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For more than 70 years, a two-story 
house downtown served as a center of civic 
and business life for Birmingham residents.

Activity bustled in each corner of the 
Ballard House on Seventh Avenue North, 
which included a doctor’s office, active 
kitchen, meeting space and civic clubs.

Hints of that history remain evident 
throughout the building filled with collec-
tions of photographs, restored fixtures and a 
brass nameplate still hanging on the door of 
the old doctor’s office.

But don’t call it a museum.
The current caretakers are working to 

restore the historic Ballard House and doc-
ument its significant role for black Birming-
ham residents in the past century.

“Many times we hear so much about the 
civil rights movement, but we never really 
hear about how people lived, how they 
worked and how they socialized,” Majella 
Chube Hamilton said. “Those are the ques-
tions that we are answering here. This is not 
just about the past. It’s about relating the 
principles to the issues that we are address-
ing today.”

Hamilton and her husband, Herschell 
Hamilton Jr., founded the Ballard House 
Project — a 501c3 charitable, nonprofit with 
an active board of directors — in their mis-
sion to restore and reopen the house as a 
civic and cultural space.

Their vision for the building includes a 
mix of historic preservation and interpreta-
tion, as well as reviving its use as an educa-
tional and civic meeting place.

Roots of a landmark
The history of the house dates back to 

1940 when Dr. E.H. Ballard arrived in Bir-
mingham and built the building as a home 

and office. Ballard was one of the city’s early 
black doctors; he practiced here until the 
1950s.

Ballard eventually sold the house to Jesse 
Perkins, who for years leased some of the 
space to doctors and rented the rest for civic 
and social groups.

The building was already a popular loca-
tion in 1959 when Dr. Herschell Hamilton 
Sr. moved his business there. He eventu-
ally bought the building from Perkins and 
remained there for 40 years.

“He always said he was drawn to Bir-
mingham like a magnet,” recalled his son, 
Herschell Hamilton Jr.

Hamilton Sr. was a popular doctor, whose 
reputation was magnified as he treated 
injured civil rights demonstrators in the 
1960s. He also became the first black sur-
geon on the UAB Hospital staff in 1968.

“He was proud that he had a role in really 
trying to change things,” Hamilton Jr. said. 

“He just saw Birmingham as this intensely 
segregated place, and it was a lot different 
than what he had seen in other places. He 
was never intimidated by the establishment 
because he was trained well. He was pre-
pared.”

Embracing history
At the Ballard House, Majella Hamil-

ton is used to people knocking on the front 
door or ringing the doorbell, curious about 
what’s inside the structure enveloped by 
larger downtown buildings.

On one recent day, though, she was sur-
prised when a man dropped in to share his 
own personal experience there.

“This was one of my fondest memories,” 
the man said, stepping into the foyer and 
pointing toward the kitchen.

He talked about his time playing with the 
Birmingham Black Barons and the Ballard 
House being the meeting place for team 
meals.

His story is added to the growing list of 
oral histories that unfolded inside the walls 
of the historic house.

“Something here speaks to members of 
the African-American community here in 
Birmingham, and we intend to resurrect 
that cultural space,” Hamilton said.

Plans include workshops, an oral his-
tory project and expansion of the site to 
include a community garden. The garden is 
also a way to connect the past and present, 
Majella Hamilton said.

“They grew vegetables and beauti-
ful flowers, and that’s how they sustained 
themselves,” she said. “We want the whole 
site to celebrate the history of the African-
American community in Birmingham.”

Photos stacked on a table inside the 
house were set to be used for a project doc-
umenting early black families in Birming-
ham.

The mostly black-and-white images show 
men, women and children from the late 
1800s through modern times.

Majella Hamilton said she wants to go 
beyond dates and landmarks to present 
intimate histories of regular people who 
came to Birmingham to begin their lives 
and establish families. Their stories are the 
shared experiences of many more, she said.

“It’s not just about the families,” Hamil-
ton said, “but the principles they represent.”
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New future awaits landmark 
of local black culture, history

One of the photos on display at the 
Ballard House. (Frank Couch/fcouch@al.com)

The Ballard House served as a home and doctor’s office for Dr. E.H. Ballard in 1940. The home was later sold to Dr. Herschell 
Hamilton Sr., who continued to use it as a doctor’s office, as well as a gathering place for many civic groups in the African-American 
community. (Frank Couch/fcouch@al.com)

Majella and 
Herschell Hamilton 
Jr.’s vision for 
the Ballard 
House includes 
a mix of historic 
preservation and 
interpretation, as 
well as reviving 
its use as an 
educational and 
civic meeting 
place. (Frank Couch/
fcouch@al.com)

COUPLE PRESERVING 
70-YEAR-OLD BALLARD 
HOUSE THAT ONCE SERVED 
AS DOCTOR’S OFFICE,  
CIVIC MEETING SPACE.

BLOUNT COUNTY
T EACH ER A R R EST ED

A high school teacher is under arrest after 
authorities say he had an inappropriate 
relationship with a female student.

A grand jury indicted Matthew Shane 
Wester, 37, on one count of a teacher hav-
ing sexual contact with a student. Wester, a 
math teacher and coach at Cleveland High 
School, was placed on paid leave in Novem-
ber 2014 amid the allegations. School offi-
cials say he remains on leave pending the 
outcome of the criminal case.

The Blount County grand jury handed 
down the indictment against Wester on Jan. 
29, according to court records. Jail officials 
say he was arrested Tuesday and released the 
same day after posting $6,000 bond.

According to the indictment, Wester 
“intentionally and knowingly engaged with 
a male or female student under the age of 19 
in sexual contact.”

Wester is a graduate of Cleveland High 
School. He and his wife, who have one child 
together, filed for divorce last month, accord-
ing to court records.

Carol Robinson

HOOVER
ROBBERY SUSPECT

A Birmingham man is in custody on 
charges he robbed an elderly victim of 
$10 outside a Hoover grocery store.

Hoover police and U.S. Marshals arrested 
Jaricko Deon Hooks, 21, at a home in the 1700 
block of 18th Place North.

Hooks is also charged in a robbery that 
happened in Homewood the same day and 
was already awaiting trial for a 2014 robbery 
in that city.

In Hoover, police say an 86-year-old man 
was robbed at gunpoint Jan. 31 after shop-
ping at Publix in the Hoover Court Shop-
ping Center. 

Police say Hooks pulled a black handgun 
and demanded cash. He took $10 from the 
man, then drove off in a car that was parked 
nearby. Police said the car was a late-1990s 
or early-2000s beige or tan four-door Chev-
rolet Malibu.

Carol Robinson

ANNISTON 
R EGIST ER ED SEX OF F EN DER S

The closure of a motel forced out nine 
registered sex offenders living there.

The State Fire Marshal’s Office ordered 
the closure of the Vann Thomas Motel on 
McClellan Boulevard last week. State Fire 
Marshal Ed Paulk said the motel was not up 
to fire codes and was a serious fire hazard.

With the occupants of the motel using 
it essentially as a home, there were more 
household and day-to-day articles in the 
building than a motel normally would have, 
meaning more “fire load” and flammable 
material, he said.

Calhoun County Sheriff Larry Amerson 
said authorities have known for some time 
the motel was home to nine registered sex 
offenders, as offenders have to provide an 
address. Inside cities, offenders sometimes 
“cluster” in areas which do not run afoul 
of restrictions for sex offenders, which pre-
vent them from living near schools or day 
care centers.

William Thornton

BIRMINGHAM
FATA L H I T-A N D -RU N

A man jailed since 2013 in a fatal hit-
and-run on a Birmingham interstate 
pleaded guilty to the deadly wreck.

William Tynes Sevier III, 25, of Mountain 
Brook, was charged with murder, manslaugh-
ter, robbery and leaving the scene of an acci-
dent after he was arrested in connection with 
the crash that killed an Irondale man. He 
pleaded guilty to reckless manslaughter in the 
death of 49-year-old Charles Allen Taylor, the 
manager of Splash Adventure in Bessemer.

Under the plea agreement, Sevier was sen-
tenced to 20 years in prison with five years to 
serve. He was given credit for time already 
served since his arrest in August 2013. Sevier 
is represented by Birmingham attorneys Brett 
Bloomston and Tommy Spina.

The crash happened about 7:30 p.m. on 
that Sunday on I-20 /59 near the airport. 
Authorities said Taylor was driving his black 
Chevrolet Tahoe in the northbound center 
lane between the exits for Tallapoosa Street 
and Airport Boulevard. Sevier was driving 
a stolen gold Hyundai Elantra in the same 
direction and was changing lanes into the 
middle lane when he struck the rear bum-
per of Taylor’s SUV.

Prior to his arrest that night, Sevier already 
had an extensive arrest record in Jefferson, 
Shelby and Tuscaloosa counties.

Carol Robinson

PELHAM
SMOK I NG BA N PL A N

A possible smoking ban will be the big 
topic of discussion at a town hall meeting.

The possibility of a smoking ban in Pel-
ham resurfaced in October when a group 
of city residents and business owners voiced 
concerns about tobacco use in workplaces.

Tina Castello, a Pelham resident whose 
husband, Gerald Castello, was diagnosed 
with advanced-stage lung cancer last year, 
told the council in October she doesn’t want 
other families to experience the devastation 
caused by lung cancer. Previous attempts to 
ban smoking at buildings in Pelham have 
failed to gain traction and support from city 
leaders to enact an ordinance.

The town hall will be at 7 p.m. Feb. 26 at 
the Pelham Civic Complex and Ice Arena.

Martin J. Reed
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