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Nashville Banner, October 5, 1930 
 

uring the eighties one President of the United States and one former 
President visited Nashville. These were Grover Cleveland and 
Rutherford B. Hayes. President William McKinley came during the 

Centennial and later President Theodore Roosevelt came, spoke in Nashville 
and at Andrew Jackson�‘s grave and helped precipitate a financial panic by his 
Nashville speech.16 

D 
President Cleveland included Nashville in his itinerary when he made his 

swing through the South. He spoke from the east side of the Capitol building. 
They did not have many conveniences for reporters in those days and John C. 
Cooke, the BANNER veteran, stood behind him, placed his paper on the 
President�’s back and reported his speech. That would be lèse majesté now, but 
Cleveland did not mind it, and always liked a man who was not afraid of him, 
nor overawed by his official position. 

During this visit Mr. and Mrs. Cleveland were the guests of Gen. W. H. 
Jackson at Belle Meade. The ladies gave Mrs. Cleveland a reception at the 
Maxwell House while Mr. Cleveland sat in a carriage on Church Street in front 
of the ladies�’ entrance and looked bored. The crowd pushed and crowded 
around, against the carriage and the horses. Charley Robert, a bright Nashville 
newspaper man, was finally pushed tight in behind the horses. Finally he 
caught Mr. Cleveland�‘s eye, and raising his silk hat said: �“Grover, old boy, I 
am glad to see you.�” 

Mr. Cleveland smiled and said: �“Thank you.�” 
Illustrating this trait of the great Democratic President: Jack Gross, a 

rugged Kentucky politician, called on him at the White House. In course of a 
voluble conversation Gross slapped the President on the knee. He was ever 

                                                 
16 Rubbish. The Panic of 1907 began with bank runs in New York on October 21, 1907, the day 
before Roosevelt arrived in Nashville by train for a visit of a few hours. An apparently verbatim 
transcription of his speeches in the Chicago Daily Tribune (October 23, 1907) offers no suggestion 
that the President said anything at Nashville to worsen the crisis. 
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afterwards Cleveland�‘s right-hand man in Kentucky. 
Professor Kirby, a prominent Louisville educator, was in Washington, and 

called on the President. He was an absent-minded man, and was much 
interested in the surging mob of humanity as he stood in the anteroom with a 
friend, who was to introduce him. When their turn came they were rushed 
into the President�’s office. 

�“Mr. President, allow me to introduce Prof. Kirby of Louisville,�” said the 
friend. �“Beg your pardon,�” said the old educator, �“what�’s the name?�” 

Mr. Cleveland laughed heartily, and never forgot Prof. Kirby. 
In the late eighties, former President Rutherford B. Hayes came to 

Nashville to attend a meeting of the Prison Reform Congress. He made the 
Maxwell House his headquarters. 

BOOMS AND BOOMERS 
Many capitalists, singly and in groups, many of them in private cars, came 

to Nashville during the eighties, being attracted by the wonderful 
development in progress in the South. They were met and entertained by such 
men as William M. Duncan, a princely man; Maj. Eugene Lewis; Col. A. S. 
Colyar; Maj. E. B. Stahlman; Mr. H. M. Pierce and Gen. G. P. Thruston. The 
Tennessee Coal, Iron and Railway Company found itself during this period, 
and both Mr. Duncan and Col. Colyar served terms as president. 

Then there were numerous boomer promoters, among them Col. T. T. 
Wright, a reliable and intelligent man who was afterwards Mr. Flagler�‘s17 right-
hand man in the development of Florida; Dr. H. M. Pierce, who promoted 
West Nashville (�“New Town�”) and Waverly Place; Col. Alfred F. Blackman 
and others. 

West Nashville was projected as a great industrial and residential town. It 
had what was then a swell club house. Dr. Pierce and associates constructed 
there a charcoal iron furnace with a commercial alcohol plant. It has since 
become a part of the City of Nashville, and is one of the most prominent 
manufacturing centers of the South. It sprang into being in 1887. The first 
directors of the Nashville Land Improvement Company, which engineered the 
new town, were: Dr. H. M. Pierce, Thos. D. Fite, S. M. Steel, T. M. Steger, L. 
D. Palmer, J. H. Acklen, E. W. Cole, M. S. Cockrill, Thomas Menees, Volney 
James, W. H. Washington and L. H. Davis, only a few of whom are now living. 

Col. Alfred Blackman was a picturesque figure. His clothing was the last 
word in style, he lived elegantly and talked in millions. Personally he was an 
exceedingly attractive man. He engineered, among many other projects, a coal 
company which had a brief and unusual career with a sharp political angle. 

Judge Granville Ridley was judge of the Criminal court and had been 
�“making it hot�” for gamblers and other lawbreakers. These unrepentant victims 
devised a plan to get rid of the judge. They secured the assistance of Colonel 
Blackman to organize a coal company. Elegant offices were opened in the 
                                                 
17 Henry Morrison Flagler (1830-1913), railroad and real estate baron primarily responsible for 
developing the east coast of Florida starting in the late 1880s. 
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Maxwell House, and beautiful stock certificates were issued. There was to be a 
complete organization, and an attorney, whose salary would be $10,000 a year. 
They offered this position to Judge Ridley. The plotters had put up this money 
and the first year�’s salary was to be paid in advance, Judge Ridley accepted the 
offer and resigned as judge, but later discovered the ruse, withdrew his 
resignation and resumed his position as Judge of the Criminal Court. 

Another deal was put over about this time. Russell A. Alger was a 
millionaire, Northern statesman, who had an eye on the Republican 
nomination for the Presidency of the United States. He concluded to make an 
investment in the fast-moving South, but he �“fell among thieves.�” 

They offered him a large body of alleged Tennessee coal land at an 
attractive figure. They said the coal was cropping out everywhere, and to 
substantiate this statement, had painted exposed rocks black. The land and the 
painted rocks were inspected and the deal closed. The first stroke of a pick on a 
painted rock exposed the fraud, which resulted in litigation, which brought out 
all the facts. 

THEATERS AND ACTORS 
During the decade many great actors and lecturers came to Nashville. 

Among the latter were Henry Ward Beecher and T. DeWitt Talmadge, then at 
their zenith. Mr. Beecher lectured at the Grand Opera House. Henry 
Watterson lectured on the tariff at the State Capitol. 

The four prominent theaters were the Olympic, at the northwest corner 
Union Street and Fifth Avenue; the Masonic Theater on Church Street, west 
of the Maxwell House; The Grand Opera House, on Fourth Avenue, north of 
Cedar Street, where the Bijou is now located; and the Theater Vendôme, 
where Loew�’s Vendôme now stands.18 In fact, it is the same building. 

Honey, I Need to Tell You Something 
 

Nashville Daily American, May 20, 1882 
 

A Broad-street merchant’s wife yesterday gave him the following letter, with 
instructions that it should not be opened until he got to his place of business: “I am 
forced to tell you something that I know will trouble you, but it is my duty to do so. I 
am determined you shall know it, let the result be what it may. I have known for a 
week that this trial was coming, but kept it to myself until today, when it has 
reached a crisis and I cannot keep it any longer. You must not censure me too 
harshly, for you must reap the benefits as well as myself. I do hope it won’t crush 
you. The flour is all out. Please send me some this afternoon. I thought that by this 
method you would not forget it.” The husband telephoned forthwith for a barrel of 
the best flour in the market to be sent to his home instanter. 
  

                                                 
18 Roughly the location of the Provence café in the downtown Public Library. 
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The �“play was the thing�” in those 
days, and all the leading actors of the 
world came to Nashville. The 
Vendôme was supposed to be the last 
word in playhouse architecture and 
Nashville was very proud of it. Oliver 
Milsom, who knew every actor on the 
road, was the manager.19 

Following are some of the actors 
who appeared in Nashville during this 
decade: McKee Rankin, Robert Mantel, 
Salvini the younger20, O�’Neil [O�’Neill]21, 
Barrymore22, Edwin Booth, Modjeska23, 
Joseph Jefferson, Al G. Field24, Sol 
Smith Russell, Mary Anderson, Emma 
Abbott, Milton Noble, John 
McCullough, Lotta25, Annie Pixley. 
There were many others. Emma 
Abbott opened the Vendôme. 

The position of dramatic critic was 
important, and all cub reporters hoped 
one day to become a dramatic critic, 
just as now they hope to become sports 
editor. Three of the best known of the 
dramatic critics were Charles Robert, 
William H. Peck and Robert L. Hoke. 
Col. H. M. Doak was fond of writing 
about the heavy actors. W. A. Sheetz, 
the last manager of the Vendôme, was 
then a bright, young chap working for 
Mr. Milsom. 

A noted episode was the clash 
between Emma Abbott, actress and 
singer, and Bishop Warren A. Candler, 
then Dr. Candler, pastor of McKendree 
Church. Dr. Candler had just preached 
                                                 
19 As the ad on this page shows, Milsom was running the Masonic Theater in 1886. 
20 Alessandro Salvini (1861-1896), son of the famous Italian-born actor Tomasso Salvini and 
himself a well-known stage star in the late 1900s. 
21 James O�’Neill, father of playwright Eugene O�’Neill, became famous for his performances in a 
stage adaptation of the Alexandre Dumas novel The Count of Monte Cristo that made its debut in 
1883. 
22 Maurice Barrymore (born Herbert Blythe, 1847-1905), scion of the performing family. 
23 Helena Modjeska (1840-1909), Polish-born actress who won a wide following in the U.S. 
24Alfred Griffith Field (born Albert G. Hatfield, 1848-1921), leader of a popular minstrel show. 
25 Lotta Mignon Crabtree (1847-1924), famed actress and acting teacher. 
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a sermon criticizing the stage, when like a clap of thunder out of a clear sky, 
Emma Abbott arose in the back of the church with tears in her eyes and voice 
and replied to him, protesting, and saying that she was a Christian and a 
church member, and that her every act in the presentation of her art was a 
prayer and an act of worship. Profound silence fell upon the church as she 
concluded; Dr. Candler refrained from replying to her remarks; and the 
incident at the church was closed, though it was a great sensation for the 
Nashville newspapers and for the press throughout the country. 

Ballet dancing was in vogue, and while frowned upon by conservatives, 
did not create the storm that was raised by skirt dancing, where legs and 
lingerie were exposed. Such dancers were advertised very conservatively and 
reported very diplomatically. On one occasion a noted skirt dancer was to 
appear, and the advertisement emphasized the artistic effect, and said the lady 
had weights in her skirts that caused them to flap together when a high kick 
was essayed, thus preventing any �“unseemly�” display. 

�“Bob�” Hoke was the diplomat chosen by the American to report the 
performance. He sung an aesthetic song of artistic grace and beauty, with legs 
invisible. 

Edwin Booth was the greatest actor of them all, but many of the others 
were great and all those mentioned were popular. Joe Jefferson, who had been 
a member of a Nashville stock company, as a youth, was fairly worshipped by 
the masses; and who of that time does not remember the quaint humor of Sol 
Smith Russell, with the milk of human kindness, coursing through his veins? 
O�’Neal [O�’Neill] was the small boy�’s hero in �“The Count of Monte Cristo,�” 
who that ever saw him in this play can forget the grand heroics on his 
emergence from the sea, when he stood on a rock in the billowy 
Mediterranean, stretched forth his arms and ex-claimed: �“The whole world is 
mine!�” The little boys who had not the price of admission would stand around 
the entrance, and as men passed back and forth between the theater and a 
nearby saloon, which they patronized freely between the acts, would ask: �“Has 
he said, �‘the world is mine,�’ yet?�” 

MODEST MAIDENS 
In those days basketball came about. When the girls got to playing this 

game, no male was allowed to attend, and the game had to be reported by a 
female. 

Janess Miller, a handsomely dressed and well-built dress reformer, created 
quite a stir. Her reforms were mainly devoted to lingerie, and no man was 
admitted, for fear he might see too much that was forbidden. On one 
occasion an inquisitive male secreted himself in the gallery of the theater 
where Mrs. Miller was telling and showing the ladies all about it. She descried 
the interloper as he peered over the back of a bench, and, pointing an 
accusing finger exclaimed: �“A man! A man!�” The performance was suspended 
while the male animal beat an inglorious retreat. 

There were then no bathing beaches in Nashville. There were many 
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�“swimming holes,�” patronized exclusively by boys and men, There were no 
bathing suits. Had a boy appeared in one he would have been immediately 
expelled from the brotherhood as a �“sissy.�” It would have been perfectly 
scandalous for a girl to have appeared at a �“swimmin�’ hole,�” much less to 
have essayed to swim. 

Girls were, however, allowed to bathe at home in sections, for fear some 
man might be looking. Some of them thought it unbecoming in a lady to strip 
all the clothes off her body, even when no one was present except herself. 
When they went to the seashore they were allowed to go into the surf in 
bathing suits. These suits were of flannel, red or blue, with baggy legs drawn 
together at the ankle with a puckering string. In one of these bathing suits a 
girl looked like the devil. A boy was allowed to put his hand under her body 
after they were in the water, and hold her up while she learned to swim. It 
generally took her a long time to learn. 

�“Old times are changed, 
Old manners gone.�” 
 
To be continued next Sunday. 

 


