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Scrap-Iron Elegy
By Michael Tortorello

BIRMINGHAM, Ala. — For a long time, Joe Minter managed to share a yard with his wife, Hilda, their 
two sons and 100,000 of their neighbors. His scruffy three-bedroom house filled up most of a small city 
lot, just up the hill from Martin Luther King Jr. Drive. But somehow he made it work.

When these souls began to cry out for their own lawn ornaments, however, he realized he would have 
to find more room.

The sloping land to the south and west of Mr. Minter’s dooryard belonged to the two historically black 
graveyards called Grace Hill and Shadow Lawn. “We are in the presence of about 100,000 African 
ancestors,” Mr. Minter will tell visitors who drop by on a Sunday morning. These are the emancipated 
slaves and farmers and steelworkers who made Birmingham: the muscle that built the “Magic City.”

The dead weren’t going anywhere, but the rest of the neighborhood was thinning out, Mrs. Minter said. 
Some homeowners died off; others drove north and never came back. So the Minters began scouting 
for more property. “We bought 50 feet from Pastor McMary, from New York,” she said.

Joe Minter has filled his half-acre with what he calls the African Village in America.Credit...Randy Harris for The New York Times



Mr. Minter said: “We tore this one down next door with nothing but a circular saw. I did it, mostly. I had 
a boy to help a little bit.”

He added: “It just went down. Everything in Birmingham is going down.”

One obvious exception would be what Mr. Minter calls the African Village in America, and the amazing 
fabrications he has raised to fill almost every square foot of his consolidated half-acre holding.

It is, by some reckonings, one of the nation’s most extraordinary and least-known sculpture gardens. 
Here’s a room-size re-creation of the Birmingham jail cell that held Martin Luther King Jr., surrounded 
by six concrete Dobermans.

There’s a monument to those murdered at Sandy Hook Elementary, including 26 pairs of flea-market 
shoes (“I got them for a pretty good price,” he said) and the raging rubber head of Jesse Ventura.

And everywhere else is welded iron and hand-painted biblical signage and bric-a-brac to overrun 
a landfill. It seems all but inevitable that Mr. Minter will eventually raise a memorial to the Boston 
Marathon bombing, although the only clear patch of lawn lies behind the twin towers.

The African Village also stands among the most endangered art environments: Mr. Minter serves as 
the site’s artist in residence, curator, docent and groundskeeper, and he just turned 70.

His installation represents one of the last great “yard shows” in Alabama, said Emily Hanna, curator 
of the African and American collections at the Birmingham Museum of Art. This coinage describes the 
culturally distinct and sometimes visionary home displays of the South.

Artists like Mr. Minter, she said, emerged “during that transition of coming out of sharecropping and 
doing a variety of jobs during Jim Crow.” Now, Dr. Hanna added, “that snapshot of life in often rural 
Alabama — that is leaving us.”

Yet the African Village receives no grants, no institutional support and practically no publicity. The 
folks who make a pilgrimage to the Minters’ little brick-faced house — maybe 300 in a year — come 
following rumors and stories and pictures on the Internet.

Still, to his mind, Mr. Minter is not alone. His yard show is a homeland for all 11 million Africans shipped 
off as chattel to the New World. And the pieces exist to tell their story over the centuries, from the griots 
and warriors of West Africa to the four girls murdered in the bombing at the 16th Street Baptist Church 
in 1963.

This year, Birmingham is commemorating the 50th anniversary of that tragedy and some of the 
signature events of the civil rights era. But for his part, Mr. Minter is in no mood for nostalgia. The local 
schools, he argues, are more segregated than ever. After a sewer-bonding boondoggle, the county is 
bankrupt. (Mr. Minter has fashioned a sculpture about this fiasco, too: rubble and a toilet bowl.)

When he is not in his yard, he keeps a kind of second home on the steps of the county courthouse. 
He reports there at least a few days a week with his usual kit: combat boots, a red construction helmet 
that reads “God Loves Peace” and a hand-lettered sign. His latest cause is the partial shuttering of the 
public hospital called Cooper Green Mercy, which he credits with saving his wife’s life after a stroke 
and kidney disease.

“A man’s got obligations,” he said. Which is different from having hope.

For a while now, Mr. Minter has been convinced that the nation is sitting the wrong way on a donkey, 



mistaking the hindquarters for the head. “We didn’t move forwards,” he said. “We moved backwards.”

 SINCE HER STROKE, Mrs. Minter, 66, rarely ventures into the garden. This leaves the retired data-
entry operator stuck in the house, which she has considered rough and outmoded since the day they 
moved in.

“I just never cared for it,” she said, and 40 years have done nothing to change her mind.

And yet, if the African Village has an ambassador, it would surely be Mrs. Minter. When callers arrive, 
she will come to the door and offer them an original T-shirt, then send them out to find her husband 
amid the tangle.

The trick here is to listen for the ching-chang of the bells on the seven-foot-tall staff Mr. Minter carries 
through the garden. He discovered the pole on the side of the road, tossed it in the back of his rattletrap 
Chevy truck, and adorned it with metal wire and lanyards and ribbons. It is a talking stick, and Mr. 
Minter is an impassioned orator.

Over the course of a few minutes, his thoughts may turn from the meteorite over Siberia to the 
environmental racism of freight-train switchyards to the ancient African origins of metallurgy. His time 
belongs to his guests, and sometimes vice versa. As he put it, “Once you conversate, you gather a lot.”

Follow him through the yard, past the dedication to the Buffalo Soldiers of the Spanish-American War, 
and Mr. Minter will stop at a flat stone marker.

“My father’s grave is right on the line of this property,” he said. Lawrence Minter was an infantryman 
in World War I and a skilled mechanic. Back in Alabama, however, the best job he could find was as a 
caretaker at a white cemetery. He and his wife, Rosie, were responsible for eight children (two others 
died young), and “he had to take a lot.”

At first, the family lived on Center Street in the Titusville neighborhood — or, rather, down below in an 
old pump house. “It ain’t nothing but walls and cold, and we had to go outside to use the bathroom,” 
he said.

The black schoolhouse may have been even more dilapidated. “The roof leaking water all the time,” 
Mr. Minter said. “We had what you would call a spirit that couldn’t be killed. But we learned in an 
atmosphere that wasn’t what it should have been.”

Art was not an escape from this world; if it existed, Mr. Minter didn’t know about it. What thrived was 
ingenuity, improvisation. “I didn’t have toys,” he said. “I started making stuff with whatever I could get 
my hands on.”

A cigar box, perforated with an ice pick and filled with gravel, turned into a rattle. A tree stump, a nail 
and a 10-foot strip of tin became a twirler-whirler. “It was really just a child mind, inquiring,” he recalled.

 

AROUND LUNCHTIME, a white van swung a U-turn on the dead-end street and stopped near the 
front gate. This was Gilbert Klein, 62, who retired a spell ago from a steel plant. (He also fielded a 
drag-racing team, running Chryslers. “Most people don’t do that,” he said.) And then a tornado blew his 
house over, and he was homeless for a couple of years.

Mr. Minter looked after him during that period, Mr. Klein said. Now that he was back on his feet, he was 
dealing in one of Birmingham’s new industries: foreclosures. Presently, in fact, he was putting together 
a grubstake to pick up a furniture set at a one-day clearance sale.



Mr. Minter disappeared inside for a moment, and when he returned, he pressed a palmful of bills into 
Mr. Klein’s hand. “I got you in the next two days,” Mr. Klein said. (No one could mistake Mr. Minter for 
a loan shark.)

Both men attended one of the better black high schools in Birmingham, Mr. Klein said. But it was 
hard to conclude that they were being educated for better things. Like his father, Mr. Minter received 
mechanical training in the Army, after being drafted for Vietnam. And upon his honorable discharge, he, 
too, settled into a series of low-paying jobs.

He assembled school furniture until the plant shut down. He learned the trade of auto-body repair, but 
the dust and paint were punishing. He labored on road crews and construction sites until they went 
away. And then, at 50-something, he realized that he was retired. (Mr. Minter’s pension evaporated 
when his old employer closed shop. The couple survives on Mrs. Minter’s small retirement, Social 
Security and providence.)

You could also say that this was when his life’s real work began. One afternoon, as Mr. Minter recalls, 
he headed outside, gathered the windblown trunks of a gum tree and started carving African totems.

Mrs. Minter offered neither encouragement nor rebuke. “He told me that it was a vision from God,” she 
said. “And when someone tells me God talk to him, I don’t interfere.”

Mr. Minter chimed in: “I was going back to what they were doing in Africa. You know how they say there 
was a Bronze Age and the Iron Age. There was a wood age. But they never did keep a record of the 
wood age.”

Mr. Minter’s connection to Africa was both the animating spirit of his work and a deep vein of mystery. 
“I haven’t been there,” he said. “I really haven’t studied it.”

Mrs. Minter was baffled herself. “I don’t know nothing about Africa,” she said. “Not until he started 
talking to me.”

Dr. Hanna, the curator, notes that in some African cultures, a man’s ability to work with iron flowed from 
the spiritual qualities of the metal.

Mr. Minter sees himself in this tradition. “I got some blacksmith in my blood,” he said. “I’m drawn to 
iron.”

And yet his scrap-iron sentinels and oaken icons are also endemic to Alabama, said Lonnie Bradley 
Holley, 63, an artist and an early champion of the African Village. (Mr. Holley lost his own hilltop 
environment in Birmingham, a brilliant collection of some 30,000 artworks, after the airport authority 
condemned his home for a runway extension.)

These materials, Mr. Holley said, carried the essence of “an industrial city, a city that actually took from 
the earth the iron ore, then taking from the earth the fire material that was necessary to molt this iron. 
Then taking from the elements the air that had to be bellowed to cause this fire to get hot enough.”

To a creative force like Joe Minter, Mr. Holley concluded, the nickname “magic city” is more than just 
words. It describes something real: the industrial alchemy that makes the art.

 

MR. MINTER IS FINISHED with the African Village. Or so he likes to say. In truth, he continues to add 



to it all the time. In the late fall, he crafted a corrugated-metal memorial to the victims of Hurricane 
Sandy. A white inner tube represents a radar image of the storm with half-inch PVC pipes spiraling out 
from the eye.

“I slowed down,” he will announce. “I done worked like a bee, a termite, an ant.” These days, he added, 
“I got to take care of my wife.”

So far, he hasn’t found his way into more than one or two museums. (“Wait until he die off, then he not 
in the way,” he imagines the art world saying.) But he has no mind to parcel out, say, his model of the 
Edmund Pettus Bridge, a civil rights landmark.

“It can’t be broke up,” he declared of the African Village. “It all or nothing.”

The default plan, it would seem, is the same one that has overtaken all the other yard shows of the 
Deep South, Dr. Hanna said, “Unless someone steps forward to embrace the care of it, it will return to 
the earth.”

Gail Andrews, the director of the Birmingham Museum of Art, expresses a reverence for Mr. Minter’s 
work. But though she was eyeing one piece for the institution, she said — a Ku Klux Klan figure on a 
pole — “There was just a part of me that felt it was inappropriate to take anything away from there.”

Ms. Andrews continued, “Will people have this sense of what these environments were like when they 
see pieces in the museum?”

That is to say, how do you replicate the rattle of sheet metal when the wind blows up from the valley? 
What will happen to the carpet of zinnias that shoot up each April through the boardwalk? Will the 
ancestors take up residence on a plinth in the contemporary gallery?

“The experience is to be there and see it with him,” she said.

For the most part, Mr. Minter agrees. He maintains that the environment should be preserved right 
where it lies. He imagines three great domes, or maybe pyramids, with marble at the base. “Like a 
glass mausoleum,” he said. Who will perform this miraculous act of conservation, Mr. Minter cannot 
say.

He looked around for his talking stick, and climbed up to a wooden platform. The 12-foot-long causeway 
spans the Atlantic, he explained. On one side lay Alabama; on the other, Africa — though the two ends 
looked the same. “When the lord tells me to move, I move,” Mr. Minter said.

And then he crossed over the bridge.

Correction: April 25, 2013
An earlier version of this article mistakenly depicted the statement “These are the emancipated slaves 
and farmers and steelworkers who made Birmingham: the muscle that built the ‘Magic City,’” as a direct 
quotation from Joe Minter; it was meant to paraphrase his words.



Joe Minter in front of the “African Warrior,” one of his many sculptures that fill the half-
acre he calls home. He walks with his talking stick (it’s adorned with bells) in what he 
calls the African Village in America. Made of civilization’s discards, Mr. Minter’s pieces 
are an homage to the history of African-Americans and his vision of the continent from 
which they came.
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He is hard-pressed to explain why he started carving totemic figures into scrub 
trees. “I was going back to what they were doing in Africa,” he said. “You know 
how they say there was a Bronze Age and the Iron Age. There was a wood 
age. But they never did keep a record of the wood age.”

Randy Harris for The New York Times



Here, a call for African unity.
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An African warrior.
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Mr. Minter’s pieces include welded iron and hand-painted signage. This one, 
making use of a basketball backboard, is about lifting individual burdens.

Randy Harris for The New York Times



A tribute to the quilters of Gee’s Bend, Ala., home to a community of African-American women known 
for their inventive craft; it’s the face of the quilting Bee.
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A symbol meant to represent 400 years of African tears.
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A cherub on its yellow perch.
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Mr. Minter’s connection to Africa is both the animating spirit of his work 
and a deep vein of mystery. “I haven’t been there,” he said. “I really hav-
en’t studied it.”

Randy Harris for The New York Times



Materials like chains and basketball hoops appear repeatedly in Mr. 
Minter’s works. After scrap-iron prices spiked, though, he started to as-
semble newer pieces from flea-market finds.
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A sculpture of a slave ship and, behind it, a hut representing the United 
States: chains and bondage.
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The materials list for Mr. Minter’s memorial to the victims of the Sandy 
Hook shooting includes a sheet of old plywood from a neighbor’s sub-
floor, 26 pairs of shoes from a flea market and a rage-contorted head of 
Jesse Ventura.
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More metal on the back porch of one of Mr. Minter’s houses.

Randy Harris for The New York Times



A king with spears to protect him.
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Mr. Minter in his house with a bust of the Egyptian queen Nefertiti.
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A view of the African Village from the house Mr. Minter bought across the street. The ancestors, Mr. 
Minter said, lie to the south and west, in the two historically black graveyards called Grace Hill and 
Shadow Lawn.
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In recent years, Mr. Minter has taken to constructing tributes to catastrophes 
and disasters, both man-made and otherwise, including the Haitian earthquake, 
the BP oil spill, Hurricane Sandy and, here, 9/11.
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