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   Preface


On 28 August 1874 Catherine McCabe sat down to tell the story of her life. The woman, who was illiterate, began with her marriage, recalling the ceremony that had taken place a quarter of a century earlier in the Chapel of Cortown, County Meath. Catherine told how she and her new husband Michael had set out for America only two months after their wedding, hoping to make a future for themselves in Manhattan. She related how, as new immigrants, they spent their first two weeks in Brannon’s lodging house on Washington Street, before renting a room at 20 Pearl Street, close to where they had first stepped off the boat at Castle Garden. They had eventually settled into two rooms at 31½ ‘White Hall’, where they went on to spend the next four years. Their son James was born there on 5 May 1852, and baptised in nearby St Peter’s church. To support his family, Michael worked his trade as a mason in the city. Catherine remembered how her husband preferred to wear ‘small whiskers’ rather than a beard or moustache. Though short, he was nonetheless of ‘stout make’, with red hair and blue eyes.1


By the time Catherine came to tell her story, she was once again living in Ireland. She had made the short journey from her home in Maperath to the town of Kells that August day in order to have it set down on paper. The reason she did so could be traced to events of a decade previous. On 24 May 1864, her husband Michael had been present at the North Anna River, Virginia, as a private in the 170th New York Infantry. There he was struck by a ‘minnie ball fired by the enemy’ which passed ‘through the brain’, killing him instantly. Catherine was telling her tale in order to secure a United States pension based on her dead husband’s service. Today it is kept with the rest of her file in the record stacks of the National Archives in Washington DC. There it is surrounded by 1.28 million others. Each one contains the successful application of a widow, parent, sister or child of a soldier who died as a result of service in the United States military between 1861 and 1910, the vast majority during the American Civil War. Thousands of them relate specifically to Irish-American emigrants. The rich detail they contain provides an insight into the soldiers, their families and their loved ones. As well as charting their experiences between 1861 and 1865, these records frequently tell their story across decades, often allowing the reader to follow them on their journey from Ireland to new lives in America. Through their pages they give voice to many illiterate working-class Irish whose personal history would otherwise remain silent.2


On the eve of the American Civil War, 1.6 million Irish-born people were living in the United States. The majority had emigrated to the major industrialised cities of the north; New York alone was home to more than 200,000 Irish, one in four of the total population. The Great Famine had affected many of those who left Ireland in the late 1840s and ’50s, and for some the conflict that erupted in 1861 would represent a second great trauma in their lives. By the time of the war’s conclusion in 1865, somewhere in the region of 200,000 Irishmen had served, the vast majority of them – perhaps as many as 180,000 – in Union blue. Such figures do not include those thousands of soldiers and sailors who were born in the United States, Canada and Britain to Irish emigrant parents, who often considered themselves as much a part of the Irish-American community as their Irish-born brethren. No figures exist as to how many of these Irishmen lost their lives as a result of their service, but it undoubtedly ran into tens of thousands. Many of them left behind widows, parents and children, who would later seek pensions based on their service, in the process revealing something of the story of their lives.3


The pension files on which the stories in this book are based owe their origins to an act signed into law by President Abraham Lincoln on 14 July 1862. It provided for monthly pensions for both widows and men totally disabled by the American Civil War. As well as seeking to recognise the sacrifice made by volunteers up to that point, it was also part of a drive that summer to increase mobilisation into Union forces. In the decades that followed, a series of additional pension acts expanded and refined the entitlement criteria, until by 1893 the government was spending $165.3 million a year on military pensions. This figure included payments to both veterans and the widows and dependents of deceased servicemen, and represented some 40 per cent of the entire federal budget.4


Initially the act provided the widows of private soldiers with a monthly pension of $8, with an additional $2 monthly supplement for each child under the age of sixteen. In addition to widows, the dependent mothers, dependent sisters and the minor children of deceased soldiers could also claim the pension. From 1866 dependent fathers and orphaned minor brothers were also entitled to benefit. The basic rate of $8 per month was increased to $12 from 1886, and by the standards of the day this was a significant sum. In 1890 it equated to ⅓ of the average American annual wage and was being given out to huge numbers of dependents – 145,359 widows of Union soldiers and sailors were recorded in that year alone. The changes to the entitlement criteria through the course of the century had a major influence both on who could claim these pensions and also on the type of information those claimants had to provide. For example, prior to 1873, dependent parents were required to prove they had been financially dependent on their dead son, whereas after that date it was sufficient to demonstrate only that he had either aided them financially or contributed to their support ‘in any other way’. By far the most influential alteration to the pension system occurred in 1890. Where previously veterans had to demonstrate that their disabilities were a direct result of service, after this date they became eligible regardless of the cause, which could include old age. Similarly, the entitlement for widows was expanded. Prior to 1890 they had to prove that their husbands had died as a result of war service, but now they became eligible regardless of cause of death, provided they had been married prior to 27 June 1890. These changes effectively created and old-age-pension system for Union army veterans and their dependents.5


The richness of the widows and dependents files lies in the material submitted to demonstrate pension eligibility. Proving a relationship and/or dependency on a deceased soldier was a difficult task, and was significantly more onerous than that required of surviving soldiers seeking a veteran’s pension. As a result, the pension files of widows and dependents invariably contain significantly more detail on the lives of their subjects and families than those of men who survived the fighting. The greatest abundance of information on the social lives of the applicants is contained within the affidavits they supplied, which on occasion can take a first-person narrative form. In addition to the claimant’s affidavit, myriad others are commonplace in the files, from family members, friends, acquaintances, employers, landlords, shopkeepers, physicians or servicemen. Where widows were unable to provide Church certification of their marriage, affidavits of witnesses to the ceremony or of those who knew the couple as man and wife were required. Here the strong bonds that many Irish kept with immigrants from their local area came to the fore, as old neighbours from Ireland often became new neighbours in the United States. Dependent parents needed affidavits to show that their son had financially supported them, and so these contain detail on where they had worked, what they had earned and on what they spent their money. In cases where the soldier’s father was still alive, affidavits had to be produced to illustrate that he was incapable of earning a living through manual labour. No matter who provided it, every affidavit was designed to add another layer of supporting evidence to a claim, and it is these documents more than any other that provide the building blocks for reconstructing some of the life experiences of these Irish emigrants.


Among the many other forms of evidence in the pension files are baptismal records, military records and medical appraisals. But by far the most poignant documents that can be found come in the form of original letters. As with the affidavits, these were included to provide proof of both relationships and financial support. Thousands of letters written by Irish emigrant soldiers survive in the files as a result of this practice. Often multiple letters were included in a single application, sometimes together with the correspondence that informed wives and parents of their loved one’s death. These letters are clearly a significant source for the Irish experience of the American Civil War, but they also offer a much wider insight into Irish emigrant life. Many of them provide the only surviving written record left behind by otherwise illiterate families. Although many Irish emigrants could neither read nor write, the letters show that this did not stop them corresponding with one another. Soldiers at the front would dictate their letters to literate comrades, and upon their arrival these letters would be read aloud to the recipient by a literate friend or relation, often in a communal setting. In many cases the letters included with the applications must have been treasured possessions, submitted only out of dire economic need. Once they had been sent to the pension bureau, they would not be returned.


The vast bulk of Irish-American widows’ and dependents’ pension files relate to families who made their home in the United States, but that was not always the case. In 1883 a list of all veterans and widows/dependents then claiming a military pension was compiled, and included a total of 219 people then receiving payments in Ireland. Though concentrated in the major towns and cities, these pensioners were spread throughout the island. They included the parents and widows of emigrant servicemen who had themselves never been outside of the country, and also emigrants – like Catherine McCabe from County Meath – who had returned home following their husbands’ death. Those seeking pensions from Ireland had an even more arduous process to endure than those in the United States, largely due to the vast distances involved. There are numerous cases of ageing dependent parents electing to journey to America in order to expedite their applications. Among those who chose to stay in Ireland, many relied heavily on the assistance of US consuls based in the country to help them navigate the pension system. It is of note that despite the scale of Irish service in the American Civil War, the number of pension recipients in Ireland itself never seems to have been higher than a few hundred at any one time. This in itself is testament to just how rare it was for Irish emigrants to return home on a permanent basis once they had chosen to make a new life elsewhere.6


From a potential cast of thousands, the chapters in this book examine the personal stories of just thirty-five Irish families. In each case a widow’s or dependent’s pension file has been used as the basis on which to build the narrative, supplemented in every instance by additional research from sources such as census returns, passenger lists, contemporary newspaper reports and military records. What follows is not a book about the American Civil War, but rather one made possible as a result of it. Many of the stories do not have the conflict as their focus, but use the available material to explore aspects of the Irish emigrant experience.


The family narratives are divided into four broad themes, each providing a slightly different focus. The first two sections, ‘Wives and Parents’ and ‘Community and Society’, emphasise the lives of soldiers’ families, where experiences are often described in the applicant’s own words. These sections seek to illustrate how the pension files can be used to examine topics such as family emigration, chain migration, financial dependence and the maintenance of transatlantic connections, as well as social issues such as indigence, alcoholism, domestic violence and bigamy. The final two sections, ‘A Life in Letters’ and ‘A Death in Letters’, are aimed at providing a direct insight into the lives and emotions of some of these emigrant soldiers, using their own correspondence, and also at investigating how their loved ones received news of, and coped with, their deaths.


Before proceeding, it is appropriate to sound a note of caution for the reader. The treasure trove of material made available by the widows’ and dependents’ files comes with a cost. In every instance, the file only exists due to the death of a soldier or sailor. What follows are not the experiences of families who did not have a loved one in military service, nor of those whose loved ones returned home and lived long lives. An inherent sadness permeates the majority of these stories, which in itself can take an emotional toll. It is important to remember that though these files afford us unparalleled insights into many aspects of Irish emigrant life, they are but one set of experiences – many are the stories of success that Irish immigrants in America enjoyed following their departure. Given their purpose, the pension files accentuate hardship and struggle over happiness and prosperity. Indeed, as we shall see, some claimants were not above committing fraud in order to secure them. These stories are only one version of the historical truth for these families. Although they offer us extraordinary insights into their experiences, all we can gain are glimpses – we can never hope to gain a truly complete picture of their lives.




   A Note on


Conventions


Large portions of the book consist of quotes and letters taken directly from the pension files. Where possible the original spelling and punctuation has been retained in order to maintain the integrity of the historical voice, though in some instances, minor addition has been unavoidable in order to aid legibility for the reader. Where necessary, additions or clarifications were added in brackets [ ]. In general text, modern place names have been preferred. Therefore, Offaly is favoured over the nineteenth-century King’s County, and similarly Laois is used in place of Queen’s County. In the case of Derry/Londonderry, the term deemed most appropriate to the specific pension file has been chosen. Identifying the location in Ireland where emigrants originated is a process fraught with difficulty. Where their place of origin has been precisely located, the Irish county is provided at the head of each chapter. Where it has not been identified, but the place of birth is confirmed, only ‘Ireland’ is specified in the chapter heading.
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The death of a spouse or child as a result of military service has a profound impact on all those left behind. For some Irish emigrant families, the loss was an event that irretrievably altered their futures, casting a long and dominant shadow over them in the years to come. For others, it represented another hardship in what was already a struggle for survival. ‘Wives and Parents’ examines the stories of both. Here we learn of one mother who spent her life searching for her mentally disabled boy, stolen away into the army, and of another who despaired of her fate should her son fall in battle. We hear one Irish woman describe the harsh realities of her life on the prairies of the Midwest and of another who made her home on one of Ireland’s remote offshore islands. Here too are the stories of those who, though they never left Ireland, still had cause to recall with sadness far-off locations in both the United States and Nicaragua.





 



THE GARVINS: LIMERICK AND NEW YORK
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In late 1863, details of a sensational case began to emerge in the newspapers of the Union. It was a story that would be told and retold for decades to come, and was ever-after remembered by all who had come into contact with the particulars. At its centre was an intellectually disabled boy from County Limerick, who had been stolen from a New York almshouse and sold into the Federal army. For months his frantic mother would haunt the Union forces like a spectre, searching relentlessly for her son. The case would eventually involve such figures as the Mayor of Troy, the Governor of New York, the secretary of war and the head of the secret service. But the most notable individual to take a personal interest was none other than President Abraham Lincoln. The events are so remarkable as to seem the stuff of fiction; in reality they are some of the most compelling and heartrending of the Irish emigrants’ experiences in the United States.


Virtually all the contemporary documentation regarding Cornelius Garvin called him an ‘idiot’. This was a term used in the nineteenth century to refer to someone with an intellectual disability. The precise nature of Cornelius’ (or Con’s) disorder is not known, but whatever it was, one of the ways in which it impacted him was that he was easily led, and was quick to do what others told him. Con was born in the townland of Grange Hill, Grange, County Limerick in 1845, the son of Matthew and Catharine Garvin. His parents had married in Grange around 1838, where Matthew farmed a ‘large and productive’ piece of land. All that changed with the Famine, which brought a reduction in fortunes that forced the Garvins to seek the emigrant boat. They left for America via Liverpool in 1849, sailing aboard the JZ captained by John Zerega. After a voyage of eight weeks, the family of Matthew (35), Catharine (32), Mary (8), Con (4) and Matthew Junior (8 months) landed in New York on 10 January 1850. They initially settled in Troy, New York, but soon headed west for Chicago where they spent five years before returning to Troy around 1855. It was here that Matthew passed away, dying in 1860. Young Con received some schooling with the Christian Brothers, but financial constraints meant he had to give up his education. Instead he embarked on a series of jobs associated with the wood and paper industry, including a stint at Orrs Papermill on Troy’s River Street, a position with wood dealer Patrick Brandon, and finally occasional labouring piling lumber and working on the city docks, for which he earned between $1 and $2 per day. He used to give this money to his mother, who would use it every Saturday to buy provisions for the family at John Warr’s ‘Choice Wines, Teas and Family Store’ on 278 River Street. Although Con was able to function in the community, all was not well with the young man. From about 1861 it became readily apparent to everyone that Con was struggling, and his ability to undertake work diminished rapidly.2


As Con’s condition grew worse, his mother Catharine did her best to support the family by working as a cleaner in Troy’s banks on First Street. But Con was becoming more and more of a handful. Her son had taken to wandering away from their Fourth Street home late at night, often being taken into the station house by the police for safekeeping. This became such a regular pattern that when Con went missing, Catharine would go to the station house in the early hours of the morning and wait for him to be brought in. Wartime brought with it new dangers for Catharine. During one of his wanderings, Con encountered a recruiting officer, who for $2 induced him to enlist. He was swiftly taken off to the military barracks in Albany to become a soldier. A distraught Catharine, not knowing where Con had gone, placed a missing-persons advertisement in the newspapers. Thankfully, Con’s condition was such that he was soon deemed unfit for service and released. The officer who took the decision had seen the advertisement and made sure that the boy got home. Unfortunately, the episode would prove a harbinger of future woes.3


Catharine was unable to both work and to provide her son with the care he needed. Having no option but to seek help, she sent Con for medical examination in the hope he might be cured, as he had ‘lost the use of his mental faculties’. Con went to Troy’s Marshall Infirmary, an institution that specialised in patients with mental illnesses. Con spent six months as a patient, after which the infirmary determined that he was ‘incurable and partly idiotic’ and discharged him to the care of the Rensselaer County Almshouse (also sometimes referred to as the Rensselaer House of Industry). Catharine took every opportunity she could to visit her son. Then, one day in September 1863, Catharine arrived at the almshouse to be greeted with shocking and extremely upsetting news – her boy had disappeared.4


The disappearance of ‘idiot boy’ Con Garvin would soon become a media sensation, as would Catharine’s desperate efforts to find him. First, fearing he may have drowned, she spent a number of days combing the banks of the Hudson River looking for his body. When nothing turned up, Catharine decided to check the barracks in Albany to see if he had once again been taken into the army. Upon arriving there she met an officer who recognised her description of Con; he informed Catharine that he had indeed been enlisted, and had passed through on his way to Riker’s Island, New York, bound for service in the 52nd New York Volunteers. It was quickly becoming apparent that the young man had fallen foul of unscrupulous substitute brokers, who had effectively ‘sold’ Con into the federal army in order to receive the financial bounty then available for recruits. Catharine wasted no time and set off immediately after her son.5


Catharine knew she would have to get a high-level military authority to order Con’s release from the army. They didn’t come any higher than Abraham Lincoln. In October 1863 the Limerick woman travelled to Washington with the intention of taking her case to retrieve Con directly to the President. Securing a letter of recommendation from Judge Abram B. Olin, a former New York congressman, she headed for the White House. Soon afterwards she recounted what had occurred to journalists, who in the style of the period attempted to capture her Irish accent in their transcriptions:


Judge Olin, God bless him, gave me a fine letther, an’ with it I wint to see ould Lincoln. Whin I called at the front door, a man who tould me that he was the President’s Secretary, asked me what I wanted. I told him me sthory, and he said that justice must be done you, Mrs. Garvin. Here’s a note to the War Office. I thanked him, and then inquired for the War Office, which I soon found. I gave the man there me note, and told him me business, but he only humbugged me. I again wint to see Lincoln, but couldn’t get a peek at him – och, it’s very hard to see the ould fellow! The Secretary gave me another note to the War Office, which made the fellow there trate me decent. Whin I told me story – how my poor crazy Con had been sold from me – he said: ‘When you get home, take a pistol and blow the man’s brains out, that sold him!’ – an’ faith, I’ll do it yet! He telegraphed to Alexandria to know if poor Con was in the Fifty-second regiment, an’ got an answer saying that he was not. I thin got a pass to go to Alexandria meself, to see after me lad. I wint there, and found the Colonel of the Fifty-second regiment, who treated me kindly. An’ I ses, ‘It’s I that’s glad to meet you, Colonel; do you know anything about a poor crazy boy of mine, named Con Garvin, who was sould for a sojer?’ He examined his books for a while, and then he told me that Con was in his regiment as a substitute, but that on the road from Riker’s Island to Washington, one hundred of his men got strayed, and among them was my poor Con! … Sure I had nothing more to do, so I spent three days and three nights in the hospitals and camps of Alexandria, thinking that I could find some one who saw Con. I happened to come across a member of his regiment, who knew him well, an’ sure ’twas I that was to talk wid him. Con told him on the Island that he had been sold for $400 from the County House, at Troy, by a man … connected with the House! Do you see! He was taken out of the coal shed in the night time, without a coat on him, and taken to New York. An’ that’s the way they made $400 on my poor boy Con! Oh, the rascals! As sure as there’s a God in Heaven, I’ll shoot that fellow … who sould him.6


By November articles seeking Con’s whereabouts were being placed in newspapers across the north. On 19 November, the Washington DC National Republican, describing Con as about 18-years-old, with dark hair and dark eyes, reported he had been ‘decoyed from the House of Industry’ in Troy and enlisted in the 52nd New York. The article repeated the theory that Con had strayed away from the group of recruits on their way from Riker’s Island to Washington, and stated that he could not be found by either the officers or his mother, who had ‘twice traversed the route to find him’. The paper felt that he was ‘doubtless in some institution for idiots or insane persons in Washington, Baltimore, or Philadelphia’. They were wrong.7


The months passed, and Catharine became increasingly desperate at the lack of news. Then she received a report that Con had been seen at Mitchell’s Station, Virginia in United States uniform, which suggested he was still in the army. Her time was thereafter spent searching the faces of the army of the Potomac for her boy; her efforts were broken only by brief returns to Troy or Washington DC, in order to earn sufficient money to continue her search or to appeal for the administration’s support. It was said that as she made her way around the troops, she ‘carried always in her apron a large number of letters, and other memoranda, from prominent officers and others, given to aid her …’Apparently, although she was illiterate, she was always able to place her hand on the correct document as she required it, and having finished her story would often leave for the next regiment saying, ‘My poor Con; I must go and find him!’ Meanwhile, word of the outrage continued to spread countrywide, and it was increasingly suggested that it was those who had been entrusted with Con’s care who betrayed him. In March 1864 the following ‘information wanted’ advertisement was published:


INFORMATION WANTED of the whereabouts of Cornelius Garvin, a lunatic, and late an inmate of the County House at Troy, New York, from which he was taken in September last, and sold for a substitute by John Ar[i]s, the keeper of said place. He is five feet seven inches high, black eyes, black hair and dark complexion. Supposed to be a member of the 52d New York State Volunteers. Any information sent to Mrs. Garvin, at Troy, New York, will be thankfully received by his distressed mother.8


Some other states in the Union were quick to capitalise on the story, which was particularly damaging to New York, as it suggested that underhand techniques were being employed in order to fill the state’s manpower quota for the army. From 1863 onwards each state was periodically required to fill a quota of enlistments into the military; failure to do so brought the threat of draft. As a result, competition for recruits could be high. On 16 March 1864 the Cleveland Morning Leader in Ohio ran the story under the headline ‘How New York Fills Her Quota’, stating that Con’s fate was an ‘illustration of the manner in which the State of New York is filling her quota. It ought to attract the attention of the War Department’. By April 1864 the mayors of Troy and New York, no doubt influenced by both the pleas of Catharine Garvin and the terrible publicity surrounding the incident, joined the hunt for Con. They offered a $100 reward for any information on him. It was now an accepted fact that he had been ‘taken from the county house in Troy and sold in New York City for a substitute in the 52d New York Volunteers’.9


On 4 April, Mayor of Troy James Thorn wrote about the case to New York’s Governor Horatio Seymour detailing Catharine’s efforts:


To discover and retrieve him [Con] is the sole purpose to which this devoted mother has consecrated her time, her energies, her life. She has made two journeys to the Army of the Potomac – has visited every regiment in which her son Cornelius has been likely to be found – has met with kind treatment and sympathy from all – even the President of the United States consenting to grant her an interview and hear her story. Undaunted by the fruitless result of her search thus far, Mrs. Garvin has determined to continue it … Mrs. Garvin is well-known to myself and other citizens of Troy as a woman of unblemished character; and the great blow which she suffered in the loss of her son at the hands of bounty brokers or traffickers in human flesh has developed traits of heroism in this humble woman which will long remain as living proofs of a mother’s love ...10


Time was fast running out for Catharine to locate Con before the start of the much-anticipated 1864 Union offensive. After the Overland Campaign finally commenced on 4 May, Catharine found herself wandering through federal hospitals in search of news. On 16 May, while searching Queens Street Hospital in Alexandria, Catharine encountered Corporal Townsell J. Chapman (recorded in the rosters as Townsend) of the 52nd New York Volunteers. He had been wounded at Spotsylvania on 10 May, and gave the following statement:


Queens Street Hostal [sic]


Virginia May 16th 1864


I certify that I have seen Cornelius Garvin in the 52d N.Y.V. ten days ago in Company I. Capt George Digen [Degener] gave him a different name so that his mother could not get him when she was at the Regt last Winter I being at the same Regt in Company H. Signed


    Townsell J Chapman


Finally, this appeared to represent some solid information. Con was still in the 52nd New York, but was under an assumed name. Chapman was also suggesting that there was complicity on the part of Con’s captain, who had intentionally concealed the young man from his mother when she came looking for him. Catharine must have hoped that her boy would be more fortunate than Corporal Chapman; the 24-year-old died of his wounds in Alexandria on 29 July.11


It was around this time that Catharine’s plight once again crossed the desk of the most powerful man in America. This was likely prompted by a direct appeal to the president from famed New York Democrat Fernando Wood, who penned the following lines from the House of Representatives on 26 April 1864:


Dear Sir,


The bearer Mrs Garvin is a poor woman in search of her son, who is deranged and attached to the army – any aid you can give will be truly charitable.


Very truly yours


    Fernando Wood.12


This prompted Lincoln to compose a note for the attention of Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, which was eventually passed to Catharine:


There is reason to believe this Cornelius Garvin is an idiot, and that he is kept in the 52nd N.Y. concealed & denied to avoid any exposure of guilty parties. Will the Sec. of War please have the thing probed?


A. Lincoln


May 21, 186413


On the same day that Lincoln wrote this, yet another member of the 52nd New York reported seeing Con. The first lieutenant of Company I, William Von Richenstein, stated that he had seen ‘the son of Catharine Garevan [sic] at the camp of 52 Regt some fourteen days ago’. This statement, coming from an officer, placed Con in the ranks at the start of the Overland Campaign.14


Catharine continued her search of the army, scouring prisons, hospitals and the regiments themselves. The intense scrutiny that was focused on the case was apparent to everyone involved. In a letter given by J. Rutherford Worster to Catharine for the attention of the Provost Marshal of Fredericksburg on 23 May, it was made clear that the President and secretary of war had taken a personal interest in events. The Fredericksburg military authorities were informed that:


… she [Catharine] will depend on you for facilities to search the Regt. in which her son is doing menial duty. As her case is one which has attained great notoriety every act of any officer or citizen will be duly scanned by Press and people …15


The ultimate result of Lincoln’s directive to Secretary of War Edwin Stanton was the formal appointment to the case of Lafayette C. Baker, commander of the Union’s Intelligence Service. Baker first dispatched a detective officer to Troy to investigate the almshouse and the circumstances of Con’s disappearance in order to establish some leads. But as May turned to June, Catharine was still wandering the Union camps. Following the Battle of Cold Harbor she managed to meet with the surgeon of the 52nd New York. He told her what was undoubtedly the last thing she wanted to hear – Con had been killed in action at the Battle of Spotsylvania. However, how was she to know if this information was accurate?16


Catharine, shaken by what the surgeon had told her, decided to return home. She had become such a familiar sight to the soldiers during those long months that some mentioned her in their letters home. Many of them even knew her name:


As Hancock’s corps was filing past Grant’s Headquarters – a magnificent sight, calculated to stir the blood – I espied near the Commanding General a sight not very common here, – the form of a woman. The face seemed familiar, and on looking closely I discovered that it was Mrs. Garvin, in search of her son.17


Back in New York, State Governor Horatio Seymour continued to take an active part in the case. On 13 June he wrote to District Attorney Colby in Rensselaer County instructing him to ‘make a thorough investigation of the case of Cornelius Garvin, sold as a substitute into the Fifty-Second New York Volunteers; and, if possible, bring the guilty parties to justice’. A few days later news that Con might have been killed reached home. The Troy Daily Times ran the headline ‘Con Garvin Dead’ on 20 June. Catharine had reached Troy that morning carrying an ‘autograph letter from the President of the United States’. The newspaper related how the efforts of Governor Seymour, British Consul Archibald and Mayor Thorn had all been invoked in the search, but in vain:


Mrs. Garvin, the devoted mother, will no longer search camp and regiment for her idiot boy. Con is dead … Poor Con will no longer excite the solicitude of his mother; but she now announces her purpose of living for vengeance. So that although the hero of the strange story is dead, it is probable that his name will still be kept before the public by his untiring mother. True it is: O, woman, in our hours of ease. Uncertain, coy, and hard to please: When pain and anguish cloud the brow; A ministering angel, thou!18


Despite the prospect that Con was dead, investigations ploughed ahead. Colonel Ludlow of General Dix’s staff was in Troy in July 1864 investigating the matter, and consulted ‘with persons who have heretofore been cognisant of the case’. By now the story had crossed the Atlantic, and it was being reported by newspapers such as the Dublin Evening Mail. Whatever occurred over the summer months, there appears to have been a revival of some hope through the end of 1864 and into 1865 that Con might be alive. On 3 June 1865 Lafayette Baker wrote to Mayor Thorn in Troy saying that he believed the boy may yet be found. He determined to ‘spare neither time or means in prosecuting my investigations, with a view to bring to speedy justice all those engaged in this inhuman and diabolical outrage’. In July 1865 the New York Irish American was still running ‘information wanted’ pieces, supposedly at the behest of Catharine, hoping to reveal new information on Con. On 29 July it reported that the 52nd New York had now been mustered out of service, ‘the idiot not being present’. The paper appealed to former members of the regiment for details on the Irish boy, who had apparently been given the nickname of ‘Watches’ or ‘Watchless’ in the army.19


The lack of a definitive answer regarding Con’s fate allowed hope to linger long after the war’s conclusion. In April 1866 Catharine visited the New York State Soldier’s Home in Albany to see if Con might have ended up there. A disabled veteran called Joseph Kerwin, overhearing her tale, told Catharine he had seen a Garvin matching Con’s description at the US General Hospital on David’s Island in New York. Catharine showed Kerwin a photograph of her son, and he felt sure it was the boy. On hearing this news, Catharine ‘was so overjoyed that she could scarcely refrain from expressing her feelings in tears’. An inquiry was immediately sent to David’s Island by Mr Hays of the Albany Home:


Mrs. Garvin is a poor woman but men whose names stand as high in our nation’s history as is possible for names to reach have befriended and assisted her in her maternal search … should the missing man and the Garvin at your hospital be one and the same it would be quite impossible for pen to portray the joy which will gladden the mother’s heart at the discovery of her son whom she had about given up for dead as in fact she had heard that such was the case on several occasions. She will call at my office again one week from today to hear the result of my communication.


When Catharine did return, her hopes were again dashed. There was no soldier by the name of Cornelius Garvin at David’s Island.20


Catharine’s 1866 disappointment seems to have been the one that finally confirmed for her that Con was dead. In the end it was a piece of evidence that had emerged in March 1865 that she eventually accepted as the truth. On 14 March, in the US General Hospital in Albany, New York, Private Frederick Rolf of Con’s company provided the following statement:


I, Frederick Rolf, private of Co. I, 52d Regiment, N.Y.V., do hereby certify that I was acquainted with Cornelius Garvin, a private of Co. I, 52d Regiment N.Y.V., and that I saw him engaged with the enemy in the fight of 18th day of May, 1864, at the battle of Spotsylvania, Va.; also that I saw him when he was struck with a ball which took effect in the head, that I saw him carried to the rear, and that I know the wound to have been mortal.21


It was alleged that Con had been hidden from both the authorities and his mother through the use of an alias on the company rosters. The entry for ‘Charles Becker’, the supposed alias under which Con had been enlisted, states that he was captured in action at Spotsylvania on 18 May and subsequently died of disease at Andersonville on 1 August 1864. Both versions of Con’s fate were included in his mother’s subsequent pension application, but Catharine (and indeed the balance of evidence) suggests that the disabled Limerick man died on the field at Spotsylvania, even as his mother searched the camps and hospitals for him.22


The story of Cornelius Garvin would remain famed for many years. The New York Times recalled the events thirty years later in an 1894 article, as did the Troy Record in 1965. They were still fresh in American Civil War veteran Thomas Livermore’s mind decades after the war. In his Days and Events 1860–1866 published in 1920, he remembered the ‘singular case’ which he investigated and ‘which became one of the traditions in the War Department’. Livermore had been told to investigate the case by Winfield Scott Hancock when Catharine had first arrived at Second Corps Headquarters looking for Con. He remembered how Catharine had twice gone to Washington to obtain letters and endorsements before returning to the corps to search for her son, and that by the end her papers ‘bore nearly seventy endorsements of officers, from the President down, all of whom forwarded her mission’. Livermore’s account of Catharine’s search appears to be inaccurate and unkind – if anything adding further pathos to the story. He recalled it as follows:


I took the picture of her son which she had and went down to the regiment [the 52nd New York]. The commander said that he never had seen the boy, and that probably he had been drowned on the way out; that his mother had not been satisfied with his assurance that her son was not in the regiment in 1863, but had haunted his camp, and often paced up and down his line peering into the faces of the men until she became intolerable; and asked what could any one suppose he wanted an idiot in his regiment for. I made sufficient search to find that the boy was not there, and reported the fact, and also that the woman’s conduct indicated her mind was unsettled, and recommended that she be sent back to Washington, which was done. In 1865 I began telling this story in General Breck’s presence, when he said ‘Cornelius Garvin’. That was the boy’s name, and as I have said his story was well known in the War Department, as this shows.23


What actually happened to Con? Lafayette Baker gave his thoughts in his book A History of the Secret Service, published in 1867. In a section devoted to the incident, he expressed little doubt as to the true course of events. By the time of his writing, Baker was sure the boy had died in the army. His investigation had ascertained that following his taking from the almshouse, Con had been enlisted, sent to Riker’s Island and then to the 52nd New York. He had been identified at Mitchell’s Station and again at Mine Run, but Captain Degener, who commanded Con’s company, ‘attempted to intimidate, by threats of punishment, those privates of his company who were disposed to assist Mrs. Garvin and others engaged in the investigation’. Baker’s investigator in Troy reached the conclusion that the superintendent of Rensselaer Almshouse had been complicit in Con’s abduction, though the evidence was not sufficient to prove it beyond doubt. Baker also felt Captain Degener was complicit, as when the 52nd New York Volunteers returned home he had him arrested for questioning. Although the guilt of the two men seems likely, it does not appear that any charges were ever brought against them.24


As for Catharine, she spent many years living in Troy, returning occasionally to Limerick before seemingly settling back in Ireland permanently in 1890. She lived variously in Ballygrennan and Balline in the east of the county, with the post office address for her pension given as Bruff. She died in County Limerick in 1896, probably never fully recovered from her harrowing wartime experiences. An interesting postscript to the tragic story appeared in the Troy Record of 1965, when it was reported that a D.J. Ryan of the Cork Examiner newspaper had written to Mayor Ahern of Troy in the 1940s, saying he was a relative of Catharine Garvin. Ryan had in his possession many of Catharine’s Civil War papers, including a handwritten letter to her from Abraham Lincoln, which he was trying to sell. The fate of this material remained unknown until 2015. It became apparent that the letters were sold to a Lincoln collector in the United States, from whom they were in turn acquired by the Lincoln Financial Foundation Collection based at Allen County Public Library in Fort Wayne, Indiana. They survive in that institution to this day. Named the Catharine Garvin Collection, these fifty-five documents are not only preserved but now available to view online. Among the many letters in the collection is the note from Abraham Lincoln, as well as numerous military passes and statements from soldiers. The papers are unquestionably those that Catharine ‘carried always in her apron’ as remembered by Civil War soldiers. The fact that she kept them even after her return to Ireland is testament in itself to her devotion to her son, and the long, heartbreaking and ultimately fruitless search she undertook to find him.25





 



THE MURPHYS: MONAGHAN AND ILLINOIS




[image: illustration] ‘Debilitated by having borne 13 children.’26



In May of 1871 a 57-year-old Monaghan woman, described as ‘infirm and broken in body,’ made the journey into Chicago from her ‘Irish Shanty’ on the open prairie a few miles outside of the city. Jane Murphy, who possessed little more than a ‘scanty wardrobe’, had come to see her lawyer about a pension. It was not her first visit. Earlier that year, she had dictated her entire immigrant story for the pension bureau – part of a process she hoped would secure the finances she desperately needed for her survival. That May, with her husband lying on his deathbed, and with no response forthcoming from the pension bureau, she could take no more. At her wits’ end, she sat in her lawyer’s office and broke down in tears.27


Jane was seeking a pension based on the service of her son, Michael. On 7 October 1862, at the age of 19, he had enlisted in the 90th Illinois Infantry, known as ‘Chicago’s Irish Legion’. Michael became a private in Company G, which had been raised in Chicago. He was described as a ‘large, stout, industrious young man, the prop of their [the Murphys] declining years’.28
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