
You might well ask why an Irishman, newly arrived on the North American Continent, living in
Vermont only ten years before the American Civil War broke out, ended up fighting in a
Massachusetts regiment in 1864-65. Well, the answer is not a simple one. An attempt will be
made to respond to that fundamental question about Cornelius Ganey (AKA Gainey) as best as
can be answered based on the thin veneer of information about the man's life and times that
research on him was able to uncover.

It appeared that Cornelius arrived in the United States with his father and three brothers
sometime between 1845 and 1850. Little else could be found out about his family background.
Records suggest his father may have been married more than once, but that also was
unconfirmed. The family surname was spelled in so many different ways that it was difficult to
know at times if you were looking at the same family or not. David (Cornelius’ father) for sure,
and probably his wife, or wives, as well, were born in Ireland. All their children, born prior to
1845, were natives of the Emerald Isle also. It appeared that the Ganey family came to the USA
during the great Irish exodus that occurred between 1845 and 1855. Cornelius’ parents last child,
William, was born in Ireland in 1845. When the August 26, 1850 Federal Census was taken in
Burlington, Vermont, David Ganey(1797-??), age 53, and his three sons, David (fifteen),
Cornelius (eleven) and Jeremiah (six) were all living in the Queen City.[1] There was no mention
of a mother, a wife, or a son named William, whom some sources reported as being one of
Cornelius's siblings. Little else about Cornelius's parents could be found in the usual archival
material consulted. David, definitely a native of Ireland, born there circa 1797, and all five
children that David seemed to have sired with his wives, were born in Ireland between 1833 and
1845. Those five children were; David (1833-1917); Daniel Borandon(1833-1921); Cornelius
(1839-1917); and William (1845-1874).[2] There may have been a fifth son, Jeremiah, born in
Ireland around 1844, but that was also not confirmed. Note that two of the above-mentioned
children purported to be the sons of David were born in the same year. According to available
data on the “Guiney” family, David and three of his sons arrived in Vermont sometime before
1850. This coincided with the historic great exodus of Irish from their native land to North
America as thousands of them sailed to the New World looking for jobs and a better quality of
life than they had in their ancestral homeland. The 1850 Federal Census for Burlington, Vermont
listed David as a “laborer” along with his fifteen-year-old son, David, Junior. David, Senior
could not read or write at fifty-three years of age. He and his three sons (David, Cornelius and
Jeremiah) lived in a boarding house in the Queen City that also housed a dozen other Irish
immigrants.[3]

Between his eleventh and twenty-first birthday, Cornelius left not only Burlington, but the state
of Vermont to go live in Marblehead, Massachusetts. He was a laborer there, boarding in the
home of Thomas Sullivan, age twenty-nine, another laborer from Ireland who had a wife named
Bridget and six children ranging in age from eight years to one month old.[4]Whatever motivated
Cornelius to uproot himself from Vermont and go to Massachusetts was never discovered.



Perhaps it was as simple as a young man's desire to gain independence. Or perhaps Marblehead
offered greater opportunities for a youthful and vigorous, single, young male.

America's Civil War commenced on the morning of April 12, 1861 at Charleston Harbor, South
Carolina. Cornelius went on living his life in Marblehead as a laborer without interruption. His
recent arrival in the United States and his foreign birth allowed him to remain less emotionally
disturbed by the political and historic events swirling around him. Most likely, Cornelius wasn't
yet a citizen of his newly adopted country. There were strong negative feelings against the Irish
at this time in America's history and those feelings were very intense in the metropolis area of
Boston where many Irish had congregated after arriving in this country. Anti- Irish (anti-
immigrant in general) sentiments were fueled by the intense competition for work among those
in the lower paying, menial, manual labor positions in the workforce. Added to this economically
driven antagonistic feeling was the native population’s inherent dislike of anybody who looked,
sounded and behaved differently from themselves. This seething aversion towards “foreigners”
did not inspire patriotic fervor among the newly arrived in this country which might have
explained Cornelius reluctance to enter the frey at the very outset of the conflict. It wasn't until
March 16, 1864 that Cornelius finally committed to donning a uniform in defense of his newly
adopted country. At that time, he enlisted at Brookline, Massachusetts into the 28th regiment
Massachusetts infantry as a private.

The regiment Cornelius enlisted into in 1864 had originally been formed after the Union defeat
at the Battle of First Bull Run in July, 1861. Governor John A. Andrews, Governor of
Massachusetts, hoped to raise two more all- Irish regiments, the 28th and 29th Massachusetts in
October, 1861 to join the all-Irish Ninth Massachusetts already in the field. The Twenty-eighth
was recruited up to strength by late fall and officially mustered into Federal service on December
13, 1861. Although a small number of the new soldiers were skilled artisans and clerks, the vast
majority were common day laborers, sailors or farmers. Most of them came from Boston and
surrounding communities. The Twenty-eighth performed well during its first several months in
the field despite internal dissension and inadequate leadership. Part of the problem was an
ongoing conflict between two Irish factions within the regiment; one from New York and the
other from Boston. And there were tensions between the mostly Irish immigrants and American
born soldiers within the ranks. Before the end of its first year of service the Twenty-eighth was
engaged in numerous fights including at South Mountain (September 14, 1862), Antietam
(September 17, 1862) and Fredericksburg (December 13, 1862). In the August 30, 1862 Battle of
Second Bull Run, the Twenty-eighth was heavily engaged on the Union's right flank, suffering
135 casualties that day alone. At Marye’s Heights, Fredericksburg in December, 1862, the
Twenty-eighth led the suicidal charge against the well defended Confederate positions on the hill
losing 158 of 416 men - 38% of its strength. All five regiments of the Irish Brigade (including
the Twenty-eighth) suffered 2/3 its numbers (535 casualties) in the doomed assault. Despite these
grievous losses at Fredericksburg, the men of the Irish Brigade boisterously observed Saint
Patrick's Day in March, 1863. The grand event in winter camp was the Irish Steeple Chase.



Regimental and brigade officers competed for a $500 purse. The race attracted the attention of
the entire Union Army as well as many newspaper correspondents. During the campaign season
of 1863, the Twenty-eighth saw action at Chancellorsville, Gettysburg, Bristoe Station and Mine
Run to name a few of the engagements the regiment took part in. At Gettysburg, the men of the
Twenty-eighth Massachusetts found themselves embroiled in a life and death struggle for
survival in the notorious Wheatfield. After pushing the Rebels out of the field of golden grain,
through the wooded area beyond known as Stony Knoll, the Twenty-eighth found itself facing
capture by a Confederate counterattack. During the initial charge and subsequent retreat through
the Wheatfield, the Twenty-eighth lost 107 men, nearly half of the 224 it had in the ranks before
the fight began.

By the end of 1863, the War Department realized that the enlistments of many of the veteran
regiments expired in the middle of 1864. This would leave a huge hole in the Union Army's
ranks. Congress came up with a plan for addressing the imminent problem. To induce soldiers to
re-enlist, Congress allowed regiments who had 2/3 of their men re-enlist to add “veteran
volunteer regiment” to their battle flag. In addition, each man who re-enlisted would be given a
thirty-day furlough and a cash payment of $402. The bounty offered was more than a common
laborer could earn in a years’ time. To sweeten the pot further, Massachusetts offered any of its
volunteer soldiers who re-enlisted by January 1, 1864 and the additional incentive of $325 above
the Federal Government bonus. This was a huge sum of money (equal to approximately $16,220
in today's currency). Whether it was from patriotism, a sense of imminent victory or the prospect
of receiving nearly two years’ worth of extra earnings, 157 veterans of the Twenty-eighth
Massachusetts who had previously signed on re-enlisted for an additional three years. When the
Twenty-eighth went into winter camp at the end of 1863, recruiters returned to the Boston area to
seek out new volunteers. Some 326 men enlisted. The Regiment accepted 288 of them between
February and May, including Cornelius Ganey who volunteered March 16, 1864 at Brookline
Massachusetts.[6]High enlistment bounties - sometimes as much as $600 - brought an infusion of
recruits to the Twenty-eighth, bringing it back to a respectable 504 men in all ranks. Not all of
these new volunteers were of sterling quality. Many were non-Irish. Some were even not from
Massachusetts; almost ninety were Canadian. The high bounties attracted men of low character
who deserted at the first opportunity. But many were good men who contributed much to uphold
the honor bestowed on the regiment by those who had served before them.

The 1864 campaign season for Private Ganey and the Twenty-eighth Massachusetts opened with
the Battle of The Wilderness in May, 1864. That was quickly followed by Spotsylvania
Courthouse, Cold Harbor, Second Petersburg and The Crater. At The Wilderness, the Regiment
lost 119 men killed and wounded. The following day (May 6), the Twenty-eighth suffered an
additional twelve casualties. At Spotsylvania Courthouse on May 11, 1864, at dawn, with
bayonets fixed and rifles uncapped, the Irishman (and American born soldiers) stormed through
an open field and tore into the enemy. After hand-to-hand fighting, they shared in the honor of
capturing 4,000 rebels and numerous pieces of artillery. It was reported that the Twenty-eighth



even captured, single handedly, a Confederate General while still in his tent. Mid- battle, in the
pouring rain at the Mule Shoe Salient, men fired into each other's faces through crevices in a
long wall. They furiously attempted to bayonet one another over the tops of the log entrenchment.
The dead and dying piled two, three deep on both sides of the barricade as artillery shells rained
hot iron fragments from above. Around midnight, the Confederate forces withdrew. The Twenty-
eighth had lost sixty-two men. On May 18, the Regiment was ordered to advance over ground
won at the Mule Shoe and swarm the entrenched Rebel works. The Regiment lost another forty-
two men in the assault. The Twenty-eighth had been reduced to 315 men. In the action at Cold
Harbor on May 31 through June 12, 1864, the Twenty-eighth absorbed an additional forty-eight
casualties. By June 14, the Regiment had been reduced to just 100 enlisted men and two
lieutenants fit for duty. In the assault on Confederate works at Petersburg June 16, 1864, the 28th
lost another nineteen men. The original Irish Brigade of which the Twenty-eighth Massachusetts
was a part, was so depleted that for all intents and purposes it had ceased to exist. For the next
four months, the Twenty-eighth Massachusetts was the only unit from the Irish Brigade
remaining in the field. It continued to see action throughout 1864. During the Overland
Campaign, the Twenty-eighth lost 408 men. Among all its commissioned officers, only one
escaped unhurt.

As the war wound down, and with their numbers greatly reduced, those officers and men who
had re-enlisted as veterans were reorganized into a five-company battalion known as the Twenty-
eighth Battalion Massachusetts Volunteers. Numbering 185 men, the Twenty-eighth proudly
joined a host of new recruits to form a new Irish Brigade. The most significant action in 1865 for
the Battalion was the Battle of Hatcher’s Run fought on March 25, 1865. This fight would be
Private Ganey’s last one in uniform. Right after the reports of the Confederate attack on Fort
Stedman, Union General Gordon Meade ordered an assault on the Rebel works. The Twenty-
eighth led the advance capturing the enemies outer picket lines. The Regiment then held their
position against two aggressive Confederate counterattacks. The Rebels managed to flank the
Irish brigade, catching them in a vicious crossfire that inflicted seventy-one casualties. Among
those wounded was private Cornelius Ganey.[7] According to the March 30, 1865 edition of the
Boston Courier, Cornelius was wounded in the “shoulder, severely”.[8] The twenty-six year old
laborer from County Cork, Ireland, who stood five feet, nine inches tall and had gray eyes,
brown hair and a light complexion, was now a casualty of war for a second time.[9] He had been
wounded in action on May 18, 1864 at Spotsylvania with a scalp wound and had spent time
recovering at the U.S.A. hospital on 65th and Vine Street, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania from May
to August, 1864.10]His second wound at Spotsylvania Courthouse was much more serious. It was
a disabling injury that resulted in Private Ganey receiving a surgeon’s certificate of disability and
a discharge from the Army on June 14, 1865.[11] Since his certificate of disability was not
available, the degree of his inability to perform manual labor was not evident. He did not apply
for a pension until 1878, thirteen years after his military service was terminated and he was
approaching the age of forty.[12]



Cornelius was single when he enlisted in the Union Army in 1864. He may have suffered from
some form of PTSD due to his combat experiences serving in the Twenty-eighth Massachusetts.
After all, he was involved in some of the Civil Wars most horrific battlefield engagements.
Whether he entered civilian life and returned to his former occupation as a laborer in the Boston
area was unknown. He resurfaced in the 1870 Federal Census in Ward 18 District 3, New York
City. He lived in the 5th Ave. Hotel along with 294 other individuals. His occupation was listed
as “boatman”. He was thirty-two and still single.[13] Three years later, Cornelius was found back
in Vermont. A Vergennes, Vermont newspaper announced in the Addison County Court docket
for April 11, 1873 that there would be a hearing on “April 8 at 1:00 o'clock p.m.” to determine if
Cornelius “Gainey” was insane or not and needed a court appointed guardian! A citation had
been issued - presumably to Cornelius - to appear in court.[14] Unfortunately, no subsequent
newspaper article was found that shed light on the outcome of these formal proceedings. It was
completely understandable that Cornelius may have been acting in questionable ways
considering he had suffered two gunshot wounds (one to the head) and had been a witness to
some of the worst carnage of the Civil War at The Wilderness, Antietam, The Mule Shoe,
Gettysburg, and The Crater during his military career in the Union Army. His first pension
application was not dated until 1878, more than a decade after the civil war had ended.[15]
Therefore, it seemed highly unlikely that Cornelius was in need of a court appointed guardian
because he had lost his mind.

In 1880, Cornelius was living in Waltham, Vermont with an extended family headed up by
twenty-three-year-old Frank Bacon. Frank was a farmer living with his forty-five-year-old
stepmother, Henrietta Bacon. Cornelius was listed as a “servant” in the household. He was more
likely a hired hand on the farm. Another woman also lived in Frank's home. She was his step-
grandmother – eighty-three-year-old Polly North. In addition, there was a seventeen-year-old
servant named Mary sharing the Bacon homestead.[16] For some reason, forty-one-year-old
Cornelius had taken a civic interest in politics while living in Waltham. In 1881 he had gotten
elected “inspector of leather” in the town elections.[17] An announcement in a local Addison
newspaper revealed that Cornelius was receiving a “$4 a month pension” plus was owed “$800
in back pay by the Government”.[18] In July, 1885, Cornelius was the happy recipient of a $2 per
month raise in his disability payment.[19] The low amount of his pension payments seemed to
indicate that whatever his disability, it was not too serious. If his gunshot wounds have been truly
disabling, he would have received at least an $8 per month invalid payment, even more,
depending on the severity of that disability. Cornelius was again elected “inspector of leather” in
1887, thus continuing his role as a civic leader in the town of Waltham.[20]

The 1890 “Special Schedule of Surviving, Soldiers, Sailors, and Marines, and Widows, etcetera.
conducted along with the 1890 regular U.S. Federal Census (destroyed in a vault fire) placed
Cornelius in either Panton, Waltham or Vergennes. The schedule confirmed his military service
in the 28th Massachusetts, his two gunshot wounds (one to the head and one to the right shoulder)
and the fact he received a pension already for his disability.



It was confirmed in the 1900 Federal Census that sixty-one-year-old Cornelius was a Waltham
farmer, still single and head of his own household.[21] It was the first time he was listed as the
owner of his own homestead rather than as a member of someone else's. The 1900 Federal
Census was conducted in Waltham in June of 1900. By August of the same year, a Vergennes
newspaper reported that he “had sold his property to Johnson and Clark for $1000”.[22] In March
of 1901 (seven months later) the same local paper stated, “Colonel Ganey of Waltham has
bought the Caleb Wright farm in New Haven”.[23] Exactly why or when Cornelius acquired the
title “Colonel” was a complete mystery. Cornelius served in the Civil War, but his rank was a
private. That was clearly and irrefutably established. He never was an officer, brevetted or
commissioned. Perhaps his friends conveyed the title “Colonel” on him in an honorary sense to
recognize the fact that he was a wounded veteran of the American Civil War.

Dispute the fact that Cornelius’ new home was in neighboring New Haven, the Middlebury
Record out of Vergennes printed under “Waltham News” in the spring of 1901 that “Cornelius
Gainey (sic) is also on the sick list”.[24]He survived whatever ailed him and continue to operate
his farm on the Turnpike Road in New Haven, apparently alone.

Although Cornelius never married (as far as public records indicated), he was designated a
“widower” in the 1910 U.S. Federal Census. He was a “general farmer” who owned his home
and farm on the Turnpike Road in New Haven free and clear. Besides what income Cornelius's
farming generate, he had been receiving a government pension since 1878. It started out at $4 per
month then increased to $12.00 per month in 1890. It went up to $15 per month in 1909; then to
$20 in 1912.[25] Life was good for the elderly Cornelius until the fall of 1913. In September of
that year, a local paper reported:

NEWHAVEN. AGED MAN HURT.

Cornelius Gainey (sic), an aged resident living alone on the Turnpike,
was found in an unconscious condition by the roadside

on Sunday last. Doctor White was summoned
and found that he had received injuries

to his head and one hip, was thought to be fractured.[26]

Exactly what happened to Cornelius was not known. It wasn't revealed in the news whether he
had an unfortunate accident or was the victim of some malicious attack. The fact that he had
suffered a head wound during his military service may have played a part in his demise. The next
day, September 5, another local paper reported to the public that “Cornelius Ganey is seriously
ill, and his recovery is hardly expected”.[27] A week after being found lying along the Turnpike



Road, Cornelius was “removed to the home of Jay. E. Davis who is caring for him”.[28]A week
after that, the local press stated,” Cornelius Gainey (sic), who was found injured August 31, died
Wednesday morning at 2:30 o'clock at the home of J. E. Davis, where he has been cared for since
the accident.” [29]Cornelius's obituary was brief and succinct:

WEYBRIDGE

Cornelius Ganey, age 74 years, a veteran of the Civil War,
died Thursday morning at the home of J. E. Davis.
The funeral was held Saturday at 2:00 o'clock with

internment in Bristol cemetery.[30]

Since Cornelius lived alone, never married, nor had any children to survive him, disposing of his
worldly goods and chattels was equally simple and abbreviated. J. E. Davis was appointed
administrator of the estate.[31] John Quincy of North Avenue, Burlington, Vermont, Cornelius’
half-brother, was notified of his death and that he was part heir to the estate along with two
sisters who shared in the settlement.[32] The “estate” primarily consisted of a 150 acre farm in
New Haven that was sold at public auction on March 27, 1914 by the administrator.[33] It was
bought by Fred Conant that Friday.[34]Cornelius was laid to rest in Greenwood Cemetery.
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