
When was William J. Cummings born? Seems like a simple question. You would expect

a simple, straight forward answer would be easy to find. Right? Not!! It turned out to be

the proverbial sixty-four thousand dollar question. In the pursuit of a reliable and accurate

answer to the simple question "When", many sources were consulted. And many answers

were found. Two sources (Vermont in the Civil War and Find A Grave) said he was born

in 1844. His headstone in St. Pauls Cemetery in Orwell, Vermont said 1844. Most of the

Family Trees from Ancestry.com said 1847. His enlistment records gave his age as

eighteen in 1862, which meant that his birth was sometime in 1844. When William

remarried for the second time in 1897, his age was given as fifty-four which placed his

date of birth in 1843. In the 1900 Federal Census, he was reported born in 1846. The only

thing about his birth that was consistent from source to source was that he was born in

Ireland. That they all agreed on. The only other consistent piece of data centered around

when William and his family arrived in the United States from Ireland. Three Federal

Census' reported three different dates of entry (of course!), but all three said it was before

William had reached the age of one (based on his age versus how many years he reported

being in the United States). William's own account of his family's arrival date varied from

1844 to 1845 to 1847. If he was born in Ireland, and was around four years old (as

reported for the first time in the U.S. Federal Census of 1850 in which he was listed), his

arrival in the United States would have to have been around 1845 before he was a year

old.

William's parents were Michael Cummings (about 1812) and Mary Cummings. [1]Both of

them had been born in Ireland as were the majority of their other children who came with

them from across the pond. Going by the only dependable source of information available,

the 1850 U.S. Federal Census, William had five brothers and sisters: Margaret, born

about 1831; James, born about 1833; Michael, born about 1835; Mary, born about 1838;

and Julia, born in Vermont about 1849. [2]There was another Cummings living in the

household as well who was probably a relative, but that could not be confirmed. She was

Alice Cummings, also born in Ireland around 1825. Michael supported his large brood by

working as a laborer. [3]



When the next Federal Census was taken in 1860, William was a teenager (fourteen).

Michael, his father, was working hard to become a contributing citizen of the United

States. He was still doing unskilled labor work for a living, but he had begun to amass

some value. His estate was worth $500 in personal property. Not a fortune by any means,

but it showed some financial growth and stability for an Irish immigrant in the mid-

eighteenth century. He was also listed as head of household that contained non-family

members as well. Living with him was the Clyne family - Timothy, a general carpenter,

and his wife, Mary, plus their one year old daughter, Julia A. Timothy was from New

York state and Mary was from Vermont. Of the original family members of 1850, only

William and his newest sibling, Linas (age five) were living at home. Margaret, James,

Michael and Mary had all disappeared from the home. Julia was also absent from the

household list. [4]She had died in Ticonderoga, New York, at four years and six months

of age on February 5, 1855. [5]

Like hundreds of newly arrived immigrants to this country, youthful William J.

Cummings flocked to the recruiters who came to towns across the New England area

seeking enthusiastic citizens willing to enter the military after the firing on Fort Sumter in

Charleston. The five feet seven and one quarter inch eighteen year old with a light

complexion, blue eyes and brown hair put his "X" to the paper and joined a cause he most

likely did not fully understand. But it was an opportunity for adventure and excitement

and a way to show everyone in his adopted community of Orwell that he, and

subsequently his entire family, was as patriotic as the natives around them. The farmer

from Ireland was clever enough to take advantage of the higher bounty being offered by

the next town over, Shoreham, where William became Private Cummings of Company D,

Fourteenth Vermont Infantry for the next nine months. [6]He had some time to put his

affairs in order before he had to report to Brattleboro, Vermont on October 21, 1862 to be

officially accepted into the Union Army. [7]

The Fourteenth Vermont only existed for a short time (they were "Nine Months" men),

but they saw hard service during their term of enlistment. At first, the Regiment was

attached to those units making up the defenses around Washington, D.C. After December



11, 1862, the Fourteenth was placed on guard duty in and around Fairfax Court House

where it was engaged in the repulse of Jeb Stuart's cavalry raid. From March to June,

1863, the Vermonters were stationed at Wolf Run Shoals along with other Vermont

troops to guard the vital river ford on the Occoquan River. On the 25th of June, the

Fourteenth was attached to the Third Division of the First Corps and began its march

northward towards Gettysburg. It was a grueling march sometimes covering twenty miles

a day for consecutive days at a time. Over two hundred of the Regiment were forced to

drop out before every reaching Gettysburg because they could not keep up the pace. The

Fourteenth arrived at Gettysburg too late to take part in the first day's action. It

bivouacked in a wheat field to the left of Cemetery Ridge. Late on the second day, the

Regiment was called into action to help the Thirteenth Vermont repel an attack by

General A.P. Hill on the left center of the Union line. After the tremendous opening

cannonade of July 3, during which several men of the Fourteenth were killed by an

explosion of a battery caisson, the left flank of Pickett's long grey line could be seen

advancing towards the concealed Vermonters. At less than one hundred yards distance

from the enemy, the men of the Fourteenth rose at command and delivered a devastating

volley into the Confederate columns. The Thirteenth and Sixteenth changed fronts and

added their fire to that of the Fourteenth. The result was that Pickett's right wing was

caught and crushed. After the main charge was halted and Pickett's divisions were

streaming back towards Seminary Ridge, four companies of the Fourteenth, A, F, D, and

I, captured most of Confederate General Wilcox's Brigade as prisoners. This independent

action taken by the Vermont troops, including Charles W. Spaulding, was credited by the

Union high command as being crucial to the turning of Pickett's Charge. The Fourteenth

was also part of the Union's pursuit of Lee's forces following the three day battle. It was

during this pursuit that, on July 18, 1863, the Fourteenth was released and sent home. The

Fourteenth was mustered-out on July 30, 1863.[8]

Except as noted above, Private Cummings' term of service was boringly routine. The

most remarkable aspect of his career in the army was that he managed to stay healthy and

out of the hospital for his entire hitch. He was whole and accounted for on July 30, 1863

when the Fourteenth was mustered-out of the United States Army. Events sped up in



Williams' life after he returned home from the service. When he left for war, he was

living in Benson, Vermont. He returned a different man. According to his own statements,

he became a naturalized citizen of the United States in 1867. [9]He also got married for

the first time around 1865 or 1866. His bride was Alice Newman (1847-1888). Her father

was John Newman (1808) , a tailor, and her mother was Catherine (1808). She had been

born in Shoreham, Vermont and had five siblings; three brothers and two sisters. A short

time after their marriage, he and Alice started a family of their own. Their first born was,

according to the census taker, a daughter named Jane who was born about 1867. This

could have been a mistake for "James" who was born in 1868, but maybe not as several

vital records from different sources said that William and Alice had an unnamed daughter

in 1868. On or about 1869, the 1870 Federal Census said that there was another daughter

born about 1869. Her name was given as Anna. "Jane", age three in 1870, and Anna, age

one, lived in Ticonderoga, New York with William and Alice, age twenty-two and

twenty-one respectively. William was farming then. [11]

During the 1870's, William must have learned a new trade as he was blacksmithing in

1880 in a new town. He had moved his family from New York back to Vermont and

closer to his old stomping grounds of Benson. He was living in Leicester in early 1890.

His oldest child, James H., was twelve and his youngest, George L., was two. Over the

last ten years, William and Alice had added a new child every two years just like clock

work. [12] It was unfortunate that the 1890 Federal Census was destroyed as it would have

shed light on the question, "How many children, exactly, did William and Alice spawn

together after 1878?" Some records suggested there were perhaps as many as three: Ella

O, circa 1880; a stillborn, 1885; and Alice Newman, 1886. [13]According to the 1880

Federal Census, there were six children in the Cummings' family of Leicester: James H.,

twelve; Anna E., ten; Mary, eight; William F., six; Kate, four; and George L., two. The

public records did reveal that the Cummings lost male child on July 2, 1888. No age or

name was given on the Death Certificate so it was not possible to determine if this was a

new born or an existing child that died on that day. [14]The very next day, July 3, Alice

Cummings died of a bad heart, leaving William a widower. [15]



By 1900, William and family had once again moved. This time they went back to Benson

where William continued to serve the community as a "smithy". Besides a new

hometown to live in, William also had a new wife. At fifty-four, he had remarried to one

Kattie A. Rice. This was her first marriage. Although Kattie was a resident of Benson,

she had been born in Ticonderoga, New York. At thirty-six, she married William in

Benson. Her father was John Rice and her mother was Ann. The couple was married by a

Catholic priest, N.O.H. Darion on November 3, 1897. William was still the blacksmith of

Benson. [16]This marriage was doomed to be very short. Together, they had one child

named Leonidas who was born in November 21, 1898 in Benson. [17]When the 1900

census was taken, William and Kattie had been married for only two years and in that

time they had Leonidas. Katherine, Williams' daughter by his first wife, lived with her

father and step-mother. She was twenty-three and listed as a housekeeper. William owned

the house they all lived in although it was still mortgaged. [18]

William's second marriage was short lived. Kattie died sometime between 1900 and 1910.
[19]The Federal Census for that year (1910) placed William, now widowed, in Benson on

Brass Road. He lived with his daughter Catherine and his son-in-law, John C. Barber. He

was sixty-six years old and a grandfather four times over. John owned and operated a

general farm in Benson. [20] William also owned a blacksmith shop in town, which

provided him, along with his government pension he had been receiving since 1890, with

a living. [21]

In 1920, William was seventy-five years old. He had moved out of Catherine and John's

house and moved in with his son, William F. and his wife, Maude. These two had no

children, so it was just adults living in the household. [22]That was probably much more

to William's liking since four children, all under the age of ten, could create an enormous

amount of commotion and noise. And that can be intolerable to older people not

accustomed to that level of activity. Besides, William was also a blacksmith so he and

his father could work side-by-side every day on their projects. That was a good thing for

William, for his days were numbered. On February 21, 1926, William J. Cummings

passed away in Benson. [23]
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