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Nashville 

he eighties marked a decade of great military fervor in Nashville. 
Some of the crack companies of the country were here, and great 
military displays were held, especially at what was known as the 

�“May Drills,�” several of which were held during this period. 

Banner, November 2, 1930 

The May Drills were great gala occasions. Crack companies came from 
all over the United States, and the city took on an air of great military 
encampment. Bright uniforms and brass buttons were in evidence 
everywhere, for in those days the brown khaki had not been evolved. 
Cannons boomed and gallant flags floated In the breezes �— all this after 
weeks and months of preparation. 

 T

The last of these drills was held in May, 1888. Maj. A. W. Wills, Gen. 
Charles Thurman and Capt. Pleas Smith composed the committee in 
charge, and when the grand parade came, Gen. W. H. Jackson, mounted on 
a thoroughbred, and with a plume in his hat like the one worn by the 
dashing Jeb Stuart when he rode to his death under �“Marse Robert Lee,�” 
was chief marshal. 

At the old Westside Park racetrack, where Centennial Park now blooms 
and flourishes, the competitive drill was held. There were also sham battles 
and swordsmen�’s contests, on foot with the rapier and on horseback with 
the broadsword. 

Nashville had not yet forgotten the days when the military displays in and 
around her were real, bloody internecine war; and she was proud of her boys 
in uniform; and away down in her subconscious mind was a presentment that 
these gallant youths might yet be called upon to fight the Yankees. 

Nashville had the Porter Rifles, the Rock City Guards, the Hermitage 
Guards, the Linck Zouaves and the Burns�’ Artillery. The Porter Rifles was 
the best drilled company in America; and the Linck Zouaves was one of the 



 46 

best, if not the best, zouave company.31 By a strange coincidence the 
captains of these two companies were brothers, Capt. George Reyer of the 
Porter Rifles and Capt. W. G. Reyer of the Linck Zouaves. 

The Rock City Guards, Capt. Vinet Donelson, and the Hermitage 
Guards, Capt. John A. McEwen, were in a way offshoots of the Porter 
Rifles. The latter had a full complement of 100 men and a drill team of 
thirty-two men and three commissioned officers. First and last the 
company had a membership of at least 500 men, and many of these men 
were Incorporated in the Rock City Guards and the Hermitage Guards. 
Both Capt. Vinet Donelson of the Rock City Guards and Capt. John A. 
McEwen of the Hermitage Guards had been members of the Porter Rifles. 

The Porter Rifles, named for Gov. James D. Porter, were organized in 
1875, and their last competitive drill was in Louisville in 1883. They had 
during their career two captains, Sam Donelson and George Reyer, now su-
perintendent of the Nashville water-works. The record of the company, 
showing where they stood in the competitive drills in which they partici-
pated, compiled by John Langham, who was second lieutenant, follows: 

 October 8, 1876, at Murfreesboro, in competition with the Spencer 
Rifles, won first prize. 
 May, 1876, at Nashville, in competition with the Chickasaw Guards of 

Memphis, won first prize. 
 October 27, 1876, at Memphis, in competition with the Chickasaw 

Guards, won second prize. 
 September 22, 1877, at St. Louts, in competition with the Missouri 

National Guard companies and others from different States, won first 
prize. 
 September, 1878, at St. Louis, in competition with the Missouri State 

Guard, the Chickasaw Guards and companies from other States, ranked 
seventh. 
 September 30, 1879, at Nashville, in competition with the Rock City 

Guards, ranked second. 
 October 3, 1879, at Nashville, in competition with the Rock City 

Guards, won first prize. 
 May 19, 1880, at Nashville, in competition with companies from many 

States, ranked fourth. 
 July 3, 1880, at Evansville, Ind., in competition with Indiana State 

Guard and companies from other States, won first prize. 
 September 10, 1880, in competition with the Kentucky State Guard, 

won first prize. 
 May 25, 1881, at Nashville, a national encampment, in competition with 

about twenty five companies from all over the United States, won first 
prize. 

                                                 
31 Zouaves were colorfully dressed infantrymen who put on elaborate marching drills. France 
formed units of Algerian Zouaoua tribesmen starting in the 1830s. By the time of the U.S. Civil 
War, the sharp-dressed-warrior craze was so prevalent that both Union and Confederate 
Zouaves took the field. For a thorough discussion of the Zouave tradition in wartime fashion, 
see this National Park Service web page: www.nps.gov/anti/zouaves.htm. 
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 June 23, 1881, at Louisville, in competition with all the best companies 
of the United States, won first prize. 
 June 28, 1882, at Louisville, in competition with the best companies in 

the United States, ranked fourth.  
 July 4, 1884, at Indianapolis in competition with the best companies in 

the country, ranked sixth. 
 In 1883, at Louisville, in competition with the Kentucky National Guard 

and other companies, ranked third. 

In several of the instances mentioned, where the company ranked low, 
it was not the fault of the drilling, but for some other reason that the rating 
was not higher. 

The last public appearance of the Porter Rifles was when they gave an 
exhibition drill at the Tennessee Centennial in 1897, after a month�’s 
preparation. The exhibition on the part of the veterans was remarkable, 
and brought forth much applause. 

The members of the Porter Rifles who are now living is remarkable. 
Though they are gray-headed and bald-headed, and some of them feeble 
now, the fact that so many of them remain is due to the wonderful 
physiques with which these boys were endowed. Those who remember 
them in the eighties, will not be surprised at the way they have met the 
advancing years. The following list of members still living was obtained 
from Capt. George Reyer and Lieut. John Langham, and no doubt a few of 
the survivors may have been overlooked: 

Will (Trip) Miller, private.  
James Campion, private. 
Will Sharp, private. 
Sam Warren, private.  
Knox Polk, private. 
Sam Davis, private. 
Volney James, private.  
W. L. Lyon, private. 
John C. Brown of Tuscaloosa, Ala., 

private. 
Fred Klooze, private.  
A. J. Thuss, private.  
Lewis Shyer, private.  
John Simpson, private.  
John Baskette, private.  
Will Webber, private. 

George Reyer, captain. 
John Langham, second lieutenant. 
James Sadler, first sergeant. 
Oliver Corbitt. secretary and treas.  
John Duling, bugler. 
John Chadwell, sergeant. 
Dave Greene, private. 
Tom McNish, private.  
Sam McNish, private. 
Harry Sheetz, private. 
John Simpson, private. 
Will Longhurst, private. 
Will Cornelius, private.  
George Hutchinson, private.  
Otto Giers, private.  
Walter Lesieur, private.  
 

The old boys left lack just four of being enough for a drill team. 
NEW WATERWORKS 

The new waterworks, with reservoir and pumping station at their 
present locations,32 began operations in 1889. Since that time the pumping 

                                                 
32 The reservoir, still in operation, sits on what was once the hilltop site of the Union Army�’s 
Casino Blockhouse, looming above today�’s Eighth Ave. S. The George Reyer Pumping Station, 
as it is now known, also remains in use as part of the city�’s Omohundro Water Treatment Plant. 
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station has been greatly enlarged and settling basins have been constructed. 
Prior to that time the reservoir was where the nurses�’ dormitory for the 

General Hospital now stands. The pumping station was a short distance 
away on the river bank. The old standpipe is now used as a ventilating shaft 
for the General Hospital. 

Capt. George Reyer, the present superintendent of the waterworks, has 
held that position for many years, with one short interim, when he occu-
pied a similar position in Birmingham, Ala. He succeeded James Wyatt as 
superintendent of the Nashville water-works. 

The inauguration of the new waterworks was heralded with many news 
items. It was said the pressure would be so great that fire engines would 
not be needed in the central part of the city; that all that would be nec-
essary would be to attach a hose to a fireplug and go ahead. This rosy 
prediction did 
not prove exactly 
correct; but it 
was true that the 
pressure from 
the new reservoir 
was much 
greater than that 
from the old. 
There was one 
startling result. 
The old water 
pipes had
been constructed 
to stand this 
additional 
pressure, and besides, many were rusty and dilapidated. When the water 
was turned into them from the new reservoir many of them burst �— not all 
at one time, but from day to day. Geysers spouted at various points over 
the city. One was especially notable. The main on Seventh Avenue in front 
of the First Christian Church burst, and the water spouted fifty or sixty feet 
high, carrying with it rocks, dirt and other wreckage. The church and an 
adjoining residence were badly damaged. Holes were knocked in the roofs 
by the falling

 not 

 stones, and the interior of the buildings drenched with water, 
dest

n 
h was supposed to have got into the main when a baby. 

RA

roying plastering and furnishings. 
It was said that a live catfish eighteen inches long was thrown out upo

the street. This fis
INED FISH 
While upon the subject of water and fish it may be incidentally stated 

that during the latter years of the eighties a number of small fish were 
rained from the clouds upon Nashville. A number of them were picked up, 
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alive and kicking, on Broadway. They were little fellows, say from a quarter 
to a

rant and other 
Fed

s it has for nearly fifty years, the result 
of t e dream of a young enthusiast. 

 
To be continued next Sunday. 

 half inch in length. 
February 17, 1882, the opening ball of the Hermitage Club was held. 

The club building had been occupied by Gen. U. S. G
eral commanders as headquarters during the Civil War. 
Percy Kinnaird, a well-known veteran of the Nashville bar, still able to 

go about his business as efficiently, if not quite so actively as he did fifty 
years ago, when he had just returned from a trip to the metropolitan cen-
ters of the East. The blood of youth was coursing through his veins, and 
while in the big cities he had been entertained and given cards to the social 
clubs, which made a great impression on his youthful mind. Social clubs 
were then unknown in Nashville, and when he returned home young 
Kinnaird began to talk about them and write articles about them in the 
papers. He explained how they operated, and the need of one in Nashville. 
The net result: The Hermitage Club was organized and Mr. Kinnaird was 
one of the charter members. He has long since abandoned club life and 
devoted himself to his business and his books, for he and his brother 
David, who live together, have a fine library with many rare volumes. But 
the Hermitage Club is functioning, a

h
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