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Civil War’s Effect on the Irish Brigade from New York

Throughout history, immigration to America has been an outlet for many groups of people seeking refuge or wanting to start a new life. One of the most prominent of these ethnic groups was the Irish. After coming to America, many of the newly settled Irishmen decided to fight with the Northern states during the Civil War. The main reason that they did so was to acquire the money promised in the Pension Act of 1861, which provided money for eligible veterans of the Union Army (Wiener). After analyzing the pension application of Edward Ward, however, it can be concluded that these pensions may have helped some Irish families, but others were not as fortunate. The Ward family would be considered part of the latter group.

The history of Irish immigration is a very interesting and unique chronicle. During the period from about 1820 to 1880 about 3.5 million Irish immigrants entered the United States, making up around a third of all immigrants (McNabb). This “Great Migration” was caused primarily by the potato famine, but another contributing factor was the social and economical situation in Ireland at the time. Of these Irish migrants, most became unskilled workers, earning about $1 a day (Truslow). This small amount of money was insufficient to say the least, and Irishmen were compelled to look for additional ways to provide for their families. Thus, many Irish immigrants joined the Irish Brigade, a section of the Union Army. The Irish Brigade was formed specifically for Irish volunteers, and the members primarily spoke in their native tongue. Many Irishmen enlisted in the army for the money, but there was also the desire to feel accepted in their new country. If they were good enough to fight (and perhaps die) like any other American, they should be considered equal to all other Americans.
The pension file of Edward Ward alias Daly aids in describing the lives of these Irish immigrants. Like so many others, he volunteered to fight in the Union army during the Civil War. He was originally born in Ireland, and moved to America later in life. There are no travel papers in the pension file, making it hard to distinguish whether he was married to Julia Walton before or after his immigration. It seems that they lived on the worse side of the city, residing at 431 First Ave. It is clear, though, that he had three children (Catherine, Patrick, and Mary) with Julia. However, she died from cancer at the age of 42 on March 9, 1860.


This tragedy did not disrupt Edward’s life for long. In fact, he was remarried in less than a year; his second wife, Margaret Rodgers, was also of Irish descent and was 31 at the time of their marriage (a good deal younger than his first wife). On September 9 of 1861, less than a year after their wedding, he enlisted in the 88th Regiment of Company A of the New York Irish Brigade, using the alias Edward Daly. He was mustered just a week after enlisting. It seems that he fought with the army until taken prisoner on June 29, 1862. From that point on, there are not any more records of his whereabouts. He never returned to his regiment, but there is not any official evidence that he died, either.

This brings up the question of whether, instead of dying, he simply decided to abandon his family. He may have escaped or been let go, yet he did not want to return to the army, after having experienced the violence and being held captive. Also a possibility, Edward may never have been captured but ran away during a battle (and the army assumed that he was captured because they did not find his body). However, testimony from his family states that he was killed in a railroad accident while marching to Camp Parole. They may have just said this to make the government think that he was dead and to get a pension, though. The pension documents provide no obvious answer to these questions.
Another interesting aspect of the pension file is that it shows Edward Ward to also have the alias “Daly” (or “Daley” or “Daily”; it appears in all three spellings). It is not quite clear why he used an alias for enlistment, but it may have been that he was trying to perpetrate fraud by attempting to register twice. Also, he could have been running from the law in Ireland, and thought that it would be best not to give away his whereabouts. More likely, however, is the reason proposed in the testimony of Catherine Daly and Mary Dugan. They said that, though his father’s name was Ward, he went by his grandmother’s name instead, for she was the one who actually raised him back in Ireland. One thing to consider, though, is that since he had one alias, nothing was stopping him from making up another one, supporting the idea of him abandoning his family.


Though they had lost a husband and father, the Ward family attempted to keep going, attempting to gain a pension for financial support. Margaret Ward filed a widow’s pension claim on August 1st of 1863. She testified to the following: that she was indeed married to Edward Ward alias Daly, he served in the army in the “War of 1861”, he died from accidentally being run over by a train, and she had stayed a widow since his death. She also testified that her three children were all under sixteen (Catherine – 8, Patrick – 7, and Mary Anne – 5). A man named James Candler, who can be assumed to be a family friend, stated under oath that he had known Margaret for 8 years, that she was married to Edward, and that Edward Ward was the same person as Edward Daly. On September 23 of that same year, a document was issued from the Adjutant General’s Office in Washington D.C., acknowledging the receipt of the pension application. However, there are no documents stating whether the claim was accepted then. It is safe to assume that it was not, though, because on June 4th, 1866, a request was issued from the Department of the Interior (Pension Office) asking for official evidence of Edward’s death. Also, at some point after Margaret’s death (April 14, 1865) and prior to August of 1877 another claim was filed, entitled “Widow’s Pension (original with increase). This seems to show that the first claim fell through. 

This second document contains some confusing features that do not correspond with what is said in the other papers. On the form, it is indicated that Edward was not married twice; it says that Margaret was his only wife. Also, it does not give the ages or dates of birth of the children. It is not clear why these inconsistencies are present, but it may be that the claimant felt that the pension would be more likely to be approved. No pension rate is proposed on the document, but it does state that every child of the claimant would get $2 a month. There is a signature dated August 1st, 1877 next to the word “rejected”, but right below that, there is a different signature beside the word approved (dated August 7, 1877). The pension documents do not show any new evidence filed during that week that would give the government a reason to approve the pension, leaving one wondering as to why they did.

There is another questionable incident that happened not long after. This unusual thing was that on August 10th of 1892, Patrick Ward filed another pension claim. Also odd was the fact that on this claim, he stated that he was the only child of Edward that was under 16 at the time of his father’s death, directly contrasting the testimony of his mother, which indicated that all of the children were younger than 16. Added to this is the joint testimony of Catherine Daly and Mary Dugan (who seem to be one and the same as the two children indicated by Margaret in her testimony). They alleged that Patrick was indeed the only child of Edward that was under 16 at the time of the soldier’s death, and they had both been intimate acquaintances of the Ward family since about 1858 (Mary) and 1861 (Catherine). Though, from what is known of Margaret’s testimony, it appears that these two are the sisters of Patrick, it may well be that Margaret used their names to “make up” children in the pension file, but the documents are not very clear on this subject. 
This second claim may also have been an attempt at fraud. Patrick may have been trying to claim a pension for his “real” mother, Julia, who was already deceased at the time of Edward’s death. He may have convinced his sisters to play along, so they could all get some extra money. They might not have been satisfied with the $2 a month that they had been allotted in the past. This is all speculation, though. It does not seem that Patrick or Catherine were in a bad position financially, though, for they had both moved away from the rougher area around First Ave. to the more affluent areas in Brooklyn (Mary, however, did still live on 384 First. Ave.). The circumstances behind this second pension claim are very murky.
Little information about the family’s life before the war is contained in the documents. There is nothing indicating what kind of work Edward did and whether or not he was literate. However, in the pension files, all of the members of his family had the ability to sign their name, indicating that they were at least somewhat educated. Also, according to a summary composed by Ian Caraway, the 88th New York Infantry was primarily made up of craftsmen, farmers, and herders. Also, it asserts that 70% of the soldiers had formerly been in the military before immigrating to America. Thus, it may be that these descriptions could apply to Edward as well.

It is obvious, however, that the Ward family was not helped very much by the pension that they were given. Edward was dead, cutting off their only source of income. Then, the total amount that was proposed to be given to the family was $6 a month, adding up to $72 a year. For a family of four, $240 per year is the minimum that is needed to survive (Truslow). However, by the time the pension was approved, Margaret had died, leaving the three children to fend for themselves (still needing about $220 a year [Truslow]). In fact, Margaret died of Typhus fever, a disease that was transmitted by fleas residing on mice/rats and that could have been cured by a doctor. This definitely attests to the family’s living conditions and their financial state (not even having the money to visit a doctor). 

The pension file does not give any information as to what the children did after their mother’s death. Nevertheless, it can be assumed that at least two were eventually able to get back on their feet (shown by Patrick and Catherine moving to nicer neighborhoods). It is not clear why Mary still lived in a worse area, though. Also, there is no information as to whether the three ever got married or had children of their own. In one document, Mary signs her last name as Dugan, implying that she either got married or had an alias of her own. Also, the fact that Patrick filed his claim again in 1898 (six years after he first tried to) suggests the possibility of financial strife.
In conclusion, though war pensions may have helped some Irish families, they did not benefit all of them. Men went to war in order to acquire a pension, yet many ended up dying, leaving their family without a source of income. Then, his family had to go through the long, bureaucratic process to get the pension. All of the documentation was also very problematic for those Irish who were not literate, especially since the recorder could misquote the speaker without them knowing it. If a pension was acquired, it was often insufficient to support the family, anyways. Thus, Irish soldiers’ participation in the war may have facilitated the acceptance of them and their families into the United States, but the pensions themselves ended up being much less than what was anticipated.
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