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A Life Between Divided Worlds 

William Henry Clay Gray was born in 1844, during one of the most turbulent and politically 

charged periods in American history. He entered the world in DeKalb County, Georgia, near 

Atlanta, at a time when the nation was already struggling with the questions that would 

eventually lead to Civil War. His middle names — Henry Clay — were likely chosen in honor 

of the famous American statesman and senator Henry Clay, known as The Great Compromiser. 

Clay spent much of his career trying to hold together a nation increasingly divided between 

North and South. 

Perhaps no one could have known at the time how fitting that name would become. 

William came from a family that strongly identified with its Scottish roots. Family tradition held 

that the Gray line originated in Scotland, and William himself took enormous pride in that 

heritage. Though the exact origins had become clouded with time, stories passed through 

generations said his father had been Scottish by birth. William carried that identity throughout 

his life. Family members later remembered that he spoke of his Scottish heritage with pride and 

conviction. 

As William grew up in the 1840s and 1850s, America itself was changing rapidly. Railroads 

spread westward, cities expanded, and political tensions over slavery and states' rights steadily 

increased. By the time William reached his teenage years, compromise was failing. 

Then came war. 

At approximately sixteen years old, William entered Confederate military service during the 

Civil War. Records in family materials appear to identify him with Confederate service 

connected with Tennessee and Company C of the 3rd Regiment, though descriptions vary 

slightly in the surviving accounts.  

During the war, William found himself in the world of marching armies, uncertainty, and 

hardship that consumed an entire generation of young men. One event stands out clearly from the 

surviving records: he became a prisoner during the fall of Vicksburg. 

On July 4, 1863, after a long siege, Confederate forces surrendered Vicksburg, Mississippi. 

Family records include William's parole document, signed several days later on July 10, 1863, 

allowing him to return home after giving his word not to take up arms again until formally 

exchanged.  

Today, his signature on that document survives. 

It is a small thing—a name written in ink—but it creates an immediate connection across more 

than 160 years. Suddenly he is no longer simply a name on a family tree. He becomes an 



eighteen- or nineteen-year-old young man who had survived one of the defining events of the 

Civil War. 

While General Sherman marched toward Atlanta and the fate of the nation hung in the balance 

during 1864, the Gray family appears to have been living not in Atlanta itself, but in Monroe 

County, Tennessee.  

There William married Easter J. Hicks in 1864. The war still raged around them, but life 

continued in the middle of uncertainty. Families continued to marry, children continued to be 

born, and ordinary people continued to hope for a future beyond war. 

William and Easter's early family years unfolded in Tennessee. Their daughter Isabella was born 

in 1866, followed by Annie in 1867. Eventually the family returned to Atlanta, where additional 

children would be born and where later generations of the Gray family would remain rooted.  

After surviving war and rebuilding a life, William entered a profession that placed him in another 

age of transformation. 

By 1880 census records, he was working as a gas fitter and plumber in Atlanta and living at 78 

Terry Street.  

Today, "gas fitter" sounds ordinary, but in William's era it meant participating in one of the 

technological revolutions of the nineteenth century. Gas lighting was changing cities across 

America. Streets that had once disappeared into darkness after sunset now glowed at night. 

Businesses stayed open later. Factories expanded work hours. Entire cities were becoming 

modern. 

William was one of the men helping build that world. 

He likely measured and installed pipes, connected fittings, repaired systems, and brought light 

into homes and businesses at a time when artificial lighting itself still felt almost magical. He had 

lived through the age of candles and oil lamps and had become part of building the infrastructure 

of a new industrial America.  

But his life would not be long. 

After a prolonged illness with septicemia, William Henry Clay Gray died on November 12, 

1889, at only forty-five years old. Family records say he died in the same house where he had 

been born.  

There is something deeply moving about that image. 

He had been born into a nation trying desperately to hold itself together. He had marched into 

Civil War as a teenager, endured imprisonment, returned home, married, raised children, learned 

a skilled trade, and helped build part of the modern city emerging around him. 



Then his life came full circle, ending where it had begun. 

Yet perhaps the greater story is not where his own life ended. 

The greater story is what continued afterward. 

His son Samuel Gray would follow. Then grandson Clarence Gray. Then generations after them. 

And somewhere in the quiet chain of events stretching forward through time, one life carried 

another. 

Until eventually that line reached you. 
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