired a
promising asset in Lake
Lewis Smith — one that
seems destined to thrill
thousands of fishermen,
boat and water sport en-
thusiasts, vacationers
and folks who just want
to retire,” the Birming-
ham News reported in
February 1961.

Local residents were

slower to embrace the
300-foot tall earthen be-
hemoth in their midst. 

“One thing that sticks
in my memory is the fear
folks in the area had
wondering what would
happen if the dam were
to break. Would we all be
covered up with water?”
recalled Donny Grace,
whose parents bought a
house near the river in
1956.

Grace’s father had
grown up hunting and
fishing in the area that
eventually became Smith
Lake.

The family often went
on Sunday drives be-
tween 1957 and 1961 to
watch the lake and the
dam take shape.

“I can still remember
those big Uke trucks and
pans (the biggest of them
all) moving rocks and
dirt as the dam went up.
There was an overlook up
on the hill above the
power plant site where
you could look down and
see the work going on far
below. Those big Ukes
looked like ants working
down there,” Grace said.

He was also fascinated
by a tunnel constructed
by work crews at the
base of the mountain to
allow water to go through
while the dam was still
being built.

“Another thing I recall
is how they cleared out
all the trees at the antici-
pated final water level of
the lake. They had to cut
trees down the hills and
bluffs far enough below
the water line to prevent
problems for future
boaters. But they left the
trees down in the hollows
because the water would
be so deep there that it
would cover them with
room to spare,” Grace
said, adding that his fa-

ther often warned him
about how easy it would
be to get trapped under
one of the many bluffs
hidden under the lake
while swimming.

‘A major technological accomplishment’

Photos Special to the Eagle

Lewis Smith Dam is
named for Lewis Mar-

tin Smith, who was
president of Alabama

Power from 1952 to
1957. At right, a view
of the powerhouse in

April 1961, five months
before the dam was

put into service.

See DAM, PAGE 11

However, Grace has only fond memories
of the lake where he often went fishing and
boating, learned to water ski and spent one
night playing music until dawn with two
friends.

Grace credits growing up near Smith
Lake and the dam with sparking his inter-
est in engineering. (He went on to earn a
degree in the field from the University of
Alabama.)

“It was definitely a major technological
accomplishment for the area and one that
had impact on the community in many
ways,” Grace said.

Dam
From Page 2

Photos Special to the Eagle

Above, an image from Decem-
ber 1962 looking west across
the dam is in Alabama Power
Company’s archives. Below,

Donny Grace and his parents,
Andrew and Christine, are

shown in 1952 on one of their
many trips to Clear Creek Falls.  
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