The Bushwhacking Blalocks
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William McKesson Blalock, nicknamed "Keith," was born in Yancey County in 1838. While
Blalock was still a child, his mother married Austin Coffey. Austin lived at Coffey's Gap in Wa-
tauga County. Apparently, Blalock spent his childhood and early adult years in this area, living
with his mother and stepfather. He was physically described as being six feet tall, having a light

complexion, blue eyes, and light hair. At the time of his involvement in the war, he was mar-
ried to Malinda Pritchard and made a living as a farmer.(1)

Joins the Confederate army

Blalock's first experience with the Civil War came early in 1862. He was persuaded by James D.
Moore to assist the Confed-
erate cause by joining
North Carolina's Twenty
Sixth Regiment. At the time
of his enlistment, the regi-
ment was camped at Kin-
ston, North Carolina, miles
away from the mountains
on the coastal plain of the
state. When Moore recruit-
ed Keith for Confederate
service, Keith insisted that
his wife, Malinda, be al-
lowed to join also. He re-
fused to join unless she
came along too. Moore
agreed to the condition.
Malinda dressed as a man,
went by the name Sam
Blalock and claimed to be
Keith's brother. The two tented together. Her regiment described her as about age sixteen, a
"good looking boy,” five feet four inches tall, one hundred thirty pounds with dark hair. Her
abilities as a soldier were questionable. One source notes, "She drilled and did the duties of a
soldier as any other member of the company, and was very adept at learning the manual and
drill." Other evidence indicates that she did her duty "when she could not frame excuses to
avoid it. It is said she was an adept at excuse making." Malinda's true identity was never dis-
covered until she proved to Colonel Zebulon Vance, after Keith's discharge, that she was a
woman. She promptly was allowed to join her husband. (2)

Blalock's devotion to the Confederacy was short-lived, however. He enlisted on March 20,
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1862 and was discharged on April 20, 1862 "by reason of hernia and poison from sumac." Oth-
er sources state that his illnesses were self-inflicted by rubbing poison oak on his body in or-
der to obtain a discharge. After his discharge, Blalock returned to the mountains where his
more irregular military activities began. (3)
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Keith Blalock's loyalties changed between 1862 and 1864-enough to motivate him to join the Un-
ion army. Blalock enlisted in the Tenth Regiment Company D of the Michigan Calvary on June 1,
1864 at Strawberry Plains, Tennessee. (4) The degree to which he engaged in regular military activ-
ities with this regiment is questionable. Although he enlisted in June 1864, he was not "mustered
into service" until June 23, 1865. His record states that he was "not accounted for on any record of
the regiment on file prior to June 1865." The same report states that he was present for duty May,
June, July, and August 1865 and was discharged in October 1865 by reason of a medical disability.
(5) Even though he was not present for duty prior to May 1865, the disability discharge he re-
ceived was for wounds sustained before he reported for duty. He received those injuries on August
30, 1864 and on January 15, 1865. In addition, at least one of the wounds Blalock received was a
result of raids he made on private homes in the Globe area. His military records even state that he
received the wounds “near Lenoire [sic] in Caldwell County North Carolina." (6) Apparently,
Blalock's activitiesin the Union army were unlike those of a regular soldier. Nevertheless, the Union
army valued his duties, regular or not. Some sources state that Blalock was a "recruiting officer"
for the Tenth Regiment. His duties included guiding Union loyalists
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from North Carolina into East Tennessee where they would join the Federal army. A letter from Lewis
Selgrade, a sergeant in Company D (Blalock's company), makes reference to a "guide" named
"Blaylock." (7) Blalock's duties as a guide would explain his extensive absence from the regiment and
his discharge for injuries sustained while in the line of duty even though he was not with the regi-
ment at the time. However, Blalock's activities involved more than guiding Unionists across the lines.

Pursued by the Home
Guard

After Blalock was dis-
charged from the Confed-
erate army in April 1862,
he returned to the Globe
area. Confederate sympa-
thizers in the area, known
as the Home Guard, ap-
parently considered
Blalock a deserter and
attempted to arrest him.
He and his wife, Malinda,
eluded the Home Guard
by hiding out on Grandfa-
ther Mountain. They lived
in primitive conditions,
often under rocks and in
small caves. The Home
Guard's pursuit of Blalock
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least one gun battle where
Blalock was shot in the left arm. Blalock held Robert Green, who was one of the pursuers, responsi-
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Blalock was aided in his activities by other Union sympathizers. One source notes that he "headed a
gang of bushwhackers [that] operated from Mitchelland the edge of Caldwell into East Tennessee and
communicated with the Federal army." (9) The size and cohesiveness of this group is unclear. One
source states that the group consisted of twenty members. (10) Other sources mention only one other
person besides Blalock at certain incidents. (11) An account of one event names Blalock's accomplices
as Levi Coffey, Sampson Calloway, Edmund lvy (a Confederate deserter from Georgia), Adolphus
Pritchard and a man named Gardner from Mitchell County. (12) Malinda is often mentioned as being
a regular member of the bushwhackers. The make-up of the group probably varied from one incident
toanother.

alye YSYOoSNBR 2F .fIrf20144a I R2LIWISR FFrYAfezx GKS
2 F

ONPUKSNERZ 2AtftAlIY YR wSdzoSYy2 6SNB YSYOSNA
7 Lewis Selgrade to William J. Palmer, November 21, 1864, Official .Record of the War of the Rebellion, ser. |, vol. 45,990.991 and Arthur, 161.

8 Arthur, 161; Nancy Alexander, Here Will | Dwell: The Story of Caldwell County (Published bythe author, 1956), .37 and Howard Gragg, interview by
Marrion W.Ward, 187.

9 W.W. Scott, Annals of Caldwell County (News-Topic, 1930), 156.

10 Rebecca Moore Estes, interview by Dell Wilson in Ward, "Legendary Bushwhacker,"

181. Mrs. Estes was present at one of Blalock's raids,

11 SamCoffey, interview by NatT.Winston in Allthe Good TimesAuthentic Records, 1966 and Arthur, 185.
12. Arthur, 168.

[a=tN s

-_— NN



