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Nashville Banner, October 12, 1930 
 

he eighties witnessed many radical changes in Nashville newspapers, as 
it did throughout the whole country. News began to become more 
important than editorials. The Associated Press and other 

newsgathering agencies were greatly enlarged, and telegraph news began to 
assume an importance hitherto unknown. Newspapers for a while, feeling 
proud of this new departure, from heavy editorials, local news and news sent 
in by mail, began unduly to feature telegraph news. This telegraph news was 
scant compared with what it is now. All of it was used, and generally on the 
first page. Now twenty times as much telegraph matter is thrown into the 
waste basket, as was then used. 

 T

In the early days of the decade all matter, both news and advertisements. 
was set by hand; in the closing years the lineotype began to supplant the old-
time printer. Great improvement was made in all mechanical departments. 
Perfected presses came into general use, and papers were printed from cast 
plates, instead of directly from the forms. Also, what is now known as 
�“yellow journalism�” began to appear New York; and in Nashville big 
headlines made their advent. Illustrating and cartooning came into 
prominence on a scale hitherto unknown. The pictures were crude and few, 
compared with the illustrations in papers of today. They were usually printed 
from chalk plates. A chalk paste was spread on a steel background, and the 
picture was outlined on the chalk, which was cut with a steel stylus. The 
printing was done directly from these plates. 

While a new day was dawning much of the picturesqueness of the old 
day remained, The editors thought it their duty to criticize one another daily, 
and the public watched these controversies with great interest. Maj. Henry 
Heiss was the pioneer who ushered in the new day. He was a progressive 
man of ability, courage, and a great facility for making friends. He went at 
his work like a tiger devouring his prey. 
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Some of the men prominent in this time of revolutionary progress were 
Albert Roberts,26 Maj. E. B. Stahlman, Edward Ward Carmack, Col. A. S. 
Colyar, John J. Vertrees, who was a lawyer of ability, then as now, but who 
was active in politics, and for a short time editor of the American, Gen. Ira 
P. Jones, Dr. William M. Clark, Dr. R. A. Halley, Wm. J. Ewing, George H. 
Armistead, present editor of THE BANNER; Walter Cain, �“Billy�” Arnold, G. 
H. Baskette, Col. H. M. Doak, A. J. Grigsby, who is still an active member of 
THE BANNER staff; John C. Cooke and Edgar M. Foster, then an active 
youngster. 

ALBERT ROBERTS 
Albert Roberts was a man of education and refinement, with a forward 

look. He engineered the consolidation of the Union and American, the Gazette 
and Republican Banner. He was a forceful writer, and was born to be a 
humorist; though he failed to follow up his genius in this line. He it was who 
discovered Ned Carmack. He had been in journalism in Nashville before the 
Civil War, when dueling was in vogue, and himself had participated as second 
in one of Poindexter�’s 
duels. He said editors were 
selected in those days from 
the bright young men 
throughout the State who 
were willing to fight. He 
said of all the brilliant array 
of young editors none 
outshone Carmack, who 
came from Columbia in 
the eighties to write 
editorials under Mr. 
Roberts. Carmack became 
discouraged and wanted to 
quit, but through Mr. 
Roberts�‘ encouragement 
and persuasion was 
induced to remain. 

                                                

When Carmack was 
editor of the Democrat 
and Colonel Colyar was 
editor of the American, 
they had a continuous 
tariff argument, Mr. 

The Nashville Daily American building, Cherry 
(Fourth) and Church. The American, the dominant 
paper in town, was an ancestor of The Tennessean. 
(From Nashville: An Illustrated Review of its 
Progress and Importance, published 1885 or 1886). 

 
26 Journalist Albert Roberts (1835-1895) edited two Confederate newspapers during the Civil 
War. At war�’s end, he joined the Nashville Republican Banner, of which his father John Roberts 
was publisher. He is not to be confused with the unrelated Albert Houston Roberts (1868-
1946), Governor of Tennessee from 1919 to 1921. 
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Carmack favoring a low tariff and Colonel Colyar a high protective tariff. The 
contest became bitter, as Mr. Carmack used biting sarcasm, and Colonel Colyar 
retaliated with printed thunderbolts. Finally Colonel Colyar was goaded beyond 
endurance and wrote Carmack a personal letter, in effect a challenge, in which 
he denounced him, and concluded by saying: �“I will be in town tomorrow.�” 

Carmack published this letter and replied to it in a humorous vein, 
finishing with the sentence: �“And now, my dear Colonel, if you have any 
business out of town, pray do not re-main on my account.�” 

This editorial created so much hilarity that the Colonel, with great good 
sense, concluded to let the matter drop. 

JOHNNY PAYNE�’S INNOVATION 
An event of world-wide importance to newspapers occurred in Nashville 

in 1885. It was the successful use of the typewriter In taking telegraphic 
messages. John A. Payne, commonly known as �“Johnny Payne,�” was the 
pioneer. Addison C. Thomas, superintendent of the traffic department of the 
Associated Press came to Nashville in May of that year, and found, Payne, a 
Western Union operator, taking the press reports on a typewriter. He at once 
captured Payne and took him on a tour of the Associated Press papers 
through-out the country, and introduced his innovation everywhere. 

Johnny Payne was born in the fine old mansion at Edgefield Junction, 
then owned by his father, but now owned by Tony Sudekum. Mr. Sudekum 
operates a large dairy farm on this place and makes his summer home there. 
Johnny learned the telegraph business when as a little boy he used to hang 
around the telegraph office at the old Edgefield Junction, near where the 
suspension bridge crosses the Cumberland going to Old Hickory. It has been 
superseded by Amqui.27 Johnny Payne finally became a successful business 
man in Cincinnati, and died there, May 23, 1924. 

TWO WAR HORSES 
Two giants of the old regime, who were still in Nashville during the 

eighties, are worth more than a passing notice. They were Jeremiah George 
Harris and Maj. Henry Heiss. 

Born in Groton, Conn., October 23, 1809, Mr. Harris early entered 
journalism. After the political revolt against Andrew Jackson in Tennessee led 
by Hugh L. White, the Jackson party brought Mr. Harris to Nashville in 1839 
to edit their party organ, the Union. This paper, which had been a small 
weekly, was changed to a triweekly, and soon exercised a wide influence 
throughout the South. In 1843 he was commissioned Commercial Agent of 
the United States in Europe by Daniel Webster, then Secretary of State. He 
returned to Nashville in 1844 and was editor of the Union until James K. Polk 
was elected President. He then retired from active journalism, and was 
                                                 
27 The community of Amqui, developed around the time of World War I,  supplanted the village 
of Edgefield Junction, where two rail lined converged in north-eastern Davidson County. Today 
the area constitutes the northern part of Madison. 
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appointed disbursing officer in the navy. He remained in the navy until he 
returned to Nashville to spend his old age. Many striking experiences fell to 
his lot during his long service in the navy. He participated actively in the 
Mexican War, was with Commodore Perry when he opened Japanese 
commerce to the world in 1854, and served two years in the suppression of 
the slave trade on the West Coast of Africa. 

When Bancroft, the historian, came to Nashville to visit the widow of 
his old friend, President Polk in April, 1887, Mr. Harris, then retired and in 
the enjoyment of a hale and hearty old age, was one of his entertainers. His 
commanding figure and dignified bearing are well remembered by the older 
citizens of Nashville. 

Maj. Henry Heiss, who, as has already been stated, was the father of 
modern journalism in Nashville, was born in Bristol, Pa., April 30, 1838.28 He 
came to Nashville with his parents when a child. He was early one of the 
editors of the Nashville Union. President Polk invited him to Washington to 
edit an administration paper. There he, with Thomas Ritchie, established the 
Washington Union. At the breaking out of the Civil War he returned to 
Nashville and enlisted as a private in the Confederate Army. He served with 
Forrest and Wheeler, and when the war ended was serving as a captain with 
the staff rank of major. He returned to Nashville and became managing editor 
of the revived Republican Banner, which had been suspended during 
hostilities. Afterwards he was managing editor of the St. Louis Times. 
Returning finally to Nashville, he became, in succession, managing editor of 
the Union and American and managing editor of the American. He held the 
latter position until his retirement, shortly before his death in the late eighties. 

BILLY ARNOLD�’S SIGNAL 
The American editorial rooms were on the third floor of the building, 

facing on Church Street at Fourth Avenue. Immediately across the street was 
the DeMoville drug store, where the Noel Hotel now stands. At the side of the 
DeMoville building was a little fruit stand presided over by Tony Rovegno, 
since become a prosperous citizen. �“Billy�” Arnold, father of the present �“Billy�” 
Arnold, was managing editor of the American at the time referred to. He and 
the other newspaper boys were in the habit of getting fruit from their friend, 
Tony, who was sometimes paid in complimentary notices in the paper. 

The rats were very bad in the newspaper office, so Arnold bought a 
Flobert rifle and used to amuse himself late at night shooting at the rodents. 
He never killed one, so far as known, and the rats were not at all afraid of 
him and his gun, and had fun with him every night. Arnold was in the habit 
of calling across the street to Tony to bring him some fruit, but one day he 
could not make Tony hear, so he took a shot at the fruit vendor with his 
rifle. Though he could never hit a rat, the ball struck Tony, and though it 
                                                 
28 Morton is conflating a father and son here. John P. Heiss (ca.1812-1865), edited the Nashville 
Union in the early 1840s. Henry Heiss, born 1838 in Pennsylvania, edited the Nashville Daily 
American in the 1880s. He died in 1886. 
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stung him only a little, it aroused his hot Italian temper, and he came 
storming into Arnold�’s office with blood in his eye. After profuse apologies 
and much palaver his temper cooled and he departed. 

Billy Arnold was a bright young fellow, and right up to the minute. 
One day he surprised the natives by having every headline on the front 
page of the paper written in rhyme, without departing from the paper�’s 
headline style. 

CHARLEY HODGES AND OTHERS 
Charley Hodges was an active and competent newspaper man. He was 

Major Heiss�‘ right-hand man. He afterwards went to Cincinnati, where he 
became, in succession, city editor and managing editor of the Enquirer. He 
died in Cincinnati a few years ago. 

His brother, Albert Hodges, was a clerk in the City Health Department. 
He became the champion chess player of the United States, and engaged in 
international games. He went from here to New York. 

Charley Robert and William Henry Peck were rival dramatic critics. 
Robert was a brilliant writer, and quite jealous of Peck. The latter, besides 
being a good critic, was a hard worker and good all-round newspaper man. 

While there were other dramatic critics just as good as Robert, he was 
perhaps the most popular critic that ever wrote for Nashville newspapers. He 
was sparkling and witty, and the public devoured his criticisms with avidity. 
When he died the newspaper boys conducted his funeral services in 
McCombs�’ undertaking establishment in the old Colonnade building, on the 
west side of Fourth Avenue, near Deaderick Street. Mrs. Blondner sang a 
solo, and the boys each paid him a short verbal tribute. 

S. A. Cunningham was a special writer under the pen name, �“S. A. C.�” He 
was chosen secretary of the Jefferson Davis Memorial Association, and printed 
a little leaflet in connection with his work. This finally became the Confederate 
Veteran, of which Mr. Cunningham was editor and owner up to the time of his 
death. He had the largest personal acquaintance of any man in Tennessee. 

R. J. G. Miller, one of the founders of the NASHVILLE BANNER, was an 
active young fellow in those days, He went to California, where he was 
identified with trade journalism, and where he died. 

James B. Clark, now a member of the staff of the Chattanooga News, 
was one of the most wide-awake reporters in Nashville during the eighties. 
He was a reporter on THE BANNER, but finally became city editor and news 
editor of this paper. 

Donald Padman and Charley Robert were friends and running mates; 
both were men of genius. Padman�‘s specialty was witty editorial paragraphs. 
He went from Nashville to the Courier-Journal, and from there to the Post-
Dispatch in St. Louis, where he died. 

Dr. R. L. C. White, long keeper of records and seal, Knights of Pythias, 
was an ornament to the journalistic profession. He was first editor of a 
Lebanon paper, and after he came to Nashville was a frequent contributor to 
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the press. He originated and long conducted the Banner Query Box. He was 
a good speaker, and a clear, forceful writer. His English was faultless. 

G. H. Baskette, editor of THE BANNER during the latter eighties, had 
been a boy Confederate soldier. His writings were classical in purity. He was 
a factor to be reckoned with during those years of mixed politics. He was 
also a writer of good verse, though prose was his chosen vehicle. 

NEWSIES AND SHINERS 
This was before the days of shoe-shining and clothes-cleaning and pressing 

emporiums. When a young fellow wanted his trousers creased he folded them 
carefully and placed them under his pillow for the night. He or his mother got 
the spots off with benzene or soap and water. Shoes were polished at home or 
by little Negro boys who carried their little boxes with blacking and brushes 
swung by a strap from their shoulders. They had an embarrassing habit of 
pointing significantly to a man�’s shoes and crying out: �“Shine, Mister?�” 

Another Newsman Looks Back 
 
Excerpts from a 1950 Interview with George Harrison Armistead, Sr. (1861-1950). 
Typescript in Box 2, Folder 1, The Waller Project Papers, at Special Collections 
Dept., Vanderbilt University Library. 

 
The first sports writer in the state was W. J. Ewing — writing under the 

name “Blue Wing.” The New Year’s receptions in Nashville were the incentive for 
the first social reporting. 

In 1885, there were three newspapers in Nashville — the American, the 
Banner and the World. It was this latter paper for which I first worked. Other 
Nashville papers during this period were the News, the Democrat, and the Herald. 
The latter was an afternoon paper of little importance during its brief career. The 
first prohibition newspaper in the South, The Issue, was established in 1886. This 
weekly was edited by John J. Littleton, one of three brothers from Kingston. Jesse 
ran for Representative against James S. Frazier. Martin Littleton went to New 
York, where he became a famous lawyer and a star speaker for Tammany.* John 
Littleton was killed by Joe Brooks, a real estate dealer, in a political quarrel.† 

The American was a morning paper, edited for a long time by [Henry M.] 
Doak, who was a very literary man. His sister, Julia Doak, was the first woman in 
the United States to serve as a state superintendent of education — a position she 
held in Tennessee in 1873 [actually 1882]. Following Doak, Albert Roberts was the 
editor. He had first written as a humorist under the name “John Happy.”… 

 
* Martin Wiley Littleton (1872-1934) served in the U.S. Congress from 
1911 to 1913. He represented oil magnate Harry Ford Sinclair in a 
celebrated criminal trial arising from the Teapot Dome scandal of the 
1920s. 
† See page 59. 
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Another active organization, which is still with us, was composed of the 
newsboys, who drew the color line. Whenever a Negro boy essayed to sell 
papers the white boys threw rocks at him and drove him off the streets. 
When a white boy appeared as a �“shoe-shiner�” he similarly was �“rocked�” 
into oblivion by the Negro bootblacks. Only white boys were allowed to sell 
papers, and only black boys were allowed to shine shoes. 

A noted and active newsboy was Ike Hurst, who may be seen now 
almost any time standing an a street corner calling his wares. In those days 
he was up to the minute, and when prizes were offered the boy selling the 
most newspapers, he engineered a combination and always won. Then, as 
now, he was provident, and squandered nothing on fine raiment. He always 
had money in the bank, little as he looks like a financier. 

�“SULPHUR WATER JIM�” 
Jim Hurd, commonly known as �“Sulphur Water Jim,�” was a prominent 

figure on the  streets and around the newspaper offices. He sold sulphur water 
from the old spring in Sulphur Bottom, near the present base-ball park. He 
carried the water in a demijohn, around which ice was packed, and was 
eternally crying: �“Ice-cold sulphur water, five cents,�” in a drawling voice and 
monotonous tone. He also carried a little salt to put in the water if customers 
desired this condiment. Another of his lines of business was to set a sloppy 
lunch every night in the morning newspaper offices. 

Sam Work was a well-known proofreader, and, in fact, a very good one. It 
always made Ned Carmack angry when a typographical error appeared in his 
editorials. He would send for Work and give him a lecture when this 
happened. One day when, more exasperated than usual, he sent for Work, and 
said: �“Sam, I wish you would quit making a fool out of me every day.�” 

Sam�’s retort was: �“Well, Mr. 
Carmack, I�’ll tell you one thing. I keep 
you from making a fool out of yourself 
much oftener than I make a fool of 
you.�” 

Carmack laughed his infectious 
laugh and dropped the subject. 

 
To be continued next Sunday. 

 
 
 



 34 


