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Unraveling a Large Civil War Pension File 
 

by Marieta Grissom1 
 
The material provided in this “pre-story” is intended to assist in understanding the Civil War pension 
process and the contents of a pension file, and to provide background for reading William T. Grisham’s 
pension story. 
 
The day finally came to unravel a 318-page Civil War pension file we obtained in 2001. Although I have 
used Civil War Pension files many times, none have been as large or complex as this one. To begin I 
sorted as many pages as possible chronologically. Most pages without dates carried hints with 
handwriting, similar content, or other markings to place them in proper sequence.  
 
It soon became obvious that I was actually dealing with three separate files. William T. Grisham was 
the soldier I was researching and whose file we had ordered. His file made up 174 pages of the bundle. 
After William’s death, his widow, Mary Ann, applied for his pension, creating a separate 93-page file. 
Because she had applied for and received a pension after the war-time death of her first husband, John 
Beber, his 37-page file was also included. An additional fourteen pages were either duplicates or pages 
that could not be identified. If I had actually seen the original file at NARA (National Archives and 
Records Administration in Washington D.C.), I would have realized that each of the three files were 
bundled separately with identifying jackets. But since I ordered it from NARA, I had no way of knowing 
this, as the package that I received had all 318 sheets of paper in random order.  
 
Fortunately, we ordered the file when the fee was $37, no matter how many pages. Today it would cost 
considerably more to order direct from NARA, who now uses subcontractors, often with lengthy wait 
times. If I order something today, I contact a Washington, D.C., researcher who handles my requests 
very promptly, usually within a week, and sends me digitized images. Several researchers can be found 
through the APG (Association of Professional Genealogists) website at www.APGen.org. 
 
Once the files were separated, I researched the pension laws and tried to identify why each document 
within the files was created. This was not as easy as A-B-C. 
 
While this bundle is larger than many files, the individual files fall within normal standards. The size of a 
file varies based on difficulty of the claimant and pension bureau proving the claim, who the claimant is 
(veteran, widow, dependent children, etc. or multiple claimants), number and type of injuries and 
illnesses/diseases claimed, and the pension act(s) used for the basis of the claim. Many people may be 
involved in one pension file. Note, however, that size is not always a positive sign regarding the 
character of the applicant. 
 
The documents in this bundle fell under three Civil War Pension Acts. 2 More legislation followed in later 
years, but that is not relevant here. 

                                                   
1 Marieta Grissom, Indianola, Iowa, Marieta.Grissom@msn.com. 

http://www.apgen.org/
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1) The Act of 1862 was referred to as the “General Law.” The law provided for veterans with 

permanent injuries or disabilities resulting from the fighting or for dependents of veterans who 
died, either as a direct result of injuries received or from disease while in active service. It 
allowed for total disability and for prorated pensions for injuries of various degrees less than 
total disability. Ability or inability to perform manual labor was the standard for determining 
disability. Mary Ann applied under this act when her first husband died and William initially 
applied under this act. 

 
2) The Act of 1890 greatly liberalized the pension requirements, though the Act of 1862 also 

remained in force. Through the new legislation, the veteran only needed to prove ninety days of 
service in the Union army, an honorable discharge and disability not due to “vicious habits.” 
Veterans did not need to prove their disability was service related, though if service-related and 
the veteran qualified for the 1862 General Law pension, the pension rate was considerably 
higher. Financial status of the veteran was of no import. William kept trying to prove his 
disabilities were service related, so he could receive more money. 
 
Under the Act of 1890, dependents qualified no matter the cause of death of the veteran; 
dependent pensions were based on rank and time-in-service of the soldier. However, a widow 
had to prove her relationship to the veteran and claim that she was dependent upon the 
veteran's support to be eligible for pension on his account. Proving relationship to the veteran 
added an interesting twist to William and Mary Ann’s story. 

 
3) The Act of 1907 became known as the Service and Age Pension Act. Under this law veterans 

meeting the conditions of the Act of 1890 in various age increments beginning at age 62 
received increasingly larger pension amounts. While many pensioners switched from the Act of 
1890 to the new 1907 law, others continued under the original General Law. Applying under the 
Act of 1907 was the “final straw” for William and, indirectly, proved his true character. 

 
The Bureau of Pensions, headed by the Commissioner of Pensions, grew exponentially with the 
massive influx of pension applications during and following the Civil War. Imagine the enormous task 
this was. The Union supplied approximately 2,213,000 soldiers and at least 90% of the soldiers or their 
dependents at some time applied for benefits. Application claims were compared with enlistment and 
discharge information, company muster rolls, hospital reports, battle reports, etc., with the pension 

                                                                                                                                                                                
2 Information regarding the pension laws, the application process and the Bureau of Pensions follow up throughout this document came 
from the following articles: 

1) Costa, Dora L., “Appendix A: Union Army Pensions and Civil War Records,” The Evolution of Retirement: An American Economic 
History, 1880-1990, University of Chicago Press, January 1998, pp 197-212, volume URL: http://www.nber.org/books/cost98-1, chapter 
URL: http//www.nber.org/chapters/c6116. 

2) Prechtel-Kluskens, Claire, “A Reasonable Degree of Promptitude: Civil War Pension Application Processing, 1861-1885, Prologue 
Magazine, National Archives and Records Administration, Spring 2010, Vol. 42, No. 1, digital image, 
http://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/2010/spring/civilwarpension.html, accessed 13 February 2016. 

3) Prechtel-Kluskens, Claire, “Anatomy of a Union Civil War Pension File, NGS Newsmagazine, July-September 2008, Vol. 34, No. 3, pp. 
42-47. 

4) Gross, Jennifer L., “Civil War Pensions,” http://www.civilwarhome.com/pensions.htm, accessed 13 February 2016, based on 
Encyclopedia of the American Civil War, edited by David S. Heidler and Jeanne T. Heidler. 

5) “Civil War Pension Acts (1865-1930), www.scusct.org/pension/penacts.html, accessed : 14 February 2016. 
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office communicating with other branches of government, particularly with the Adjutant General’s office. 
Conflicts between what the applicant claimed and official records needed to be resolved. Conflicts 
appeared in William’s claims that the pension office diligently pursued. 
 
Disabled veterans applying for pension were required to submit to physical examinations on a regular 
basis. At first a single doctor might conduct the physical; in ensuing years, an examining board of three 
doctors was common. Sometimes veterans recovered from their injury and were no longer eligible for a 
pension; sometimes the claimant's number and severity of service-related injuries multiplied as time 
passed. The Pension Bureau needed to be vigilant of fraud possibilities. William submitted to several 
physical examinations throughout his application process. It is important to remember that doctors had 
few ways to determine extent of injuries beyond what they could observe and what the patient told 
them. 
 
When something looked suspicious in a pension application, the Pension Bureau started looking for 
additional information. Initially, the Bureau sent correspondence to individuals when seeking 
verification. The individual would work with the local Clerk of Court, Justice of the Peace or Notary 
Public to notarize a statement before sending to the claim agent or to the Pension Bureau. Eventually, 
however, district offices were established and Special Examiners were sent throughout the countryside 
to interview comrades, friends, and neighbors of the pension applicant as part of the claim 
authentication process. The Examiner wrote a cover report when sending the witness depositions to the 
Commissioner of Pensions. In this report he presented his impressions of the interviews, his opinion of 
the validity of the claim, and, if applicable, suggestions for follow up. Some of William’s deponents were 
contacted multiple times and sometimes their statements changed. Yet, the examiner findings have 
provided some of the best information for my genealogical research. 
 
Many claimants worked through an attorney to file their claims. Likely many of the pension applicants, 
William included, were illiterate, and attorneys seized this opportunity for financial gain. Under the Act 
of 1907, it became illegal for a pension attorney, claim agent, or anyone else to receive any 
compensation for services rendered in presenting a claim to the Bureau of Pensions. 
 
Over the course of time William used at least five different claim agents. The first was P. H. Fitzgerald, 
U.S. Claim Agent, Indianapolis, Indiana; second was Olney & Lexton, Minneapolis, Minn. In 1894 
William was working with his third claim agent/attorney, Mr. Hiram A. Sturges, Omaha, Nebraska. In 
1897 William was working with his fourth claim agent, P. J. Lockwood in Washington, D.C., and in 1901 
William switched agents again; he signed a power of attorney for H. E. Mullan, Washington, D.C., to 
represent him.  
 
Sometimes an “advice paper” was created suggesting that the claimant, in this case William’s widow, 
Mary Ann, needed to provide proof of death, marriage information, prior marriage, divorce, income, 
property assessment, mortgage records, transfers, rental value, life insurance, etc. Pension files may 
include many “advice papers” showing action that should be taken, summarizing current evidence, and 
indicating any problems.  
 
Each time a veteran or dependent sought a pension under a different Act, a new application was 
completed. Each declaration asked different questions. Each file includes all of the applications and all 
of the follow up affidavits, correspondence between the pension bureau, adjutant general’s office, 
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witnesses, special examiner interviews and comments, medical examinations, etc. Were claimants 
aware that all of these documents were assembled into a single file in Washington, D.C.? I truly wonder 
if William had any clue that his statements would eventually come full circle and what researchers, first 
pension bureau examiners, and later his own family (genealogists), would find after his death. 
 
For our family, studying this 318-page pension file was an educational, enigmatic, and enlightening 
experience.  
  


