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he decade between 1880 and 1890 was one of stirring politics, though
only a bare outline can be given here. It opened with the State debt
fight, when on April 10, 1880, the State Democratic Convention split

on this question. The nominees were John V. Wright on what was known as
the “State Credit” ticket, and Judge S. F. Wilson on the “Low Tax” ticket.
The State had only recently fully emerged from the Carpetbag Government,
following the Civil War, and there was a strong sentiment in favor of
repudiating the debts piled up under this regime. That was what the Low
Tax faction meant. The State Credit faction wanted to attempt a compromise
with the bondholders, but did not favor repudiation.

Wright and Wilson began a joint Canvass, and as they were personal
friends they traveled together and stopped at the same hotels. Alvin
Hawkins, the Republican nominee was left to conduct his speaking tour all
by himself. Finally Capt. John W. Childress, manager of the State Credit
party, becoming alarmed at the impression Mr. Hawkins was making, called
Mr. Wright out of the joint tour with Judge Wilson, and put him with
Hawkins. The election resulted in the State going for Hawkins.

Mr. Hawkins served one term as Governor, and was defeated, when a
candidate for re-election by Gen. William B. Bate, one of the best
campaigners and most adroit politicians in the State.

General Bate’s campaign was a remarkable one. John J. Vertrees was
his manager. They had one room in the Maxwell House for headquarters,
and Major W. O. Vertrees assisted his brother. These two men were the
entire office force, and yet they formed one of the most compete political
organizations ever known in this State. The entire expense of the campaign
was about $7,000.

The State Debt question hung on for several years and finally resulted in
the repudiation of part of the Carpetbag debt, a step from which Tennessee’s
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good name suffered for many years.
In 1885 a fierce fight in the

Legislature came up over a
registration bill. The Republicans
fought it with all their strength, and
being in the minority, carried on a
fierce filibuster. They finally
deserted the Legislature halls, and
barricaded themselves in rooms 33,
34 and 35 in the Maxwell House.
They threatened death to intruders,
and stretched a wire from their
fortress across Fourth Avenue, over
which food and other necessities
were furnished them.

The filibuster failed as filibusters
usually do where a minority is swayed
against a strong majority.

A NEW STAR ARISES

In the early eighties a new star
appeared above the political horizon
in the far east; Bob Taylor, an obscure
young lawyer, had been frolicking and
fiddling, and speaking at public
gatherings, in the upper East
Tennessee Valley, and in 1882, as a
Democrat, he defeated the hitherto
invincible Pettibone, a dyed-in-the-wool Republican, for Congress in the First
Tennessee District.

Robert L. Taylor at once became the political idol of Democracy in the
Volunteer State, and his fame was spread abroad throughout the entire country.
As a new member of Congressional Committees he was frequently called upon
by the older members, who had served with Pettibone, to repeat the campaign
speech which had waked the echoes in the Tennessee mountains. But alas! In the
next election he went down in defeat before the redoubtable Pettibone; and one
of the first acts of President Cleveland was to appoint the indigent young orator
Collector of Internal Revenue at Knoxville.

“The War of the Roses” in 1886, when Bob Taylor, Democrat,
defeated his brother Alf, Republican, in the race for Governor was the
great event of 1886. They made a joint canvass of the State, drew immense
crowds and created great enthusiasm.

Prior to this race R. L. Taylor had secured the Democratic nomination
in a convention in which the contenders were Gen. George Dibrell, John
Allison and T. M. McConnell, after a strenuous contest.
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After his first term as Governor, Taylor had another hard fight in the
Democratic State Convention, but won the nomination and was again
victorious in the general election.

It was in the late eighties that the membership of the Populist Party
came to pester the Democrats. They elected Gov. John P. Buchanan in
1890, after capturing the nomination in a Democratic Convention, and
then subsided. John Hugh McDowell was their puissant leader, whom
Carmack used to call “Bee Hazy,” and “John Henry” McDowell.

A POLITICAL TRAGEDY

A political tragedy of this period was the killing of John Littleton by
Joseph Banks. They belonged to different factions of the Republican party
in Nashville. Littleton was a brilliant man, and was editor of a Republican
weekly paper, the National Review. The fight between these factions
became exceedingly bitter and a fierce personal attack on Banks appeared
in the Review; and as a result Banks shot and killed Littleton on Sixth
Street near the Watkins Library. He was tried and acquitted.

City politics was equally as strenuous as State politics during the
eighties. It had not been long since the City of Nashville had been thrown
into the hands of a receiver, largely through the efforts of Col. A. B.
Colyar, who rose in his might against the corruption following the
Carpetbag Government. John M. Bass became the receiver. Colonel Colyar
had been assisted in this fight by the Citizens’ League, composed of the
best elements of both parties.

The result of this fight were manifest in city politics in the eighties,
when more than one fusion tickets were put in the field, comprising both
Democrats and Republicans and some prominent Negroes.

Pink McCarver, E. R. Richardson, Ely T. Morris, Jack Reeves, John
Lipscomb, Billy Smith, Henry Hudson, Judge John C. Ferris, Tom Ryan, Jesse
Johnson, Edwin A. Price, since become a prominent lawyer, and John W. Gaines
were all prominent Democrats in local politics; and there were many others.

The most picturesque and prominent local Republican at that time was
Thomas A Kercheval. He long served as Mayor and with Judge Robert
Ewing and Michael Nestor as a member of the Board of Public ‘Works.
Ford Kuhn was secretary of the Board. Kercheval was known as the “Red
Fox,” because of his wonderful success in his many races.

Pink McCarver was a meteoric figure, and was elected Mayor. He had
been a wild young fellow, but became converted during one of Sam Jones’
meetings, and went straight ever afterwards. He remained in politics until
his early death.

Pink was a good stump speaker but on one occasion when welcoming a
distinguished visitor to the city, he forgot his lines, stammered, and sat
down in utter confusion. Governor Taylor was present and enjoyed Pink’s
discomfiture to the fullest. Afterwards wherever he caught him in a crowd
of friends, he would make the speech over for him. Governor Taylor was
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such a good mimic, as all can testify who have heard him speak, that Pink
almost imagined he was going through the throes of agony again.

But trouble was brewing for “Our Bob.” The Republican Clubs of the
United States held their annual meeting in Nashville soon afterwards, and
Governor Taylor was called upon to make them an address of welcome. He
was escorted to the speaker’s stand in state and when he began his speech,
he had an attack of stage fright, fumbled, made a few scattering remarks
and sat down. The Governor said this had happened to him two or three
times during his career. Pink said it was a case of retributive justice.

NEGRO OFFICE HOLDERS

As a result of the coalition of parties and races, when Col. A. S. Colyar and
associates had Nashville placed in the hands of a receiver during the seventies,
several reform movements were put through during the eighties, in which
Negroes appeared on local tickets with prominent white Democrats. Several of
these were elected to the City Council and the State Legislature.

The most prominent personality among them was J. C. Napier, since become
one of the most prominent Negroes in the nation. He was elected a member of
the City council, and on several occasions was called on to preside. Afterwards he
was appointed Register of the Treasury by President Taft. He and Senator Robert
L. Taylor were good friends and on one occasion the Senator called him to his
office, and told him if he could induce President Taft to give him the
appointment, he would see to it that there was no opposition to his confirmation
in the Senate. He is the only one left of the colored men of that time who held
office in Nashville. He is a lawyer by profession and has for some years been
identified with the banking business.

Other Negroes who held office during the time mentioned were: C. C.
Gowdey and Thomas H. Griswold, Councilmen; Thomas A. Sykes and ___
Keble [Sampson Keeble], members of the Legislature.

Samuel A. McElwee was a member of the Legislature from Haywood
County. The late M. T. Bryan was State Senator at the time, and said of
McElwee, that he was the best speaker in the Legislature. McElwee was a
lawyer, and after his term of office removed to Chicago, where he died a
few years ago.

With the passage of the Dortch law1 in the late eighties the Negroes
were practically eliminated from politics. Prior to that time they were active
and aggressive. They entered into every campaign and their speakers
canvassed the town. One of their “rabble rousers” was Henderson Young.
He claimed that Hannibal, the Pharaohs, the Queen of Sheba and most of

1 “In 1889, the Tennessee General Assembly passed four acts of self-described electoral reform that
resulted in the disfranchisement of a significant portion of African American voters as well as many
poor white voters.... The Dortch Law, named for Representative Josiah H. Dortch, provided for the
implementation of a secret ballot. Initially the Dortch Law, which applied to seventy-eight civil districts
in thirty-seven counties, permitted voters to obtain assistance in marking their ballots if they had voted in
1857. It disfranchised black illiterate voters, while initially protecting older white illiterates.”
— Connie L. Lester, “Disenfranchising Laws,” in Tennessee Encyclopedia of History and Culture, 2001.
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the heroes of antiquity were Negroes. All the older citizens of Nashville
will remember him as well as John Cochran, “The Buzzard Orator.” The
Negro orators were frequently the targets for eggs and tomatoes, but they
paid little attention to such slight interruptions.

In 1889 a reform ticket was elected to the City Council. Some of the
members were not reformers, and the sessions were always vitriolic. E. R.
Richardson was the leading reformer. He was in favor of honesty and strict
economy. Some of the members favored neither.

On March 27, 1890, a great tornado swept Kentucky and Tennessee. It
destroyed a number of homes in Sumner County; and cut a swath about one
hundred yards wide, entirely through the city of Louisville, destroying every
building in its path. Thad Mason, who had recently moved to Louisville from
Nashville was killed. Only the tail end of the storm struck Nashville. On that
night the City Council was in session, with Mr. Richardson in his seat. The wind
and rain began, and a non-reform member arose and said: “I move we
adjourn.” Mr. Richardson was at once on his feet.

“I protest, gentlemen.” said he, “we were elected to attend to the
people’s business. This is no time for foolishness. There is no reason for
adjournment just because it is raining”— The sentence was never finished.
The window sashes were blown out, and the pictures were blown off the
walls, and every man made a rush for the street. No further damage was
done, but the Council could not again be reassembled that night.

To be continued next Sunday.

Over: J. B. Hayes, a member of the Nashville Bicycling Club in 1883, poses with
his fine ride. Bicycles were among the new consumer technologies of the 1880s.
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