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Kewaneean Arthur Watts
Without a Past, He Lived in the Present,
and Created a Future for His Family
I absolutely love researching my Kewanee
family’s history. I traced one branch to some of the
first French Huguenots in Lyon, France, in the 1530s.
Another branch goes back in Sweden to the late
1500s. I found some of my paternal greatgrandfather’s German ancestors living in today’s
Poland in the late 1700s. My maternal grandparents’
ancestors were found in Poland and Croatia
(although he was Serbian) in the early 1800s. Those
various lines then made their way to Kewanee
between 1855 and 1906.
Arthur Watts - who arrived in Kewanee in 1901and his descendants have not been as fortunate as I
in finding ancestral roots. Through no fault of their
own, they have been limited in how far back they can
trace their family story. Why?
Because Arthur was a former enslaved Black
American who reportedly was bought and sold three
times before gaining his freedom during the Civil
War. Arthur and his ancestors, considered mere
property by those who traded in human chattel, were
denied the right to read, write, marry, own land, vote,
and participate in all of those types of activities that
would have created records and a trail to follow.
Arthur and his family have no written record of
his ancestors’ past upon which to rely. Fortunately,
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Arthur’s family has a rich oral history to link
themselves to the past. But while I can pinpoint
specific villages in specific countries from where my
ancestors came, Arthur and his family only have a
continent which they can identify.
In 1619, long before Arthur Watts was born, the
first enslaved persons arrived in what would become
the United States. 150 years later, Thomas Jefferson,
in an early draft of his Declaration of Independence,
pointed to the British as the cause of that stain:
“[King George] has waged cruel war against
human nature itself, violating its most sacred
rights of life & liberty in the persons of a distant
people who never offended him, captivating &
carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere, or to incur miserable death in their
transportation thither. this piratical warfare,
the opprobrium of infidel powers, is the warfare
of the CHRISTIAN king of Great Britain.
determined to keep open a market where MEN
should be bought & sold . . . .”

suggest the possibility that the slave owner and
Arthur’s father was Reuben Watts, who lived in an
adjacent Missouri county. And no stories tell the
history of Arthur’s Black ancestors from the time
before his birth.
After he was freed, Arthur, like so many of the 4
million enslaved persons, had nothing to his name
and only the limited skills he learned while enslaved.
But those skills included tending the open cooking
fires, a task he had managed since childhood. Arthur
also had garnered recipes, including for sauces,
learned through experimenting over the years.
Arthur very likely continued working for his
former owner, albeit as a freeman, at least for a while
until he could strike out on his own.
There also seems to be a dearth of stories about
Arthur and his wife, Laura (née Allhouse), who he
married in the mid-1870s. They did continue to live

But Jefferson struck those sentiments from his final
version of our most treasured founding document
because of the vehement protest of others who
would later sign the declaration. Moreover, many of
our Founding Fathers owned slaves - Jefferson
himself owned many, including ones as young as 12
working in his Monticello nail factory. While
Britain abolished slavery in 1807, it took a civil war
to end formal enslavement in the United States some
50 years later, only to be followed by Jim Crowism
beginning still a decade and a half later, effectively
replacing slavery with another caste system.
Arthur Watts, like many others of those enslaved
in the U.S., gained his freedom in the middle of the
Civil War after the issuance of the Emancipation
Proclamation. But the stories surrounding Arthur
Watts’ early life varied as the years passed. And
there seem to be no stories of his ancestors.
Family stories say that Arthur was born to a
slave owner and an enslaved woman in 1837,
although 20th century census records suggest that
he may have been born as late as 1847. Family
stories also say his mother was Silvie, her enslaved
mate was Reuben, and their owner and Arthur’s
father was James Watts, all of whom lived in
Randolph County, Missouri. But other records
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in Missouri near where they had been enslaved, and
had five children there.
But once Arthur and his family made it to
Kewanee around 1901, there is an abundant history
of their vibrant life in the growing city and economic
engine of Henry County.
Living in Wethersfield, Arthur
farmed on his land just south of
Division Street and Chautauqua Park
in the Blish Addition. He also
periodically worked in Kewanee’s
factories. He, Laura and the children
were active in the Second Baptist
Church. They all eagerly participated
in school and civic activities.

small. Whenever there was an outdoor gathering of
people where food would be served, there was a
good chance that Arthur would be leading the
cooking.
By 1916, it
was estimated
that Arthur had

But Arthur was best-known for his
skills in cooking meat over an open
fire - barbecuing. He learned to
barbecue in slavery and continued
honing his skills for the rest of his life.
And those skills were unsurpassed.
Arthur cooked for picnics, large or
small. He cooked for church events,
large or small. He cooked for
celebrations of all varieties, large or
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been in charge of over 200 barbecues.
His reputation continued to grow
and was not confined to just
Kewanee.

Today, Eudell Watts IV,
Arthur’s great-great-grandson, carries on Arthur’s legacy, making and
selling Old Arthur’s Barbecue Sauce.

For instance, in 1919, Arthur led
the preparation of a barbecue for a
massive Fourth of July celebration
in Neponset, serving an estimated
11,000 people. The Daily Star
Courier called the day the greatest
event in Neponset history, and
proclaimed that “[t]he greatest particular feature of the day was the
barbecue, . . . one of the largest and most successful
. . . ever held in this vicinity. Arthur Watts Sr. was in
charge of the cooking pits[,] . . . ” a man “who has
for years been in charge of large barbecues . . . .”

Arthur Watts died in 1945. He
began his life in servitude and ended
his life in freedom.
-

Arthur passed on his barbecue skills and secret
recipes to his children. In 1954 during the five-day
Centennial celebration of Kewanee’s birth, Arthur’s
son, Eudell, led a crew of more than 300 volunteers
all night and into the next day, endlessly turning the
five tons of pork over and over on the two 150-footlong grills to make sure it cooked evenly. The
“World’s Largest Free Pork Barbecue” was the most
popular event of the entire celebration. Eudell and
his crew served over 30,000 diners.
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“We hold these truths to be selfevident, that all men are
created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with
certain unalienable Rights, that
among these are Life, Liberty
and the pursuit of Happiness.”
From 1619 until the end of the Civil War, those
“truths” were not meant to apply to Black
Americans. In fact, the concept of slavery was
intentionally baked into our Constitution when
written in 1789. While the Civil War was fought over
slavery and the institution was formally abolished
and amendments to the Constitution extended rights
to Black Americans, in many areas of the country,
Black Americans were still second-class citizens, or
worse. It was not until the Civil Rights movement in
the 1960s that the country began addressing the
lasting legacy of slavery.
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Arthur Watts was born into slavery, with little
knowledge of his past and little hope for his future.
But after he gained his freedom, Arthur and Laura
worked hard to create a present for their family and
left them a legacy of which they could be proud.
Arthur and Laura Watts and their progeny are
truly Kewaneeans – and Americans - of whom we all
should be proud.
(In an “it’s a small world” moment, I asked my
former Minneapolis law partner, Adonis Neblett, to
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review and comment on my story. We discovered that
an in-law of his wife is a descendant of Arthur Watts.
I was subsequently able to talk to Arthur’s greatgrand-children - and former Kewaneeans - Cheryl
Allen and Rodney Smith about Arthur and Kewanee.
Cheryl remembers Arthur from when she was only
four or five years old. He would gently reach out to
hold her, but he had very large hands, and she
sometimes feared she would get lost in them. However,
Cheryl treasures those memories of Arthur.)
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