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Here is a project you want to avoid: Writing a 
brief article about Ken Key’s career. 

Key had already accumulated enough of a range 
of training and experience to make one’s head 
spin before he came to work for Mountain Brook 
Schools in 1994. He will retire as the school sys-
tem’s Director of Facilities in June. 

Key, a Gardendale native, worked as an electri-
cian after graduating high school. He subsequently 

enrolled in night classes at UAB which was then 
known as the University of Alabama Birmingham 
Extension Center. He worked as a draftsman for a 
consulting engineer for a time. He then moved to 
Auburn where he was involved in ROTC and was 
in a co-op program between Auburn and Alabama 
Power. He studied engineering but actually ended 
up with a degree in education. He taught science, 
math, and PE at Irondale Junior High, where he 
met his wife of 48 years, Jessie. Key then joined the 
Air Force, went through officer training and flight 
school and ultimately flew helicopters and fixed 
wing aircraft. One of his early assignments in the 
Air Force was flying missions in Vietnam, retriev-
ing drones over Vietnam, literally in mid-air. “This 
was basically a series of carefully planned mid-air 
collisions,” said Key. 

For a time, Key was stationed in Iceland and 
flew rescue missions. One of his most difficult and 
memorable missions was the rescue of the two-man 
crew of the Double Eagle. “The Double Eagle was a 

helium balloon which made a failed attempt to cross 
the Atlantic Ocean in 1977,” said Key. “The balloon 
and its crew had ditched off the coast of Iceland.” 
After a long, challenging, and successful mission to 
rescue the two balloonists, Key gave the balloonists 
two patches from his own uniform as a memento. 

As his career progressed, Key was trained in air 
traffic control. Because of his background in engi-
neering, he also worked extensively for the military 
in the areas of electronics, computers, and com-
munication and ultimately commanded military 
command-and-control communication systems in 
Korea, Hawaii, and all of Europe. He also served at 
the National Security Agency in the Pentagon for a 
time. He retired at the rank of Colonel in 1993.  

“I worked as a consultant for a while after retir-
ing from the military and in 1994 I saw an ad in 

the Birmingham News for the position of Director 
of Facilities at the school system,” recalls Key. “I 
called to inquire and learned the deadline for the 
application was that day, but I managed to get an 
application in. A week later, I got a call asking me to 
interview. I was in England at the time on a consult-
ing job and was in Germany the following day. But, 
I was able to return to participate in an interview.”

For a man accustomed to challenges, Ken Key 
faced a new one. Charles Mason, superintendent 
at the time of Key’s hiring, had come to Mountain 
Brook to find an exemplary school system with 
outdated and inadequate facilities. Key recalls that, 
before Key was hired, Mason asked him to read an 
extensive report on the state of the school system’s 
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outdated facilities, which had been prepared by a 
consultant. Key recalls that Mason was surprised 
Key still wanted the job after reading that report. 
“He said, ‘you read this report, but you came back!’”

In his letter announcing his retirement, Key 
wrote, “This decision to retire comes after many 
hours of prayerful consideration and discussions 
with Jessie and our family. I have enjoyed 19 years 
of challenges, opportunities, growth experiences, 
and visible rewards from the people I have had the 
pleasure of serving. I will certainly miss the great 
atmosphere of this school system. I especially ap-
preciate the integrity and professional guidance of 
our Superintendents and the Board of Education. 
Our citizens are certainly blessed by their service. 
I feel as if I am leaving my family because that is 
what the staff members and employees have be-
come. We have laughed and cried together. As I 
have said before, this is the best place I have had 
the privilege of working and belonging.”

Charles Mason recommended Key’s hire to the 
school board and they served together until Mason’s 
retirement in 2009. “Because of Ken Key’s leader-
ship,” Mason said, “Mountain Brook and its schools 
are better off in several important ways. Students 
and teachers do their work in environments that 
are attractive, safe, and conducive to learning. The 
schools and their grounds project an image of the 
schools and the community that instill pride, com-
municate the importance the community places on 
education, and contribute to the overall appeal of 
Mountain Brook. And, through the establishment 
and maintenance of relationships with city govern-
ment, PTA’s, and community youth sports groups, 
Ken has enabled the community to get maximum 
value from school properties.”

Commenting on Ken Key’s retirement, Super-
intendent Dicky Barlow said, “Ken is one of those 
people you just can’t replace. His background and 
experience are so rich and he is as wise and intel-
ligent a person as you could hope to know. In many 
ways, he has been a mentor to me and I will always 
be grateful to him. He has been instrumental in 
the vast improvements that have been made in 
the school facilities in Mountain Brook during his 
tenure. We now have facilities that are needed in a 
first-class school system. The community should 
know what a debt they owe to Ken.”

“You may not personally know Ken Key,” added 
Charles Mason, “but you and this community ben-
efit every day from the incredible work he has done 
during his time with Mountain Brook Schools.” ■

At this point, perhaps all the stories have been 
told about the Mountain Brook Spartans varsity 
basketball team winning the 6A state men’s bas-
ketball title. There is the story of former Spartans 
men’s basketball coach Mark Cornelius (current 
Mountain Brook women’s coach), in 1998, telling 
junior high basketball players that they would one 
day win the state championship, and that in that 
group of young players was current men’s basket-
ball coach Bucky McMillan.

Many people in Mountain Brook would be able 
to chart for you the team’s progress in the win-
ning season: Victories over Woodlawn, Shades 
Valley, Carver, then on to the Northeast Regional 
Tournament at Jacksonsville State to defeat 
Clay-Chalkville, and then the thrilling come-from-
behind victory over a mighty Lee-Huntsville team. 
Off then to the final four to face and defeat Blount, 
and then victory in the 6A championship final on 
March 2 over Sparkman High.

These stories are familiar and barely need re-
telling, because of the massive presence of the 
citizenship of Mountain Brook at these games 
which, for many, will be the most memorable of 
all the stories. 

Estimates of the number of fans at the big game 
wearing neon green t-shirts usually center on the 
number 8,000. For a town with 20,000 men, women, 
and children, it seems reasonable to estimate that 
half of the people in Mountain Brook who were 
physically able to come to the game were there.

“This group of players had an amazing will to 
win and so we knew they had a shot at doing very 
well,” said Athletic Director Terry Cooper. “But, 
anyone who came to any of the games, particu-
larly as we got closer to the championship, knows 
that the fan support by our students and commu-
nity played a huge part in this championship. When 
players glance up in the bleachers and see all of 
those enthusiastic fans, all displaying that bright 
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neon color, it definitely energizes them. All the peo-
ple who came out to support us should know that 
part of this championship belongs to them.”  

“The community support of this basketball team 
was amazing and it was literally highly visible,” said 
Superintendent Dicky Barlow. “All of those spec-
tators in neon were hard to miss. But, I think the 
support of this team is just a representation of what 
we are blessed with throughout the school system. 
We have a community that is always there for us, in 
athletics, in academics, in our fine arts programs, 
in everything we do. That’s as close as you can get 
to the key to what makes this a great school system 
and a great community.” ■

MiKe thoMPsoN eNDs school BoaRD seRvice; 
RichaRD MURRay aPPoiNteD

On April 8, 2013, the Mountain Brook City Council appointed 
Richard Murray IV to the Mountain Brook Board of Education, 
filling a position to be vacated at the end of May by the retirement 
from the board of Mike Thompson. “Mike Thompson has served 
the Mountain Brook Board of Education extremely well for 10 
years,” wrote school board president Jane Menendez, in a letter to 
the City Council. “Mr. Thompson’s knowledge of finance and busi-
ness has been invaluable in numerous decisions that have come 
before the Board and we have come to rely on his expertise. He 
will be greatly missed.” Commenting on Thompson’s conclusion 
of two terms on the school board, superintendent Dicky Barlow 
said, “Mike is passionate about serving our students and commu-
nity members. He has been thoughtful, involved, and a wise voice 
for the school system. His business and financial background has 
been a tremendous asset, but he is also a deeply caring and com-
passionate man. He has served this community with distinction.”

Richard Murray IV is President and CEO of National Bank of 
Commerce. He has been in banking for nearly 30 years. He has 
served as a member of the board of directors of the Crippled Chil-
dren’s Foundation and the United Way of Central Alabama. He is 
a member of the Kiwanis Club of Birmingham and the Vanderbilt 
Alumni Association. He is a current Trustee of the Birmingham 
Business Alliance and a former board member of the Emmet O’Neal Library Foundation.

Born in Mobile, Mr. Murray attended Vanderbilt, receiving his B.S. in 1984. He received his M.B.A. in 
1988 from Samford University. He is a member of Canterbury United Methodist Church. He is married to 
Norita Riegle Murray and they have three children, Richard, Grace, and Margaret. ■

SWAG
“When we started our workouts in June, our Mountain Brook men’s basketball team made a decision 

that we would commit to three things for the upcoming season. First, we would put in more hours 
and work harder than any other team. Second, we would give 100% in every workout, practice and 
game and we would do this 100% of the time. Third, we would always be unselfish. We knew that if we 
accomplished these three things, we would then be able to experience one of the best feelings in life-- 
fearlessness. That was our ultimate goal. There is no better way to play a sport or to live your life than 
to live it fearlessly. Some people might call this confidence. Others would call it toughness. We called it 
‘swag.’  It was good to see our team represent an entire community with courage, with confidence, with 
heart, with Spartan Swag. What made me the most proud is how our players’ hard-working, unselfish, 
fearless attitude became contagious to an entire community and we saw a whole community ‘get their 
swag on.’ I know I speak for the team when I express our gratitude for this Mountain Brook Community 
for the incredible support they gave this championship team.”

--Bucky McMillan, Men’s Head Basketball Coach
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