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Newsletter, May 2004                                                                 Editor: Jacob Sanders  

 

 
 
Dear Family and Friends, 
 
Once again it is time for me to remind you to mark the date on your calendar for the Watts’  
Family Reunion 2004. If you haven’ t already planned on it, please make arrangements to join us 
at Natural Bridge State Park on July 25th. Just bring a little food, lots of memories, and a desire to 
enjoy yourself and to share with everyone else. 
 
We are going to do some things a little differently this year. For example, the business meeting 
will be at 11:00 instead of after lunch, and we are going to put some smaller items that normally 
wouldn’ t be auctioned off in the country store along with the t-shirts and cookbooks. But don’ t 
worry; it wouldn’ t be the same without an auction, so we will still be auctioning off a few things. 
Please don’ t think that we feel there are items worthy of auction and those that aren’ t; this is 
simply an effort to free up more time in the day for more important activities like telling tales and 
eating, so please keep all those items coming. In all my 37 years I have never been to a reunion 
that I didn’ t enjoy, and it’s not like these are problems that need fixing. We are just trying to 
make things a little more relaxed and hopefully even more enjoyable. Let us know what you think 
and how it goes. 
 
When I think about the upcoming reunion, it opens up memories of past reunions and all the 
people that I am grateful to have known, many of which I wouldn’ t have if it weren’ t for the 
reunion. However, it also makes me look forward to something new about my family. It also 
gives us all the opportunity to visit with people we might not otherwise get to see all year. So 
come out to Shelter #2 and see us July 25th. If you’ re not there, we all miss out. 
 
        Hope to see you there, 

                     
        Calvin Watts 
        President, Watts Reunion Inc. 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Picture Book Coming 
 

Volume Four of Watts Family of 
Eastern Kentucky by Stephen 
Bowling contains several 
pictures and stories that were not 
included in the previous three 
volumes. 

 

 

Join us at the  
 

52nd Annual Watts Reunion 
Sunday, July 25th, 2004 

 

Natural Bridge State Park, Slade, KY – Shelter #2 
 

Coffee and doughnuts start at 9:00am  
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The Mystery of Ambrose Watts 
By Stephen D. Bowling 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Ambrose “Red”  Watts was born on January 4, 1825 at the head of River Caney to Matilda 
Watts, daughter of George Washington and Emaline (Noble) Watts.  Matilda had become very 
acquainted with a handsome young man from Perry County named Mason Combs. 

According to family history, Mason had been hired to a “snaking crew” on Ten Mile just across 
the Perry County line to snake out walnut logs to be sent down the river.  He and Matilda carried on a 
relationship that first produced a child, Permilia “Millie”  Watts on March 30, 1823. George 
Washington Watts did not approve of the relationship and ordered Matilda to not see Mason and for 
the young lumberman to “stay off Caney.”  

Unable to stop young love, the second child of Mason Combs and Matilda Watts was born and 
named Ambrose. Later after some legal trouble, Mason and Matilda would marry in Perry County but 
not until almost a month after the birth of their third child, Sarah Watts. 

Mason and Matilda soon moved to Perry County near his family but Ambrose and Permilia 
stayed on River Caney with George Washington and Millie Watts. For many years much confusion 
centered on Permilia and Ambrose, as many listed them as the children of George and Millie rather 
than the grand children since they appear on the census in the household of George and Mille. 

Ambrose grew to adulthood on River Caney working the fields and hoeing corn on the steep, 
rocky hillsides of Upper River Caney. He met and had a child by his cousin, Matilda Deaton.  He later 
married Charlotte Whitaker and started a family on River Caney. 

In 1861, the Civil War disrupted the lives of every American and the inhabitants of River Caney 
were no different. After a raid on Lost Creek and River Caney by pro-Union forces under the 
command of Captain William Strong, Ambrose left his wife and five children to joint the fight.  He 
and a group of local men walked to Whitesburg where they enlisted on September 23, 1862 in the 13th 
Kentucky Cavalry under the command of Colonel Ben Caudill and under Captain Henderson Combs 
from Barge. Throughout much of the 1862-1863 campaign, Ambrose was among the soldiers as they 
made numerous raid and attacks on Pro Union interests in Breathitt County and numerous raids into 
Perry County including at least two attacks on the Eversole stronghold at Chavies. 

Ambrose’s luck ran out in April 1863 when a force of men from the 14th Kentucky Cavalry 
overran their position on Lost Creek and Ambrose was captured. He and several other were force 
marched to Booneville by Captain Bill’s Men and were there released after taking the oath not to take 
up arms against the Union. 

Holding true to his words, Ambrose returned to his Confederate command the following day 
and fought the rest of the war for the South. He was ordered promoted to Courier at the Battle of 
Strawberry Plains, Tennessee where he carried orders from Colonel Ben Caudill to General James 
Longstreet and Colonel Henry Giltner. 

Ambrose served the entire war and surrendered and was paroled by Union forces at Booneville 
in 1865, having been wounded slightly only once in the left arm. The tired soldier returned to Caney 
where he inherited a portion of the property owned by the George Washington and Millie Watts when 
she died in December 1865.  He spent the rest of his life on River Caney where he raised ten children. 

Ambrose never really recovered from the “cold”  he got in his lungs in 1863 and died in the 
early morning hours of June 17, 1912 at his home opposite the Hen Neace and Watts-Mullins 
Cemetery at the head of River Caney. He was buried beside his grandfather, George Washington 
Watts and his uncle George Washington Watts, Jr. 

However in 1915, “he” or someone claiming to be him filed and received his Confederate 
Pension from the state of Kentucky.  It was not until 1919, seven years after his death, that the Pension 
Board realized that someone had been claiming his benefits falsely. After an investigation, the Pension 
Board determined that the family was “So poor and destitute as to render unnecessary the prosecution 
of the crime”  of falsely collecting pension benefits. No charges were ever filed. 

Over the years Ambrose’s homemade tombstone succumbed to the ravages of time. In 1998, his 
marker was barely readable and nearly lost for eternity, but today “Red”  Ambrose Watts rests under 
the shade of a sprawling cedar tree, marked for eternity with a new granite stone. 
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Message from the Vice President 
 
The sale of the cookbooks has been great! We are now left with very low numbers that are 
available. They are nearly depleted. So if you are interested, you had better call soon, time is 
running out.   
 

Congratulations to those who bought one and thank you very much! You have a treasured 
keepsake.  Hopefully you are enjoying the delicious and tasty recipes for many years to come! 
 

We now have in the talking stage another project, which may include a cookbook with some 
stories/genealogy in them giving the background of the recipe and the length of time it has been 
in the Watts Family.  That would appear to be an interesting subject!! 
 

Also, we’ re looking for other clever ideas for another project. We need to keep something going 
to replenish our scholarship fund each year.  Please feel free to contact me, should you have an 
idea. The committee will then take that under consideration! 
 

Trust that God has been real good to you this year and that you are all healthy. 2003 was a 
difficult year for me, because I lost both parents.  My Mother died in January and my Dad lived 
10 months and 13 days; he died in December. Even though it was difficult, Paul and I have been 
blessed by our friends and family! Thanks to each of you who helped us in anyway during this 
difficult time! May God Bless you! 
 

Paul and I will be at the reunion around 9:00 with coffee and fresh pastries. Come join us and 
share all of your stories about the Watts family! 
 

We look forward to seeing each of you in July. Should you have any questions concerning the 
reunion, call (606)-871-9291. We will be glad to assist in anyway possible. 
 
       Sincerely, 
       Brenda Watts 
       Vice President, Watts Reunion Inc. 
 
 
 
 

Stories of Yesterday 
 

Well folks, remember the Christmas newsletter? We asked for stories of "Yesterday." Can©t 
believe we©ve not heard a word from anyone. Now, do you mean to tell me that nothing exciting 
or funny or important ever happened in your lives? Doc Watts, I know you have some tales about 
the things that happened on Leatherwood Creek at the Mouth of McIntosh. I bet Vinson Watts 
has a few of those too. What was that first little red wagon you ever had Vinson? And did you get 
a warranty deed for it? Start thinking, and let’s get some correspondence going about this. We 
need your ideas and input to make this project a success. 
 
I told the committee at the spring meeting that if we don©t get some stories, well, we’ ll just have 
to make some up! Just kidding, but seriously; this will be a worthwhile project I believe. Think 
about it.         

Janet Neace   
Secretary/Treasurer  
     
175 Burton Subdivision Rd.  
Nancy, Ky.  42544-8845 
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Have We Come a Long Way? 
By Vinson A. Watts, Past President  

 

As an old saying goes, if you don’ t know where you came from you going to have is a hard time 
figuring out where you’ re going.  With this saying in mind I’ ll try to establish where we came 
from, especially those of us who can identify with the community now known as Watts, 
Kentucky.  But where we or our parents came from the area was known as Leatherwood Creek 
and River Caney, Breathitt County. To the best of my knowledge Leatherwood Creek is the 
largest creek that flows into Lost Creek, at least in Breathitt County. 
 

The Kentucky Encyclopedia included this statement: “The first penetration of white settlers into 
the (Breathitt County) area began in the 1780s and included such families as Haddix, Neace, 
Noble, Strong, Turner, and Watts. Most of them settled in the vicinity of Lost Creek…” I believe 
the author could have also listed the family names of Campbell, Combs, Fugate and Mullins. I 
was born near the mouth of McIntosh Fork in the very late 1929 to Leslie and Annie Fugate 
Watts. 
 

The purpose of this writing is to share with you my recollection of where we came from. There 
were two elementary (one room) schools on Leatherwood Creek and at the mouth of McIntosh 
Fork and Upper Leatherwood about 2½ to three miles from the Perry County line to Ten Mile 
Creek. I attended McIntosh School through the first 5-6 grades and the other grades at Upper 
Leatherwood. Around 1942, my family moved from McIntosh Fork to the house and land that 
was my grandfather and grandmother Watts’  home place. The kitchen was detached from the 
other part of the house.  
 

One thing that has impressed me over the years through reading history and observation is how 
much each community has had various members become “specialists”  in needed areas such as 
(but not limited to) carpenters, molasses making, hog butchering, sawmill and meal grinding, 
preachers, coffin maker, and midwife. I will limit my remarks to three of these “specialists.”  
 

William “Banger”  Fugate, my uncle, could be considered a jack-of-all-trades. I remember him 
most as a carpenter, coffin maker, and molasses maker. When someone in the community passed 
away, William would be requested to make the coffin. He kept several planks of yellow poplar on 
hand from which he made coffins. William was also an expert molasses maker. At that time and 
place molasses was a staple that was many times substituted for sugar. Not to forget how good 
they were on hot biscuits baked in a wood stove oven. Many families grew cane patches, so 
molasses making was an important activity just before the first frost. After the first freeze, hog 
killing time began. William and Naomi Francis Fugate lived near the head of McIntosh Fork on 
the River Caney (path) road. 
 

Another “specialist”  I would like to identify is Taylor Campbell. Taylor and Lillie Combs 
Campbell lived at the mouth of McIntosh Fork, across from the schoolhouse. Taylor was also an 
important member of the community, mainly because he lived near the center of the community. 
He owned and operated a sawmill/meal grinder. Taylor could saw lumber for those in the 
community who were building a house, adding to a present house, or building barns or corncribs. 
That is probably where William got his yellow poplar for making coffins. As I remember, Taylor 
set aside Saturdays for grinding cornmeal for all in the community. He had to change some 
machinery from lumber sawing to meal grinding. I remember very well getting corn ready to be 
ground at our house. First corn ears had to be selected, always the largest ears, from the corncrib 
and the husks (shucks) removed. Corn ears were generally brought to the house to be shelled. We 
had strict orders not to put in shelled corn any inferior kernels that may “ taint”  the meal we would 
have to eat twice a day for the next week or so. We usually shelled about a bushel of kernels, and  

 
 
 
 

Continued on next page ��
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Continued from Page 4 
 
my dad would balance the corn across his shoulder and walk to the meal. (We had a special sack 
we used for meal purposes only.) 

 
At the mill, Taylor would take a certain amount of corn as toll and grind each family’s corn 
separately. With our meal supply replenished, we then had enough meal to do us until next time, 
and then the process would begin again. I participated in many of the meal grinding events from 
the beginning to going to the mill. I have said many times that I probably would have starved 
between meals without cornbread crumbled in buttermilk during the first 15 to 16 years of my 
life.  
 
The third “specialist”  I would like to identify is my mother, Annie Watts. My mother was the 
community midwife. Her hours were 24/7. Her mode of travel was on foot or horseback if the 
family who came to get her came on a horse or mule. (Remember; there was no telephone, roads, 
automobiles or electricity during most of this time period.) She seldom got paid. Once she 
explained to me that she had to go “catch a baby”  when she suddenly took off. It did not take too 
many years for me to figure it out. However, needless to say, my mother was much respected in 
the community. She was very important to many, if not all families in the area. I need not remind 
many of you that several families needed her “catching”  every 18-24 months for up to a dozen or 
more times. The fact is confirmed by her records that she kept of babies she “caught.”  I have 
many of those records, but by no means a complete listing of the bottoms she gently and lovingly 
“patted.”  Many of you who read this will be one of the aforementioned. I could name several of 
you, but that may not be wise on my part. Records I do not have may have been lost, or no birth 
may have been recorded. I do not know exactly when she started “catching babies,”  but the last 
birth record I have dates in the late 40s. Because I know my records are incomplete, the number 
of babies she delivered is unknown, but I feel comfortable saying 150 or more during the time she 
was needed.  
 
That’s what it was like then. What has history taught us? 
 
 

 
 

Scholarship Applications 
 

Anyone wishing to apply for the Watts Reunion / David Watts Memorial Scholarship can 
request an application from Connie Watts or print one off of the Watts Reunion Web site. 

Please follow the instructions carefully and complete the application. All applications 
must be turned in by June 30th, 2004. Applications must be mailed to: 

 

      Cinda Sanders 
      P.O. Box 87 
      Oakland, KY 42159 
 

 
 

Don’t forget to visit us on the Web at: 
 

�
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Coffee & Donuts ………………………………………………. 9:00am 

 
Business Meeting …………………………………………….. 11:00am 

 
Potluck Lunch …………………………………………………. 12:00pm 

 
Auction ……………………………………………………..……. 1:30pm 

 
Entertainment Follows Auction 
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Connie Watts 
99 Happy Hollow 
Lost Creek, KY   41348 


