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COLLECTION SUMMARY  
 

 Creator:  
Williams, Samuel Cole, 1864-1947 
   

 Inclusive Dates:  
approximately 1874-1974, bulk approximately 1874-1946 
 

 Scope & Content:  
Addition to the original Samuel Cole Williams Papers, 1765-1947 includes 
announcements, newspaper clippings, correspondence, deeds, genealogies, 
photographs, poems, event programs, a postcard, a school report, and a postage 
stamp. All documents in some way relate to the life of Associate Justice of the 
Tennessee Supreme Court Samuel Cole Williams, but there is no central theme. 
 
Two announcements (folder 1) concern unrelated events. An address to the People 
and Bar of Tennessee is an appeal to Tennesseans to elect incumbent Williams for 
a full term as Assistant [Associate] Justice of the State Supreme Court. It was his 
first run for public office, though Governor Ben C. Hooper had appointed him to 
the bench as Associate Justice in 1913. Tennessee had been plagued by factions 
since Reconstruction, but Williams distinguished himself with a plea to keep 
politics out of the Supreme Court. Another document announces Williams’s 
marriage to Isabel Hayes on January 16, 1919. Included is the new couple’s at-
home card.  
 
Newspaper clippings filed in folder 2 report on several books that Williams wrote 
or edited, including Lieutenant Henry Timberlake’s Memoirs, 1756-65. Here, one 
also can find “Sarlo’s” review of Early Travels in Tennessee (1928).  
 
Two deeds occupy folder 4. The earliest shows that James H. Preas and his wife 
Nannie Preas sold several Johnson City lots to Samuel C. Williams in 1904. The 
second document is a mock deed (1918), a humorous homage to the seasons, 



 
 

drawn up in fun by Fred W. Hoss, and conveyed to Williams. It commences in 
winter--with a Christmas tree as a landmark--and confers “all the interest, good-
will, prosperity, success and happiness in the following described boundary or 
span of life, located in the First Distinguished County of Reputation, State of 
Contentment.” Landmarks are described by metes and bounds and include the 
Christmas tree with holly and mistletoe pointers; the boundary line of a tract 
“formerly belonging to [1918], now deceased”; four snows; western gales; a  
maple-bud, a potato patch; a dogwood blossom; the Summer Solstice; the Old 
Swimming Hole; a trout stream; and Thanksgiving, represented by a “chestnut-
stuffed turkey.” 
  
Genealogists seeking information on the Parker, Williams, and Cole families may 
be interested in seeing folder 7. Of most substance is a one-page history of Joseph 
Parker, a disciple of Baptist preacher Paul Palmer. Palmer purportedly established 
the earliest church in North Carolina, at a place called Perquimans on the Chowan 
River. This was in 1727. (The town’s name is Yeopim for “land of beautiful 
women.") Parker preached in the Palmer tradition, and he planted many churches 
in the region.  
 
Correspondence in folder 3 is limited to two pieces, neither one personal. The 
earlier (1923) is a form letter printed with a spirit duplicator (ditto machine). 
Students of the Lamar School of Law Ways and Means Committee used it to 
solicit donations to commission a portrait of Williams at the end of his tenure as 
dean. The more significant piece (1945), from Williams to U.S. Postmaster 
General Frank C. Walker, promotes the adoption of a postage stamp 
commemorating the Sesquicentennial of Tennessee’s statehood (1796-1946). 
Williams’s handwritten notes for the preliminary sketches are in folder 14. An 
original first-day cover, postmarked Nashville, June 1, 1946, and addressed to 
Minnie Fears at “Aquone” is filed in folder 6. The engraved 3-cent stamp is 
purple and features a view of the Capitol flanked by portraits of Andrew Jackson 
and John Sevier. 
 
The history research paper (folder 10) examines Williams’s life in the judiciary, 
arts and letters, and in business.  An East Tennessee State University student 
likely wrote it, since the teacher, Frank B. Williams, Jr., was a longtime professor 
at ETSU. The reader should be aware of grammatical mistakes. 
 
Photographs in folder 11 are family related. Of special interest may be the carte 
de visite photograph of a 10-12 year-old Samuel Cole Williams. A cabinet card is 
signed “Truly, your brother in kai, Sam C. Williams, V. U. ’84.” Also included 
are photos of his second wife, Isabel Hayes Williams, and Aquone. The name is 
Cherokee for “resting place.” 
 
Justice Williams retired from the bench in 1918 and was fêted numerous times 
with dinners and banquets. Folder 15 contains programs for two such events: The 
Nashville Bar and Library Association banquet at the Tulane Hotel in Nashville 



 
 

and the Jackson [Tennessee] Bar Association dinner at the Southern Hotel in 
Jackson. 
 
This assortment of documents complements the much larger collection named the 
Samuel Cole Williams Papers, 1765-1947 (ac. no. 85-013) with family 
photographs and Williams’s Tusculum University honorary doctoral degree 
diploma (folder 5). Particularly important are the items related to the 1946 
statehood sesquicentennial postage stamp, among them the preliminary design 
and the first-day cover.  
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Administrative/Biographical History  
 
 The finding aid for the larger collection of Samuel Cole Williams papers contains 
 a skeletal timeline of his life, but some events, accomplishments, and criticisms 
 deserve more consideration.   
 
 Williams left his hometown of Humboldt (Gibson County), Tennessee, in his 
 teens to attend Vanderbilt University  (Class of ’84) and graduated with a 
 bachelor of laws degree. That year he set up a law practice in Humboldt. 
 Following the death of his partner in 1889, he moved to Johnson City 
 (Washington County) where he and Judge Samuel J. Kirkpatrick established a 
 prosperous law firm. A second office opened in Jonesboro. Williams involved 
 himself in the community and while there, he collaborated with Walter P. 
 Brownlow to build the city streetcar system. Williams owned and operated the 
 electric light and power company, co-founded the Unaka National Bank, invested 
 in real estate, and acted as legal counsel for several railroad companies. 
 



 
 

 Governor Ben W. Hooper appointed Williams to a chancery court judgeship in 
 1910, but he served only briefly. In February 1913, Hooper named him to a  
 vacancy on the Tennessee Supreme Court, and the following year voters elected 
 him to the seat in his own right. As Justice, he wrote a near record number of 
 opinions. Others in the legal profession praised his opinions as solid, clear, and 
 tightly reasoned. One-third of them were published in prestigious journals. 
 
 Williams’s 1917 opinion in Shelton v. Railroad will inform students and 
 researchers about the Jim Crow South. A hundred years later, it has currency. 
 According to an article which appeared in the December 1950 issue of Tennessee 
 Law Review, Williams spoke for the Court when he ruled that “a railroad which 
 maintains a dining car serving whites and negroes at different hours is liable in 
 damages to a white passenger for permitting negroes to be served while the 
 white passenger was in the dining car” (480). At the time the Law Review 
 published that piece, the U.S. Supreme Court had just ruled in Henderson v. 
 United States (1950) that segregated dining cars violated the Interstate Commerce 
 Act. (It did not rule on separate but equal.)  
 
 Williams retired from the bench in 1918, and the following year accepted an 
 invitation to serve as the first dean of Emory University’s Lamar School of Law. 
 His students revered him. Williams had taken the position with the promise to 
 stay five years. The alumni newsletter of May 1924 (folder 8) reported Williams’s 
 retirement from the active profession “in order to devote himself to a life of study 
 and letters” (1).  
 
 Samuel Cole Williams’s most lasting achievement came after retirement when he 
 was appointed chairman of the commission that would largely revise and rewrite 
 Tennessee law. His Code of Tennessee, Annotated (1934), popularly called 
 “Williams’ Code,” is still indispensable for every law library in the state.  
 
 A prolific writer and avid historian, Williams published numerous works on early 
 Tennessee and Tennesseans, among them Early Travels in the Tennessee 
 Country (1928); The Lost State of Franklin (1924); Beginnings of West 
 Tennessee in the Land of the Chickasaws (1930), and biographies of Brigadier-
 General Nathaniel Taylor, Civil War general John T. Wilder, and the 
 Lincolns of Tennessee. He owned countless histories and literary and antiquarian 
 works that resided in a room designed to duplicate the library at “Abbottsford,”
 the home of Sir Walter Scott. (See picture postcard in folder 12.)  
 
 Williams’s first wife, Miss Mary T. Mayne of Ohio, graduated from Ohio 
 Wesleyan University, and was described as “a woman of unusual culture and 
 literary attainments” (Hale and Merritt, History of Tennessee and Tennesseans 
 (1913) [1618]. Mary Mayne Williams died on their  Silver Wedding Anniversary 
 in 1917. They had two children. Williams married again in 1919. Isabel Hayes 
 Williams and Samuel Cole Williams had one daughter. (Isabel’s photograph in 
 filed in folder 11.)  



 
 

Williams and Mary funded the Johnson City Public Library, named in memory of   
young Mayne. The Williamses generously contributed to the hospital and 
orphanage at Greeneville, and they were active in community affairs. The  judge 
was a Methodist, a Mason, and a Democrat. He received two honorary degrees: a 
Doctor of Laws from Emory and Henry College (1919) and an L. H. D. from 
Tusculum University (1940). As a civic leader, he helped revitalize the Tennessee 
Historical Commission and served as its chairman. 

 
 Samuel Cole Williams died on December 14, 1947. Friends and colleagues 
 remembered him as tireless, energetic, and conscientious. A modest man, 
 Williams directed that his gravestone be inscribed simply, “Jurist and 
 Historian.”  
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Contents/Item Title Date Box Folder 
Announcements -- Williams, Samuel Cole 1914, 1919 1 1 
Clippings -- Books -- Williams, Samuel Cole; 

Timberlake, Henry 
undated,1974 1 2 

Correspondence -- Williams, Samuel Cole undated-1945 1 3 
Deeds -- Preas, James H. to Samuel Cole Williams; 

Hoss, Fred W. to Samuel Cole Williams 
1904, 1918 1 4 

Diplomas -- Williams, Samuel Cole  1940 1 5 
First day covers -- Tennessee Sesquicentennial 

celebration 
1946 1 6 

Genealogies (histories) -- Parker & Williams 
families 

undated 1 7 

Newsletters -- Emory [University] News Letter May 1924 1 8 
Obituaries -- Williams, Samuel Cole 1947, 1949 1 9 
Papers (documents) -- Crouch, Billy Joe -- “Judge 

Samuel Cole Williams: Businessman, Jurist, 
Scholar and Historian” 

1956 1 10 

Photographs -- Williams, Samuel Cole; Williams, 
Isabel Hayes; “Aquone”; unidentified 

approximately 
1874-undated 

1 11 

Picture postcards -- Abbotsford study  July 6, 1938 1 12 
Poetry -- Rogers, Amy May, “Sycamore Shoals, 

1780-1930” [2 versions] 
undated 1 13 

Preliminary designs -- Postage stamps --  
Tennessee Sesquicentennial  

approximately 
1945-1946 

1 14 

Programs (documents) -- Williams, Samuel Cole 1918, 1941 1 15 
Reports -- Report of [Emory] Law School  May 10, 1922 1 16 
Resolutions --  Lamar University School of Law undated 1 17 
Newspapers -- Books -- Reviews Sept. 24, 1944 OV  

 

  

 

  

 


