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AUSTIN -- San Antonio lawyer Mikal Watts announced Tuesday that he is dropping out of the U.S. Senate race because of pressure that campaigning has put on his family.
His decision gives state Rep. Rick Noriega of Houston a much clearer shot at the Democratic nomination and a general election challenge to incumbent Republican John Cornyn.
Watts, a millionaire trial lawyer, had been attractive to national Democrats because he could largely self-finance a credible race against Cornyn without taking money away from Democratic candidates in other states. 
While considering the race earlier this year, Watts raised $1.2 million for the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee.
Watts already had committed $7.5 million of his money to his campaign. Noriega raised $530,722 in the first three months of his campaign. Cornyn has $6.6 million in the bank.
"After spending the last several months putting everything into this campaign, I have seen the toll this effort has taken on my young children," Watts said in a statement.
He said he will support the Democratic nominee. He declined to be interviewed.
Though family issues may have taken a toll, Watts faced other issues in the primary.
His stance as an anti-abortion candidate caused him trouble at numerous Democratic events. Last Friday, a man stood and booed him at a Democratic Party fish fry. Watts missed a Saturday Democratic dinner in Houston, where Noriega received a standing ovation while introducing Mayor Bill White.
Watts, a longtime Democratic fundraiser, also faced questions about a memo he once wrote to an opposing attorney claiming he had influence with an appeals court in Corpus Christi because of campaign donations to judges.
And in a brewing controversy, a Corpus Christi man from whom Watts received legal referrals is under investigation on allegations of practicing law without a license and impersonating a police officer. Mauricio Celis could face a felony charge in the law license case, and any lawyer who took cases from an unlicensed attorney could face disciplinary action.
Celis and people associated with his firm gave Watts' committee donations worth a total of $36,800. Celis was a co-host with Watts of the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee event in April and raised $100,000. In 2004, Celis donated $50,000 to a political committee run by Watts' law firm.
Also, Corpus Christi lawyer Thomas J. Henry, who appeared in local television commercials that denounced Celis' legal credibility and is suing Celis on behalf of a former client who says Celis cheated her, said a political opponent would probably try to take advantage of a legal scandal because it could cast a harsh light on Watts' activities as a trial lawyer.
Noriega's personal tale of service in the Legislature and in the National Guard in Afghanistan could make him a compelling candidate. But the question now is whether enough national Democratic campaign cash would make it into Noriega's coffers to give him a realistic shot at defeating Cornyn.
Noriega, who said Watts called him Tuesday about quitting the race, said he is not as worried about how to run the campaign as he is to ensure that it stays focused on Cornyn.
"I've got buddies dying. There are folks in Iraq who are on their third tour. I wish we could keep our eye on the ball," he said.
Cornyn has declined to discuss opponents until a Democratic nominee is chosen.
Though Noriega is unopposed, the filing deadline is not until Jan. 2. Some Democrats have mentioned former Comptroller John Sharp and former Ambassador to Sweden Lyndon Olson of Waco as possible candidates.
r.g.ratcliffe@chron.com
Houston Chronicle Staff Writer Bennett Roth and San Antonio Express-News Staff Writer John Tedesco contributed to this report.
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