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     George W. Sears was born to Hiram (born 1802) and Sarah (Adams) (died 

about 1884) Sears on 10 March 1837 in Vergennes, Addison County, Vermont.  

The Sears family had a long and distinguished history in America.  Georgeôs great-

grandfather, Richard Sears (1748-1814) was a Corporal who fought at Bunker's 

Hill  in 1777 and was later promoted to Sergeant ï the powder horn that he carried 

on Bunkerôs Hill is said to still be in the possession of one of his descendants in 

Michigan.  Richardôs father, Silas Sears (1719-1780) was also a Revolutionary 

War veteran ï at the age of 58! 

     The name Sears is an ancient Anglo-

Norman name meaning "son of Sear or 

Sayer" and is found on ancient records in 

various forms of which óSearsô is the most 

generally accepted spelling in America today.  

Although it is not clear from which of the 

many lines of the family in England the first 

emigrants of the name to America were 

descended, it is a fact that the Sears and Sear 

families were among the earliest settlers in 

colonial America.  Richard Sares or Sears 

arrived in Massachusetts about the year 1630 and settled first at Plymouth, before 

moving to Marblehead.  Several of his sons later established the town of Yarmouth 

on Cape Cod. 

     Vergennes, Vermont, was first settled in 1766 by Donald MacIntosh, and 

established as a city in 1788.  It is Vermontôs only city not to have been first 

chartered as a town or independent village.  Vergennes is the smallest city (by 

population) in Vermont and is named for Charles Gravier, Comte de Vergennes 

who was responsible for nearly 80% of all the material assistance received from 
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France.  He also helped negotiated the 1783 Treaty of Paris, which formally 

brought the Revolutionary War to a close. 

     Vergennes was where Thomas MacDonough built and armed the fleet that 

defeated the British on Lake Champlain during the War of 1812.  The Monkton 

Iron Company (which was at the time the largest iron works in the colonies) 

manufactured the fittings for MacDonough's fleet, as well as most of the cannon 

shot used by the army in the north. 

     When he was 10 years old, Georgeôs parents moved 60 miles south of 

Vergennes and across the state line to New York, settling in at Greenwich Corners 

in Washington County.  óGreenwich Cornersô was probably óReidôs Cornerô, later 

known as North Greenwich, which served as a stagecoach stop between Albany 

and Whitehall.  During the 1850s and into the 60s, Greenwich was also an 

important station along the underground railway for runaway slaves heading to 

Canada.  For the next 14 years, George grew up in this small, peaceful farming 

community along the Hudson River where he eventually took up a trade, masonry. 

    Then, on 13 April 1861, Georgeôs life was changed forever.  Fort Sumter in 

South Carolina was bombarded for 34 hours before surrendering to secessionist 

forces.  The Civil War had started.  Volunteers signed up for one-year enlistments, 

most of them young men of 17 to 19 years of age.  But, ñWhen it became known 

that McClellan's campaign before Richmond, in June and July, 1862, had resulted 

in complete disaster, President Lincoln issued a call for óthree hundred thousand 

more.ô The whole country was greatly moved, and all felt that a mighty effort must 

be put forth to save the Union. This county [Washington] was more deeply 

impressed than ever before. Something must be done! On the 22d of July, a great 

war-meeting was held at Argyle, and this was followed by others in different parts 

of the county. War committees were appointed; one for the county at large and one 

for each town.ò ("History of Washington County, New York") 
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     On 9 August 1862, at 

the age of 25, George, 

along with a number of 

his friends and 

neighbors, signed up for 

a three year enlistment as 

a private and received a 

$100 ñbountyò:  ñThe 

war committee 

designated Abram 

Reynolds as Captain of 

the company to be raised 

from Greenwich and the 

north half of Easton, a 

recruiting office was 

opened in the south end 

of Whiteside Hill's old 

block, since burned. It 

was the first company to reach the rendezvous at Salem, and was given the right of 

the regiment, Co. A, with 99 men. The Company received $4950 bounty from the 

County, and the same from the State, each man receiving $100 in all.ò  (ñNew York 

in the War of the Rebellion, 3rd ed.ò)   

     By the end of the war, 231 men from Greenwich would serve in the war.  Of 

those, 100 eventually gave their lives in service to their nation ï this is an 

astounding casualty rate of more than 43%! 

     As a member of Company A, 123
rd
 NY, George served in a series of famous 

battles including Chancellorsville, Gettysburg, Kolbôs Farm near Kennesaw 
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Mountain, the Siege of Atlanta, General Shermanôs famous ñMarch to the Seaò 

through Georgia, and the Campaign of the Carolinas.     

     When explaining his reason for enlisting, a fellow soldier in the 123
rd
, Rice 

Bull, wrote years later; ñCertainly a meager thirteen dollars a month was no 

inducement, neither could it have been ambitious desire for promotion or honor, 

for a man in the ranks had small chance of either.  Surely it was no worldly 

consideration; for those who stayed home had all the opportunities for success.  I 

believe with most of us it was our sense of duty; that we felt that if our country was 

to endure as a way of life as planned by our fathers, it rested with us children to 

finish the work they had begun.ò 

     At Camp Salem in New York, ñBy September 1
st
 [1862] recruiting was finished 

and all the companies had full numbers.  Physical examination was then made and 

nearly all passed and were accepted.  Then we received our uniforms and most of 

our equipment which included old-fashioned Enfield rifles.  They were ungainly 

pieces having the look of old age.  We carried these guns for some weeks but 

before going into active service they were exchanged for Springfield muskets, a 

much better weapon.ò  [ñSoldieringò; Bull] 

     After traveling to Washington DC and undergoing basic training, the regiment 

was assigned to the XII Army Corps commanded by Major General Henry Slocum.  

On 8 April 1863, the entire corps was reviewed by President Lincoln.  ñGreat 

preparations had been madeéThe troops were all in new uniforms.  It was a 

spectacle not soon forgotten by those who were there.  The music, the marching, 

the artillery salute, the splendid horsemen, were all very grandéEach regiment 

gave three cheers as they passed the President.  The cheering was not military but 

the men could not be restrained from so honoring him.  He really was the ideal of 

the Army.ò  [ñSoldieringò; Bull] 
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Sketch of Chancellorsville crossroads, 1 May, by Waud 

for óHarperôs Weeklyô 

     The following short account of the regimentôs Civil War experience comes 

from ñThe Union Army: A History of Military Affairs in the Loyal States, 1861-

65ò: ñ[The 123
rd
 New York] regiment, recruited in the county of Washington, 

rendezvoused at Salem and was there mustered into the U. S. service on Sept. 4, 

1862, for three yearséThe regiment left the state on Sept. 5, 1862, and was 

assigned to Williams' (1st) division, 12th corps, with which it served throughout its 

term.  It fought its first battle at Chancellorsville, where the 12th corps was heavily 

engaged, the regiment losing 148 killed, wounded and missing, Lieut.-Col. Norton 

being among the mortally wounded.ò 

     At Chancellorsville, the 123
rd
 was part of the Second Brigade of the 1

st
 Division 

of the XII Army Corps. 

     ñWhen we reached the Chancellor House our Brigade was halted for a short 

timeéWe received our orders, then 

went in a southerly direction for 

nearly a mile.  Much of the way was 

through cleared land and up quite a 

long hill which was then called 

Hazel Grove.  This elevation was so 

located that it was of great 

importance to our line and was to 

become the scene of sever fighting the next day...When we reached Hazel Grove 

elevation Company A was detailed to go on the picket line.  They passed to the 

front of the Regiment, deployed, and went down the hill toward the valleyé 

Suddenly, without the usual skirmishing that would have warned us to lie down, a 

volley was fired from the enemyôs line and bullets began to whistle and 

singé.Many were hit but we could not return the fire as our skirmishers were in 

the line between us and the enemy.  Very soon they opened on our line with their 
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artillery and shells fell and exploded in the open field about uséWe lost thirty 

men killed and wounded.ò  [ñSoldieringò; Bull] 

     The following day, the 

123
rd
 was in the middle of 

the worst portion of the 

battle.  Located in the 

center of the Union lines, 

on the evening of 2 May 

1863 they helped stop 

ñStonewallò Jacksonsôs 

flank attack which had 

been rolling up one Union 

unit after another.  The 

commander of the 123
rd
, ñColonel Archibald McDougall jumped onto a log and 

waved his sword and shouted, óFor God sake, boys, stand your ground!  Donôt let it 

be said the boys of Washington County ran!ôò  [ñChancellorsvilleò, Sears] 

     After several more days of severe fighting in the ñwildernessò, the 123
rd
 was 

withdrawn northwards along with the rest of the Army.  

Although declared a Southern victory, Chancellorsville was 

devastating for the Confederacy since their army had gained 

no ground, they had lost a much higher percent of their force 

in deaths and injuries, they had failed to achieve their 

objective of the destruction of the Union army, and they lost 

Stonewall Jackson when he was wounded in the evening of 2 

May and died of pneumonia 10 days later. 

     The 123
rd
 then participated in one of the most famous 
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Union breastworks at Culpôs Hill (Wikipedia) 

battles in American History, Gettysburg.  A 

monument to the regiment was dedicated on 

the battlefield in 1888 on Culpôs Hill and is 

located at the site of the breastworks 

constructed by the regiment on 1 July 

1863, when the New Yorkers were part 

of Slocum's 12th Corps, defending the 

northern flank of the Union army at the 

"point" of the famous "fish hook" 

defensive line. On July 2nd, the regiment 

was called to leave their breastworks to 

support the center of the line, returning 

to Culp's Hill later that evening to find 

their position occupied by Confederate skirmishers. The morning of 3 July, the 

regiment drove the Confederates from their breastworks with "great slaughter" and 

closed the gap to Spangler's Spring. That afternoon, Confederate General Pickett 

led his famous charge at the center of the Union line, resulting in the decimation 

and withdrawal of the Confederate forces under Robert E. Lee ï their ñhigh water 

mark.ò 

     Continuing from ñThe Union Army: A History of Military Affairs in the Loyal 

States, 1861-65ò: ñ[The Regiment then] joined in the pursuit of Lee into Virginia, 

fought without loss at Fair Play and Williamsport, Md., and at Robertson's ford, 

Va.  On Sept. 23, 1863, it was ordered with its corps to Tennessee to reinforce 



GEORGE W. SEARS 
(1837-1910) 

10 

 
Kolb's Farm, Kennesaw Mountain National Battlefield Park, 

depicting initial Confederate attack against 123
rd

 NY skirmish line. 

 

Gen. Rosecrans and performed guard and picket duty for several months along the 

railroad between Murfreesboro and Bridgeport.  When the 12th corps was changed 

to the 20th in April, 1864, Williams' division was allowed to retain its distinctive 

badge, the red star.  It  started on the Atlanta campaign with Sherman's army early 

in May and was active during the battles of Resaca, Cassville and Dallas, where it 

lost 23 killed and wounded, among the mortally wounded being Col. McDougall.ò 

     On 25 May, the regiment found the ñbattle of Pumpkin-Vine Creek, or New 

Hope Churchéfrom this time till the 5
th
 of July, when we got our first view of 

Atlanta, we were under fire more or less severe every day.ò (Carey) 

     It was at Kolbôs Farm 

(incorrectly referred to as 

óCulpôsô or óKulpôsô farm in 

Union dispatches) near 

Kennesaw Mountain that the 

123
rd
 had another significant 

engagement with 

Confederate forces led by 

headstrong General John 

Hood.  Hood preferred to attack, no matter the odds, in direct opposition to his 

commanderôs strategy, Lieutenant General Joseph Johnston, who preferred to delay 

rather than confront the Union army. 

     Johnston had established a strong defensive position near Kennesaw Mountain.  

On 22 June, Hood ordered his men to attack but, ñUpon reaching the [Kolb] farm 

house area they came head to head with two Union regiments, the 14th Kentucky 

of Hascall's Brigade of Schofield's Army of the Ohio and the 123rd New York of 

Williams 1st Division of Hooker's XXth Corps. Heavy fighting ensued, both by 

musketry and Federal cannonading. [The Confederates] were repulsed from the 
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Union graves close to where the soldiers fell after the Confederates 

under John B. Hood attacked at Peachtree Creek 

massive firepower of the Federals. Hood ordered them to re-form and attack again. 

They were again repulsed with heavy losses, but he rallied them and ordered them 

forward yet again, with the same result. The ground that these two brigades had 

moved over and fought on, was in reality a quagmire of mud from the rain it had 

received the two previous weeks. Footing was difficult; movement of trains and 

batteries, a near impossibility in their march to the farmhouseé Darkness finally 

ended what became known as the Battle of Kolb's Farmé Hood claimed a victory 

in driving back the Union troops to their reserve line and was on the verge of 

routing Hooker's whole corps, and was only stopped by darkness and the arrival of 

Federal reinforcements. The fact is, the Confederate forces only opposed and drove 

back two Union regiments to their main line. Confederate losses were in excess of 

1000 men, with Stevenson's Division alone losing 870 men. The Federals suffered 

losses of only 350.ò  (Bengston) 

     Lieutenant General Johnston later wrote, ñHood had his moment of glory and 

reclaimed his reputation as an aggressive commander, but at a cost the 

Confederacy could ill afford."  (Bengston) 

     On the afternoon of 20 July, the 

123
rd
 had another serious 

engagement, this time at Peachtree 

creek.  ñBetween four and five 

o'clock we were startled by rapid 

firing in front; our pickets came 

hurrying in, saying that the enemy 

were close upon them. Our line 

was almost instantly formed, but 

none too soon, for we were hotly 


