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one of triumph over adversity but also one of persecution and, ulti-
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mythologizers.
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And for my mentors:
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Preface: The Murder of Thomas Ray

Sometime in 1862, a company of Confederate cavalry arrived at the home of
Wake County, North Carolina, resident Thomas Ray to enforce the recently
approved Confederate Conscription Act. Ray, twenty-two in 1860, was a mem-
ber of a large extended family. He had four brothers: Wiley, David, Caswell,
and Bryant, all of whom fell within the age range liable for military service.
Thomas’s uncle, William Perry, was a well-known Unionist “tory” who was
arrested in 1862 on the fear that he would warn Confederate deserters of the
state’s conscript battalion as it searched for them, and on at least one occa-
sion William Perry’s young daughter was assaulted by these same Confederates
while they searched their home. The conscript battalion shot his son, William
D. Perry, during his own attempt to avoid Confederate service, and his four
nephews were also eventually conscripted. It was Thomas’s murder, however,
that was perhaps most indicative of this family’s loyalties during the war; Perry
described in only one line what must have been a difficult experience for the
entire Perry-Ray clan: “My nephew Tommy Ray was tied to a tree and killed
because he refused to go in the army.””

Thomas Ray left behind nothing in his own words; not a single scrap of
writing about his political beliefs or his view of the world has been uncovered.
Perhaps he was not even able to write his own name. He did leave behind his
bold actions, however. Ray was not ambivalent about the American Civil War

* William Perry (Wake, Claim No. 13,200), Southern Claims Commission Case Files, 1877-1883,
Records of the Government Accounting Office, Records of the Third Auditor’s Office, RG 217,
National Archives, College Park, MD (hereafter cited as Southern Claims); U.S. Bureau of the
Census, Population Schedule of the Eighth Census of the United States, 1860. Wake County,
North Carolina; High’s Cavalry, which was responsible for the murder of Thomas Ray, is men-
tioned in three other Wake County Claims and may have been John S. Hine’s Company B of
the McRae Conscript Cavalry Battalion. This unit worked closely with Peter Mallet’s battalion.
Mallet was commandant of conscripts for the entire state of North Carolina. There are several
Thomas Rays found in the 1860 census, but only one entry includes a Bryant Ray.
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xii Preface: The Murder of Thomas Ray

or his own political position in the national crisis. Ray, a white man born in
the upper South state of North Carolina, was a Unionist like his uncle William
Perry, and his opposition to the Confederacy extended even to resisting the pol-
icy of conscription, which threatened to take him away from his home and fam-
ily. Whether Thomas was committed to Unionism because of a political party
affiliation or admiration for an antebellum leader like Kentucky Whig Henry
Clay, or he was simply following his family’s political loyalty to the Union,
we will probably never know for sure, but his refusal to join the Confederate
army points to the complex nature of Civil War loyalty and loyalty stories.
Not all Civil War Unionists were willing to make the final sacrifice in the face
of violence; many waited weeks or even months in the Confederate service
before fleeing to safety, many of those men joining the Union Army after their
successful escape. Thomas Ray’s story forces a reckoning with the difficult con-
ditions Unionists faced when resisting the Confederate government during the
four years of Civil War and the complex realities of life as a political dissident
within a Confederate state. The stories of Thomas Ray, William Perry, and hun-
dreds of others open up a Southern Unionist angle for examining the American
Civil War, a world of covert and violent resistance to the Confederacy but also
a world of fear and silence. Understanding the experience and the lives of these
rebels against a rebellion is the purpose of this book.
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