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Using Pension Files: 
American Revolution 
and Civil War
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American 
Revolutionary War
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Step
Confirming your 
Veterans Identity

#1
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Does this pension apply to your ancestor?

• Does the name or alias match?

• Do the residences after the war fit?

• When did your soldier and his widow die?

• Understand when pensions were able to be  
collected relating to a given war.
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Step

Service Records for 
your Veteran

# 2
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Useful Resources
• Muster rolls

• Quartermaster 
rolls

• Published 
genealogies

• Correspondence 
from officers

• Town histories 

• Pension files 

• Journals and 
diaries

• 1840 Census

• Maps

• TIP: Adopt the 
regiment! 
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Mass. Soldiers & Sailors 
The following is his Revolutionary War sketch from Massachusetts Soldiers and Sailors in the 

Revolutionary War (12:559).

Poor, Jonathan, Newbury. Captain of a company of militia, Col. Samuel Gerrish’s 
(2d Essex Co.) Regt., which marched on the alarm of April 19, 1775; service, 6 
days; also, Captain; return of militia officers who joined Col. Jedediah 
Huntington's Regt., dated Roxbury Camp, Dec. 22, 1775; ordered in Council 
Feb. 3, 1776, that said officers be commissioned; also, Captain; list of officers 
of companies under command of Col. Huntingdon which reinforced the army; 
commissioned Feb. 3, 1776; also, copy of a return of said Poor's co. [year not 
given]; copy of a receipt dated New bury, march 18, 1777, signed by men 
belonging to said Poor's co., for wages for 6 weeks service, appears on reverse 
of return; also, Captain, 1st co., Col. Daniel Spafford's (7th Essex Co.) regt. of 
Mass. militia; list of officers to be commissioned in said regiment; ordered in 
Council June 26, 1777, that said officers be commissioned; reported 
commissioned June 26, 1777. 
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Looking for the Sources
• Poor, Jonathan, Newbury. Captain of a company of militia, Col. 

Samuel Gerrish’s (2d Essex Co.) Regt., which marched on the alarm 
of April 19, 1775; service, 6 days; also, Captain; return of militia 
officers who joined Col. Jedediah Huntington's Regt., dated Roxbury 
Camp, Dec. 22, 1775; ordered in Council Feb. 3, 1776, that said 
officers be commissioned; also, Captain; list of officers of companies 
under command of Col. Huntingdon which reinforced the army; 
commissioned Feb. 3, 1776; also, copy of a return of said Poor's co. 
[year not given]; copy of a receipt dated New bury, march 18, 1777, 
signed by men belonging to said Poor's co., for wages for 6 weeks 
service, appears on reverse of return; also, Captain, 1st co., Col. Daniel 
Spafford's (7th Essex Co.) regt. of Mass. militia; list of officers to be 
commissioned in said regiment; ordered in Council June 26, 1777, that 
said officers be commissioned; reported commissioned June 26, 1777. 
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Muster Roll Index  Microfilm

Massachusetts Muster Rolls 

(index file cards) of the 

Revolutionary War, 1767-1833 

259 Microfilms
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Capt. Jonathan Poor
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Capt. Jonathan Poor

Volume: 13 - Page: 43
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Capt. Jonathan Poor

Virtual Spring Stay at Home 2023

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 12



Capt. Jonathan Poor
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Step

Learn about the 
Pensions

# 3
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Pension Timeline
• 1776: Half pay for officers and men disabled in 

the service and were incapable of earning a living.

• 1780: Half pay for 7 yrs. To widows and orphans 
of officers.

• 1806: Pensions allowed to veterans of State troops 
and militia for the first time.

• 1818: Pensions for life based on a period of 9 mos. 
or until the end of the war.
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Pension Timeline
• 1820: Certified inventories of pensioner’s estate 

and income were required.  

• 1832: Pensions granted to those with service less 
than 6 mos. 

• 1838: Widows were authorized pensions for 5 yrs. 
if they had married the veteran before 1794.

• 1848: Widows were authorized pensions for life if 
they had married the veteran before 1800.

Virtual Spring Stay at Home 2023

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 16



Pension Timeline
• 1853: All widows restrictions were eliminated.

• 1869: Daniel F. Bakeman last pensioner dies.

• 1878: Widows authorized pensions for life if the 
veteran only served 2 weeks.

• 1906: Esther (Sumner) Damon the last widower to 
collect a pension dies in Vermont.
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Virgil White’s  Pension Abstracts
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Joshua Whitney Abstract
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Going beyond Abstracts 

and 

Dissecting Pension Files
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www.fold3.com
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www.fold3.com
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Joshua Whitney Pension File
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Joshua Whitney Pension File
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Joshua Whitney Pension File
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Joshua Whitney Pension File
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Joshua Whitney Pension File
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Joshua Whitney Pension File
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Joshua Whitney Pension File
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Joshua Whitney Pension File
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Joshua Whitney Pension File
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Joshua Whitney Pension File
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Joshua Whitney Pension File
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Joshua Whitney Pension File
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1840 Census of Pensioners
• Revolutionary 

War pensioners 
and widows

• First census to 
give exact age

• Lists who veteran 
is residing with
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Civil War
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Step
Locating your 

Civil War Veteran

1
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Census Clues1910 U.S. Census
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Census Clues1930 U.S. Census
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nps.gov/civilwar/soldiers-and-sailors-database.htm
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Company Muster Roll
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archives.gov/veterans/military-service-records/pre-ww-1-
records.html

Virtual Spring Stay at Home 2023

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 46



Step
Locating Union 

Civil War Pensions

2
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Variety of Pensions
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Invalid Pension
Virtual Spring Stay at Home 2023

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 49



Widow
Widow’s Pension
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Mother
Mother’s Pension
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Invalid, Widow and Minor Child
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Declaration for Invalid Pension
and Increase for Pension Forms

Typical Pension File Papers
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Injury

Virtual Spring Stay at Home 2023

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 56



Date of Examination:
Name and Rank of Claimant:
Claimants Post Office Address:
Cause of disability:
If a pensioner, fill in the amount [of pension]:
Give the claimants statement as briefly and as 
compactly as possible.
Give a full description of the disabilities:

Surgeon’s Certificate 
Disability Description Form
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Widow’s Certificate Number:
Name of Soldier (or sailor):
Service of Soldier (or sailor):

“Sir:  I am pensioned under the above certificate number, because of the service of the 
soldier (or sailor) named.  I was his wife during the Civil War.  I am ___ years of age, 
having been born _______ at ________.  I am entitled to the increase of pension 
provided by the first section of the Act of September 8, 1916.”

Widow Questionnaire 
(Act of September 8, 1916)
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Pension Applications for

Mother, father, children, 
and dependent brothers
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Typical Correspondence Files
• Letters from Veteran or his family regarding application 

for pension or questions regarding the same. 

• Letters and affidavits from fellow soldiers, doctors, and 
neighbors regarding the “cause” of the need of pension 
or disability. Guardian Declaration for [minor child] 
Pension 
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QUESTIONS?
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education

Virtual Spring Stay at Home 2023

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 73



Copyright ©2023

Virtual Spring Stay at Home 2023

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 74




