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WILLIAM C. WATTS


WILLIAM COURTNEY WATTS, author of a single historical novel which is regarded by many as the finest work of its kind yet done by a Kentucky hand, was born at Salem, Kentucky, February 7, 1830. His family has no record of his school days, but he was married to Miss Nannie Ferguson when a young man, and six children were born to them. 
Watts's early years were spent at Salem and Smithland, Kentucky, but he later went to New Orleans as a clerk inthe firm of Givens, Watts and Company, cotton brokers. 
He shortly afterwards joined the New York branch of thisNew Orleans house, known as Watts, Crowe and Company, as a partner in the business; and from New York Watts went to Liverpool, England, to represent the firm of W. C. Watts and Company, which was theforeign title for the New Orleans and New York houses. For some years 
the business was very prosperous, and Watts, of course, shared largely in the firm's success. After the usual congratulatory messages between England and the United 
States had been exchanged, Watts is said to have sent the first cablegram across the atlantic. After many years of prosperity, failure overtook the house of Watts, and he 
returned to New York, setting up in business with a Mr. Slaughter. Some time subsequently he came back to Kentucky, making his home in Smithland, but rheumatism 
ruined his health, causing lameness, and making him an invalid for the remainder of his life. In Smithland, during days of illness, Watts wrote his splendid story, The Chronicles of a Kentucky Settlement (NewYork, 1897). This novel of early Kentucky life is one of the most charming and delightful tales ever told by an American author, although founded upon fact and, in a sense, twice-told. The Chronicles is the only book Watts 
wrote, and he has come down to posterity with this singlestory in his feeble hand. The preface, signed on the sixty-seventh anniversary of his birth, was done but ten months before his death, which occurred at Smithland, Kentucky, December 27, 1897. He is buried in the cemetery of the little Kentucky town over which he cast the glamour of romance, almost unknown to its citizen of this day, and still unappreciated and unheralded by Kentuckians. His Chronicles is known only to the student and collector, as it was never properly put before the public, though published by a powerful New York firm. His 
family knows little of his life and is quite careless of his fame. In years to come the Chronicles may take high rank among the finest series of historical pictures ever 
penned of a single Southern settlement, and then William Courtney Watts will come into
his very own. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY. The Courier-Journal (December 28, 1897); letter from Watts's daughter to the author. 

A WEDDING AND A DANCE
 [From Chronicles of a Kentucky Settlement (New York, 1897)] 

A few weeks after the race there was a grand wedding, and, this time, Squire Howard united in holy matrimony Jefferson Brantley and Emily Wilmot, the ceremony taking place at the residence of the bride's father. Joseph Adair and Horace Benton were the groomsmen, and Laura Howard and Ada Howard the bridesmaids. A young lady from Princeton was to have been one of the bridesmaids, but illness prevented her attendance, and Ada Howard took her place. The residence of Mr. Wilmot was too small to admit of dancing, but the company present had a  merry time — the fun and frolic being kept up until a late hour. It was then the custom to "give" (hold) the infare at the residence of the groom's parents or some other near relative, but, as Mr. Brantley had no relatives in the county, his infare was held at the Brick Hotel in Salem, and great were the preparations made on the occasion — never had such an elegant and sumptuous table been spread in those "parts"; there were meats of many 
1 Copyright, 1897, by G. P. Putnam's Sons.

sorts, including barbacued pigs, and cakes, pastries, fruits, nuts, and wines and liquors in abundance. Silas Holman and Billy Wilmot were never in better trim, and their fiddles seemed the fountain of such ecstatic sounds as to set the nerves of old as well 
as young tingling with a pleasurable excitement which could only find its true expression in the quick and graceful movements of the dance. And dancing there was, and such dancing! There was Bird McCoy, who could “cut the double shuffle,” spring into the air, strike his feet together thrice before lighting, and not lose step to the music. And among the young ladies many of them country girls whose lives in the open air made them 
as active as squirrels and as graceful as fawns were many good 
dancers, but it was conceded that among them all the slight, sylph-like Ada Howard was the best  “the pick of the flock.” And the mirth and fun grew “fast and furious,” and the “dancers quick and quicker flew." Nor did the fun and frolic cease until faint streaks of light in the East heralded the coming morn. 
They almost literally"
              Danced all night 'til broad daylight, 
              And went home with the girls in the morning." 
And yet, be it said that, while there was a good deal of drinking that night, there was no drunkenness, rowdyism, unseemly behavior, or ungentlemanly conversation; for woe to the young man who at such a time and place, when ladies were present, had
violated the recognized rules of decorum!  It is certain, however, that several young persons came very near that night being "fiddled out of the church." There 
was one gay, good-humored, hearty country girl who, when “churched" for dancing that night, admitted that she was “on the floor with the so-called dancers"; that she had a "partner," and took part in the movements; but, she contended, that inasmuch as she had not crossed her feet, she had violated no rule of the church. "What," she asked, "if I walk forward and backward and turn and bow without music, is that dancing? And if I do the same when there is music, does that make it dancing?” And the good old brethren, who were sitting in judgment, after mature deliberation, came to the conclusion that they were not “cl'ar on the p'int 'bout crossin' the feet." "And," said one, “if we err, let it be on the side o' marcy." "Yes," replied another, "but let the young sister understand that she must n't do it ag'in." And so the matter was settled. 
Source: Townsend, John Wilson. KENTUCKY IN AMERICAN LETTERS (1784-1912) Vol. I. Cedar Rapids, Iowa: The Tourch Press, 1913.

