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Unscrambling the Truths, Half-Truths, and Lies:  William T. 
Grisham3 Civil War Pension File, SC 663,354 “a detective story” 

 
by Marieta Grissom4 

 
Much of William's life is revealed in a 318-page pension file. It is as hefty as a book and reads 
something like a detective story. The Bureau of Pensions meticulously pursued the truth. The officials 
dug and successfully found details not available anywhere else. When this information is integrated 
with additional facts, the story takes uncomfortable twists and turns. Stories may not end with the last 
breath; some truths in this story only appeared after William’s death. 
 
Background 
 
Born in 1845, William T. (known by many as “Tom”) was the middle child of Thompson and Margaret 
Grisham's seven children. The family lived for a while in Indiana, but moved to the Richland area of 
Keokuk County in southern Iowa by the time William was eight years old. The family grew and the world 
around the family began to change.  
 
The country was at war and two of the Grisham sons saw an opportunity to see action and the $25 
enlistment bounty was probably enticing. William and his older brother, James, joined Company E of 
the 8th Iowa Cavalry; James, age 25, signed up on July 27, 18635 and William, age 18, on August 25,6 

at nearby Mount Pleasant for three years. Apparently, the brothers thought riding a horse seemed 
better than marching on foot. 
 
William T. Grisham was listed as 5'8" [later medical exams show him as 5'10 1/2" tall]; he had dark 
complexion, grey eyes and black hair. Though recorded as born in Henry County, Iowa,7 this is not 
likely, as the family moved to Iowa approximately 1854.8 Later William stated he was born in New 
Town, Indiana, which is more plausible.9 

                                                   
3 William T. Grisham (Pvt., Co. E. 8th Iowa Cavalry, Civil War), pension no. SC 663,354, Case Files of Approved Pension Applications, 
18561-1934; Civil War and Later Pension Files; Department of Veterans Affairs, RG 15; NARA, Washington, D.C. In the pension file, 
William’s middle initial “T” is consistently referred to as “Thomas’” family tradition has indicated that “T” stood for “Thompson,” after 
the father, Thompson Grisham. Whichever, he was known within his family, friends, and military comrades as “Tom.” 
4 Marieta Grissom is a published genealogical writer, who generally shares stories that have a unique twist. Note: For readability in this 
story some quotes were changed from the third person, he said, to first person, I said. This was done to some statements the claimant and 
the witnesses made to the Special Examiners. Usually the Special Examiner used third person when writing up interviews. 
5 James T. Grisham, Volunteer Enlistment, Co. E, 8th Iowa Cavalry, Adjutant General Records, State Historical Society of Iowa (SHSI), 
Archives. 
6 William T. Grisham, Volunteer Enlistment, Co. E, 8th Iowa Cavalry, Adjutant General Records, SHSI-Archives. 
7 Compiled military service record (CMSR), William T. Grisham, Pvt., Co. E, 8th Iowa Cavalry; Carded Records, Volunteer Organizations, 
Civil War; Records of the Adjutant General’s Office, 1780s–1917, RG 94; NARA, Washington, D.C. 
8 1856 Iowa State Census, Keokuk County, Iowa, Richland Twp, dwelling 154, family 154, Thompson Grissom household. This census 
says the family has lived in Iowa for 2 years; therefore, they likely came to Iowa about 1854. The family is listed on the 1854 Iowa State 
Census, Keokuk County, Iowa, Richland Twp, p. 1, line 16. Therefore, they had arrived prior to the census date in 1854; whether they 
arrived earlier that year or in a year previous is not known. 
9 Claimant’s “Declaration for Pension,” (Act of 1907), William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,354. 
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James T. Grisham was 5' 10 3/4", had dark complexion, blue eyes and auburn hair. He is recorded as 
being born in Fountain County, Indiana.10 New Town, where William was probably born, is in Fountain 
County. 
 
Civil War Service 

 
The 8th Cavalry Regiment was organized at the end of September. The fresh, barely-trained troops 
were moved promptly to Chattanooga, Tennessee, where the unit was assigned to protect the Nashville 
& Northwestern Railroad.11 
 
The soldiers, including the Grisham brothers, continued to provide guard and other support west of 
Nashville throughout the winter of 1863-1864.12 Sometime in April 1864, the brothers were on detached 
service near Chattanooga. From May until September their unit was part of the Atlanta Campaign, but 
the brothers were hospitalized early on. Around May 20 James was apparently wounded while his unit 
was in the area of Kingston, Georgia,13 and, a few days later, around May 24 William was apparently 
wounded at Burnt Hickory.14 
 
James was shot in the third and fourth toes of his left foot.15 Some sources suggest that this was 
accidental.16 He was first in the hospital at Louisville,17 then Nashville,18 and eventually, he was 
transported to the hospital in Keokuk, Iowa, where he was discharged from the military on 11 January 
1865 with three-fourths disability; reason: necrosis of meta-tarsal bone of the third and fourth toes with 
loss of motion and great tenderness.19 
 
According to military service records, William was in the hospital in May 1864, at Ringgold, 
Tennessee,20 and in June absent at Nashville.21 Then, on August 24 William was supposedly admitted 
to Jefferson General Hospital in Jeffersonville, Indiana. The diagnosis was “epylepsia.”22 An Adjutant 
General's Office report shows that William's regiment was in action at Pulaski, Tennessee, on 
September 26-27, 1864.23 Company muster rolls indicate William may have been on furlough sometime 
during the September/October time frame, but he had returned to his unit by the end of October.24 Was 
                                                   
10 Company Description Book, CMSR, James T. Grisham, Pvt., Co. E, 8th Iowa Cavalry. 
11 www.nps.gov/civilwar/search-battle-units-detail.htm?battleUnitCode=UIA0008RC 
12 www.nps.gov/civilwar/search-battle-units-detail.htm?battleUnitCode=UIA0008RC 
13 “Bureau of Pensions” Summary including medical records, James T. Grisham pension file SC 42,873. 
14 www.nps.gov/civilwar/search-battle-units-detail.htm?battleUnitCode=UIA0008RC.  
15 “Certificate of Disability for Discharge,” James T. Grisham pension file SC 42,873. 
16 Returns Summary, November 1864, CMSR, James T. Grisham. 
17 Returns Summary, November 1864, CMSR, James T. Grisham. 
18 Returns Summary, November 1864, CMSR, James T. Grisham. 
19 Hospital Muster Roll, February 1865, CMSR, James T. Grisham. Also, “Certificate of Disability for Discharge,” James T. Grisham 
pension file SC 42,873. 
20 Returns Summary, May 1864, CMSR, William T. Grisham. 
21 Company Muster Roll, CMSR, William T. Grisham. 
22 Hospital Record, Jefferson G.H., Jeffersonville, Indiana, CMSR, William T. Grisham. Admitted on 24 August 1864, William was 
Hospital [patient] Number 5710, in Ward 5, Bed 12. 
23 “Adjutant General’s Office,” 4 May 1885, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,354. 
24 Company Muster Roll, Sep & Oct 1864, CMSR, William T. Grisham. 
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he on furlough or was he recovering from his bout with “epylepsia,” or both? Whichever, he rejoined his 
unit before the end of October, positioning him to participate in the Nashville Campaign. Following the 
Union victory in the Battle of Nashville on December 15-16, the 8th Cavalry volunteers moved on to 
Lynnville and Pulaski.25 The 8th Cavalry was only reported to be at Pulaski, Tennessee, twice: 
September 26–27, 1864 and December 25–26, 1864. This is significant as William will later state that 
he was wounded at Pulaski and the date of his injury becomes a point of controversy. 
 
The remainder of William's military service may have been rather uneventful. The soldiers went on an 
expedition into Mississippi in January, they participated in Wilson's Raid to Macon, Georgia, in March 
and April; all indications suggest William was with his unit.26  Then, after Appomattox until August, the 
soldiers remained on duty at Macon where the men mustered out on 13 August 1865.27 At the end of 
June 1865 William is shown as being due $14.05 for transportation; no additional information given.28 
 
Summarizing the official compiled military service records, James T. Grisham was wounded in May 
1864 and was discharged in January 1865 as a result of the injury. William T. Grisham was hospitalized 
in May and June 1864 for unstated reasons and for "epylepsia" in August 1864. William remained with 
his unit until the men were mustered out a few months after the war ended. 
 
Once Back Home 

 
Immediately after discharge William traveled to Rome, a small town in Henry County, Iowa, where he 
remained about two months. Then, he worked at his carpentry trade and any other work he could get to 
do in Baker, Jefferson County. In 1869 he went back to Rome until fall of 1872. He worked as a bridge 
carpenter between Burlington and Plattsmouth, Nebraska, on the Chicago, Burlington and Quincy 
(CB&Q) Railroad, on the road about seven years, at Rome more than at any other one place.29 
 
William's Marriage 
 
On 11 October 1873 William T. Grisham married Mary Ann Babcock Beber at Princeton, Illinois.30 
She was the widow of John Beber, who died July 8, 1865 of typhoid fever at Deckerd, Tennessee, 
while a Private in Co. E, 148th Regiment of Illinois Volunteer Infantry. John and Mary were the parents 
of five children, one born after John's untimely death.31 It is likely that Mary was as much as fifteen 
years older than William. An analysis of census records indicates that she was probably born about 
1829 or 1830.32 By the time they were married in 1873 she may have reached the end of her child-

                                                   
25 www.nps.gov/civilwar/search-battle-units-detail.htm?battleUnitCode=UIA0008RC. 
26 Company Muster Roll Nov & Dec 1864; Jan & Feb; Mch & Apr; May & June 1865, CMSR, William T. Grisham. Pvt. Grisham was 
recorded as “present” for all of these rolls. 
27 Company Muster-out Roll, CMSR, William T. Grisham. 
28 Company Muster Roll, May & June 1865, CMSR, William T. Grisham. 
29 Deposition of Claimant, 26 April 1898, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,654. 
30 Bureau County, Illinois, Certified copy of Marriage Certificate, William T. Grisham and Mary A. Beber, of Walnut, Illinois, married 11 
October 1873 by F. B. Ives, Pastor of the Baptist, Princeton, Ill; Mary A. Grisham Widow’s Certificate WC 888,806 in William T. Grisham 
pension file SC 663,654.  
31 Mary A. Grisham claimant declaration, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,654. 
32 In 1850 she was listed as age 20; in 1860 as age 28; in 1870 as age 39; in 1880 as age 50; in 1885 as age 56, and in 1900 as age 71. 1850 
U.S. Census, Van Buren County, Iowa, Cedar Township, p 284B, dwelling 77, family 77, Roland Babcock household. Also, 1860 U.S. 
Census, Walnut, Bureau County, Illinois, p. 660, family 4511, John Beeber household. Also, 1870 U.S. Census, Bureau County, Illinois, 
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bearing years. At any rate, she and William did not have any known children. However, Mary was the 
guardian for her children and they lived with William and Mary until maturity or marriage. In later years 
some of her children lived near their mother and step-father. 
 
Initial Pension Application 
 
Three years after his marriage to Mary Ann, William applied for disability pension. Mary Ann was 
familiar with the pension system and knew its benefits. Mary Ann received a pension after the death of 
her first husband during the War and she was no longer entitled to it when she married William. Also, 
as guardian, she received pension for each of her dependent children until they reached age 16. At the 
time of her marriage to William she was receiving $2 per month for each of her four younger children; 
she knew eventually this source of income would disappear as each turned 16.  
 
William applied under the Act of 1862, referred to as the “General Law.”  
 
Contrary to the official military records, information in his pension file indicates William was wounded in 
the left arm, his chest was crushed either in a railroad accident or possibly when his horse fell on him, 
he had a head wound that caused blindness in his right eye, he suffered from stomach digestive 
disease, or chronic diarrhea, and had ulcerated hemorrhoids. The file provides great detail about all of 
these maladies. Applicants had to prove their service and their permanent injury or disability. The 
question was whether William's infirmities were service related. 

 
William's Story  

vs. Official Records  
vs Results of Physical Examinations  

vs. What His Comrades, Acquaintances, and Family Members Said 
 vs. Other Sources of Information 

 
After marriage William apparently stopped building railroad bridges and tried to settle down. In 1876, 
while living in Lamoille, Bureau County, Illinois, he stated that he was a farmer and had lived mostly in 
or near Jefferson County, Iowa, since leaving the service.33 These are his circumstances when William 
signed his pension application on September 4, 1876.34  
 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                
Walnut, page 522A, dwelling 94, family 91, Sarah Beaber household [appears census taker accidentally put the numbers on the wrong line. 
Also, 1880 U.S. Census, pop sch., Montgomery County, Iowa, Red Oak, p. 16, ED 145, dwelling 140, family 151, Wm T. Grisham 
household. Also, 1885 Nebraska State Census, Otoe County, Nebraska, Nebraska City, p. 50, ED 559, Emily[?] Street, dwelling 449, 
family 473, William Grisham family. Also, 1900 U.S. Census, pop sch., Seward County, Nebraska, O Precinct, ED 154, p. 3B, dwelling 
77, family 80, Wm Gresham household. 
33 “Declaration for Invalid Army Pension,” William T. Grisham, Claimant, 4 September 1876 and William T. Grisham, Deposition, 26 
April 1898, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,654. 
34 “Declaration for Invalid Army Pension,” William T. Grisham, Claimant, 4 September 1876, William T. Grisham pension file SC 
663,354. 
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First Discrepancy 
 
In this initial application William mentioned the wound in the left arm above the elbow. He stated that it 
occurred at Pulaski, Tennessee, in the month of June 1865, while his unit was supporting a battery. As 
a result, he said he was "greatly incapacitated for manual labor.”35 If William could prove that he was 
totally disabled, he could draw a pension of $8 per month. However, with his initial declaration, a 
conflict already needed to be resolved, a date discrepancy. The Adjutant General's office could not find 
evidence that his company was in action at Pulaski in June 1865.36 
 
However, the wound seemed legitimate. William was examined by John J. Wilkins in 1876: "I find the 
applicant suffering from a shell wound in left arm. The missile striking close to the insertion of biceps 
muscle on the inner side of arm. There was a fracture of the head... caused by a fall at the time of being 
struck, as he [William] states. There is some wasting of the muscles, especially the Biceps, as 
compared with the right arm. I find some tenderness on pressure over seat of fracture & enlargement of 
the bone.”37 Dr. Wilkins, thus, found evidence of an injury and verified William's disability was 
permanent.  
 
Something looked awry in William's claim.  
 
Meanwhile, life continued for William and Mary Ann. In 1879 William supposedly moved his wife and 
her children to Lincoln County, Kansas, and filed for a homestead about two miles from Salt Creek, 
about twenty miles northwest of Lincoln Center. He commented later that they were, "on the farm about 
a year, but I could not stand to follow the plow and do farm work.”38 With his initial pension application 
in 1876 he listed himself as a farmer, so farm work was not new to him. Had something else changed? 
 
Another Discrepancy 
 
It is difficult to follow all of the places where William and Mary lived. On 22 June 1880 the couple along 
with her youngest son, John Beber, were living in Red Oak, Iowa, where he was described as a one-
armed laborer, and had been unemployed for six months during the last year. However, in one of his 
pension claim depositions, William specifically said that in 1879 he went to Lincoln County, Kansas, 
and then he went to Wilson in Ellsworth County where he lived for about two years.39 These timings 
overlap. The census is probably more reliable than William's memory. 
 
 
 
 

                                                   
35 “Declaration for Invalid Army Pension,” William T. Grisham, Claimant, 4 September 1876, William T. Grisham pension file SC 
663,354. 
36 Adjutant General’s Office correspondence, 11 November 1876, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,354. 
37 John J. Wilkins, Tiskilwa, Bureau County, Illinois, Examining Surgeon’s Certificate, 7 November 1876, William T. Grisham, pension 
file SC 663,654. 
38 Claimant Deposition, 26 April 1898, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,354. 
39 Claimant Deposition, 26 April 1898, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,354. 
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Mr. Woodmansee’s Statements 
 
In 1880 Joseph Woodmansee was a farmer in neighboring Page County, Iowa.40 Apparently, William 
discovered this and prevailed upon his former comrade to serve as a witness for his claim. In 
September 1881, Mr. Woodmansee signed a notarized affidavit stating, “I have known William for 
eighteen years, was a service comrade, and William T. Grisham is the same individual who served as a 
Private in Company E, 8th Iowa Cavalry. Yes, William was injured at Pulaski, and his left arm is greatly 
weakened and crippled.”41 
 
In December 1882 William's application was REJECTED: insufficient evidence. 
 
Over time Mr. Woodmansee signed several statements on William's behalf. In August 1885, Mr. 
Woodmansee came to William's defense, providing a better time frame for the injury. This time he said, 
“we were near Pulaska[sic], Tennessee, on or about October 24, 1864.”42 In response, the Pension 
Commissioner sent Mr. Woodmansee a letter on May 13, 1886 asking him if he was an eye witness to 

                                                   
40 1880 U.S. Census, pop sch, Page County, Iowa, Amity Twp, ED 158, p. 512A, dwelling 160, family 163, J. O [s/b G]. Woodmansee 
household. 
41 J. G. Woodmansee Affidavit, 30 September 1881, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,354. 
42 Joseph G. Woodmansee Affidavit, 7 August 1885, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,354. 

Timeline of William’s memory: 
 1876: Living in Lamoille, Bureau 

County, Illinois 

 1879: Moved to Lincoln County, 
Kansas 

 1880-1882:  Went to Wilson, Ellsworth 
Co, Kansas, lived there 
about 2 years 

 1882:  Went to Bunker Hill, 
Russell Co, Kansas, only 
through the summer, I think 
that was 1882 

 1882-1884:  Went to Red Oak, 
Montgomery Co, Iowa 
there not quite two years 

 1885:  Nebraska City, Otoe 
County, Nebr, there not 
quite a year 

 1886-1893:  Omaha, Douglas Co, Nebr, 
      
 

        
     

   

        
      

    

      

Timeline of Dated documents: 

11 Sept 1876: Farmer at Lamoille, Bureau 
County, Illinois 

 

 

 20 Mar 1880: Russell County, Kansas 

22 June 1880: Red Oak, Montgomery 
County, Iowa 

 

 

 28 Oct 1882: Red Oak, Montgomery 
County, Iowa 

 

 

 18 Feb 1885: Nebraska City, Otoe County, 
Nebraska 

 12 July 1886: Douglas County, Nebraska 
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the incident.43 On May 27, 1886 Woodmansee responded, “I did not see him myself until he came 
from the hospital. I knew by report that he was wounded.”44 This contradicts information in the 
military records that indicated, as stated earlier, that William was hospitalized in May and June 1864 for 
unstated reasons and for "epylepsia" in August 1864; nothing in official records about hospitalization in 
October 1864. 
 
In February 1885 a Surgeon Examining Board, consisting of three surgeons, examined William, who 
was now living in Nebraska City, Nebraska. Again his complaint regarded his left arm. He claimed, “I 
cannot do any manual labor with my left arm, I have to support it with a strap and if I do any work 
whereby I must use my left arm, I suffer pain and cannot sleep at night.” The doctors also found a 
cataract with infection in his right eye causing total blindness. William responded, “My blind eye was 
caused by the terrible injury I received in the railroad collision which occurred near Jeffersonville, 
Indiana, in the fall of 1863.”45 
 
Mr. Haifley’s Affidavit 
 
Another of William's comrades, M. W. Haifley of Mount Hope, Kansas, signed a notarized affidavit in 
April 1886, verifying William's left arm injury.46 Mr. Haifley added little to the credibility of the claim. He 
stated that the encounter occurred “on or about the fifteenth day of June, 1863. While supporting a 
battery he received a gunshot wound of the left arm above the elbow, supposed to be from a fragment 
of a shell,” and he stated he knew this because “I was with the company at the time.” A few weeks later 
when pressed for further information, Mr. Haifley stated, “I did not see him at the time he was 
wounded, but after the Battle was over, I then saw him on the Field, wounded. I don't know who 
dressed his wound as it was not dressed at the time I saw him.”47 Date appears to be incorrect since 
the unit didn't muster in until September 1863, and he did not actually witness the incident. 
 
In July 1886, now in Omaha, William signed an affidavit providing some clarification regarding the date 
of his arm injury,   

I received a wound of the left arm... near Pulaski, Tennessee and this wound was 
received in the year 1864, and if any other date appears in any affidavit I made it is a 
clerical error, unobserved by me at the time of making such affidavit. I do not remember 
and cannot now give with certainty the exact date I received this wound. I received this 
wound while my company was engaged in supporting a battery during a retreat by 
troops under General Thomas from Florence, Alabama towards Pulaski. Several 
batteries were present and my company called upon to support several there at different 
times on the day of the receipt of this wound. I cannot state what were the batteries so 
supported. My wound was dressed by a surgeon soon after its receipt, and on the field, 
but I cannot say who the surgeon was further than that he was not one of the surgeons 
of my regiment, but a stranger 

 
                                                   
43 Commissioner, Department of the Interior, Pension Office, 13 May 1886 to Joseph G. Woodmansee, College Springs, Page County, 
Iowa, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,354. 
44 J. G. Woodmansee, Norton, Norton County, Kansas, 27 May 1886, to [unknown, but apparently the pension office], William T. Grisham 
pension file SC 663,354. 
45 “Surgeon’s Certificate,” Original (For the Board), 18 February 1885, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,354. 
46 M. W. Haifley Affidavit, 10 April 1886, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,354. 
47 M. W. Haifley Affidavit, 27 May 1886, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,354. 
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The next month he said,  
I am unable, from my recollection, to fix the date of my gun-shot wound of left arm, more 
certainly than I have done in my former affidavit. While we were being transported from 
Davenport, Iowa to the seat of war, in 1863, during, or about the month of September, the train 
on which I was being transported collided with another train, and my breast was severely 
crushed.  Also, late in the fall of 1864, near Burnt Hickory, Tennessee, I received a flesh-wound 
of the leg. These injuries, together with the gun-shot wound of the arm, are the only wounds I 
received in the service.48 

 
Another Pension Application 
 
Since all of his previous efforts had been unsuccessful, with the passage of a new pension law, Act of 
1890, William tried again to get a pension. 
 
In February 1891, still in Omaha, William stated, “I am totally unable to earn a support by manual labor 
by reason of shell wound of left arm, gunshot wound head (on top and left--middle of skull) and 
resulting loss of sight of right eye, and injury of left breast from collision on R. R. train; all received while 
in the army service above named.”49 William's number of service-related injuries increased; he 
now claimed a gunshot wound to the head. 
 
In what may have been overlapping time frames, at nearly the same time William submitted this new 
application, his previously rejected file was reopened and reviewed.50  
 
In March 1891 Ewing Brown, a Medical Practitioner, examined William and reported, 

I treated [Mr. Grisham] during the fall & spring of 1885 & 86 for headache, neuralgia of 
intercostal nerves and pleuritis. He is blind in the right eye, pressure from bullet wound 
of the left side of cranium. Have two scars on back part of the knee result of buckshot 
wound. The lower ribs on the left side and the sternum are crushed in about 3/4 of an 
inch. He also has an injured left arm caused by being struck by a shell. A large scar 
showing on the inner side of middle of arm. The left arm is not nearly so large as right.51 

 
More Depositions 
 
Some people who submitted depositions had not known William during the war, but for only three or 
four years prior to talking with the special examiners; their source of information was probably William. 
Examples are Isaac Gard and William Widner, who provided statements in April 1891. They could not 
have known the source of his disability, only his current physical condition.52 Only having known 
William for three years, Mr. Gard and Mr. Widner, signed word-for-word duplicate statements, “Gun 
                                                   
48 Claimant’s “General Affidavit for Any Purpose,” 14 August 1886, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
49 Claimant’s “Declaration for Invalid Pension,” (Act of June 27, 1890), 7 February 1891, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
50 Review of previous decision and reopen status, 13 February 1891, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
51 Ewing Brown, “General Affidavit,” 12 March 1891, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
52 Isaac Gard, age 43, Douglas County, Nebraska, (known claimant for four years), Affidavit, 10 April 1891. Also, William Widner, age 
51, Douglas County, Nebraska, (known claimant for three years), Affidavit, 10 April 1891, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,654. 
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shot wound left arm, gunshot wound of head, loss sight right eye and injury of left breast... He is fully 
3/4 degree disabled for performance of manual labor...”53 
 
Examining Board of Surgeons 
 
The Examining Board of Surgeons examined William in June 1891:54 
Applicant's complaints: 

My arm pains me. My head pains me. I lost the sight of my right eye from my gunshot 
wound of head. I have pain all the time in my chest. My digestion is poor at times. 

 
Results of examination: 

There is a scar on the inner surface of the left humerus 3x2 inches: it is superficial & 
gives rise to no symptoms; also a scar on the left parietal, 2 lines x 3 inches: it is tender 
& adherent; tension of the right eye is increased; there has been ulceration of the lower 
left of the cornea; the pupil is adherent & dilated; there is a cataract; the left eye is 
normal ... He has intercostal neuralgia of left side; the nerves along the 8th, 9th & 10th 
ribs are very tender. The heart & lungs are normal. The tongue is fissured; the teeth are 
poor, the gums scorbutic; the stomach & spleen are tender; the liver & abdomen are 
normal; the rectum is relaxed & there is one external pile. The chest shows no evidence 
of external injury.... 

 
In the board's opinion William was entitled to 

No rating for disability caused by shell wound left arm, 2/18 for that caused by gunshot 
wound of head, and 8/18 for that caused by loss of sight right eye, 4/18 for neuralgia, 
6/18 for disease of digestive organs. 

 
In 21st century thinking, questions could include nutrition, personal hygiene, alcohol and/or tobacco 
use, temperament and aggressive tendencies. 
 
Decisions and Reversals, More Affidavits and Physicals 
 
On 29 September 1891, under the Act of 1890, the Pension Bureau APPROVED William's pension at 
$12 per month for “gun shot wound of head, loss of sight of right eye, and disease of stomach and 
rectum.” This was retroactive to 16 February 1891.55 For approval under the new law, veterans merely 
had to provide proof of at least 90-days' service for the Union, honorable discharge and disability not 
due to “vicious habits.”  
 

                                                   
53 Isaac Gard and William Widner, Affidavits, 10 April 1891, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
54 Examining Board of Surgeons: R. M. Chace wick, R. M. Stone and S. K. Spalding, 10 June 1891, William T. Grisham pension file SC 
663,365. 
55 Invalid Pension Action Summary, 29 September 1891, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
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William's pension difficulties were not over. On 8 September 1891 his original 1876 application with all 
of its related documents was resubmitted for special examination. Veterans could claim disability under 
the General Law and get more money than under the new 1890 law. Under the old law, veterans had to 
prove permanent injuries or disabilities resulting from the fighting or from disease while in active 
service.  
 
Interestingly, in February 1894 a decision was made that William was not eligible for the pension he 
was receiving under the Act of 1890. His attorney appealed the decision, bringing in new witnesses and 
new medical reports. 
 
In March 1894 one of the doctors who had been a part of the 1891 Examining Board wrote an affidavit 
on William's behalf reaffirming the previous information.56 
 
Three Omaha acquaintances provided witness statements affirming that William had disease of 
stomach and piles, and was unable to do any manual labor. According to them, he was frequently 
confined to his bed.57 
 
Another physical examination in October 1894 by three different doctors than the board in 1891 
confirmed the results of the previous examination.58 
 
On 24 December 1894 the Bureau of Pensions reversed its earlier decision: “continuance at $12.”59 
 
Living at Soldiers Home 
 
William T. Grisham was admitted to the Nebraska Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Home at Grand Island on 27 
November 1894. His wife, Mary, was admitted on 26 March 1895 due to a tumor of the intestine. 
However, she was discharged on 9 Nov 1895 because of “Continued gossiping after being 
reprimanded not to do so.” Date unknown, but at some point he was discharged for “Drunkenness, 
abusing officers & comrades, cursing the Doctor and threatening the officers, encouraging 
insubordination.”60 
 

                                                   
56 S. K. Spalding Affidavit, 30 March 1894, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
57 George W. Witting Affidavit, 23 March 1894, John Mitchell Affidavit, 24 March 1894, and William Culley Affidavit 31 March 1894, 
William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
58 Examining Board of Surgeons: J. F. Larimer, Chas C. Allison, and E. D. Arnold, 17 October 1894, William T. Grisham pension file SC 
663,365 
59 “Reissue,” 24 December 1894, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
60 Admissions File for William T. Grisham and Mary Grisham, Nebraska Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Home, Grand Island, RG97, Box 8, 
Library/Archives Division, Nebraska State Historical Society, Lincoln. 
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At some point William was admitted to the new Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Home at Milford, Nebraska. A 
report dated 31 May 1906, indicates that Mary was admitted to the home on 31 October 1901, 
“conditioned that she should never ask for shelter in the Home.”61  
 
Apparently still trying to prove his service-related injuries to get a larger pension, in May 1897 now a 
resident of Seward County, Nebraska, William filed more paperwork claiming pension for “Schell wound 
near Pulaska, Tennessee in eighteen hundred & Sixty four, chronic diarrhea and piles ever since time 
of service in Army.”62 In 1897 William was working with his fourth claim agent, P. J. Lockwood in 
Washington, D.C. In 1898 William said that he had “a written agreement to pay him $25 if I get the 
pension.”63 
 
In August 1897 the doctor for the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Home in Milford wrote that he treated William 
for hemorrhoids and chronic diarrhea for about 2 ½ years. He suffered so as to be incapacitated from 
self-support.64 And, in September 1897 a physician at the Grand Island Soldiers’ Home wrote much the 
same information regarding two years that he treated William and that William needed charitable 
assistance.65 
 
More Pension Bureau Follow Up 
 
Throughout the process William suggested names of people, such as former comrades, former 
neighbors, and others, who might be helpful in verifying information. Then, sometimes these individuals 
recommended others to contact. The Pension Bureau, through its Special Examiners, diligently 
pursued many of these leads and others.  
 
As the years went by William suffered from many ailments. It seems that William tried to attribute each 
one to his military service, after all, that would entitle him to a larger pension. 
 
James S. Cook was a real estate and insurance agent in Red Oak, Iowa. In September 1898 he 
provided some interesting information,  

I remember one William T. Grisham who lived here about 2 or 3 years sometime in the 
eighties. Had no intimate acquaintance or association with said Grisham. I know of no 
disability that said Grisham had or complained of while here. I took him to be a very stout 
man. He certainly must have been a perfect horse. He was a man who was kind of on 
his muscle. I remember of having some trouble with him while I was city officer. Don't 
just remember the nature of it, but think it was over a dog. I do not bear him any ill will or 
malice. Don't know that he had or complained of any wounds, rheumatism, diarrhea, 

                                                   
61 “:History of the admission of the Women members of the S & S Home in Milford, Nebraska, and the membership on the 31st day of 
May1906,” Soldiers and Sailors Home, Milford, NE, Records 1896-1939, RG039, #27,489, Library/Archives Division, Nebraska State 
Historical Society, Lincoln. 
62 Claimant’s “Statement to Complete the Claim, 26 May 1897, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
63 Claimant’s Statement, Deposition B, 26 April 1898, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
64 S. P. Tracy, Physician’s Affidavit, 15 August 1897, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
65 J. B. Hawk, Physician’s Affidavit, 3 September 1897, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,365. 
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piles, disease of stomach or anything else. I don't say that he did not, but if so I do not 
remember anything about it.66 

 
In April 1898 William appeared before J. H. Himes, a Special Examiner, with his “complete” story. At 
this time he was receiving $12 per month under the “new” law (Act of 1890). He was still trying to claim 
pension under the “old” law for his many wounds and diseases. He stated,  

I am claiming pension under the old law on account of wound of left arm, piles, and 
chronic diarrhea. I lost the sight of my right eye in the service. I believe that was not 
mentioned till I was examined by a board of surgeons. I am not claiming on anything 
else, though I believe the examiners included the injury to my breast on the left side. No, 
I had no other disability in the service. My stomach was affected by the injury to my 
breast or side. 

 
During the examination, Mr. Himes asked pointed questions. William had responses.  
 

Q: When, where, and under what circumstances did you incur piles? 

A: The first disability I had in the service was the piles. The first I noticed that I had them 
was along in 1864, about July 1, but I can't tell you just where we were at the time... If I 
recollect right we were down in the swamps of Miss., ... The piles are caused by riding... 
[he goes on to describe his hemorrhoids in great detail]... I did not go to hospital... 
 
Q: When, where, and under what circumstances did you incur shell wound of left arm? 

A:  I could not give you the date of that now. It was done as we fell back from Florence, 
Ala., to Pulaski, Tenn. It was done near Pulaski. We were dismounted at the time. The 
enemy was trying to drive us and we fighting them. We were dismounted and the horses 
sent back... [much detail]... I was struck with a piece of shell in the left arm above the 
elbow... The shot cut the flesh and shivered [slivered] the bone and knocked my elbow 
clear around to one side... The surgeon whose name I have now forgotten then dressed 
the wound and wrapped up my arm... I think one sliver of bone worked out of my arm in 
the army, and several more after I came out of the service... 
 
Q: When, where, and under what circumstances did you incur flesh wound of leg? 

A: I don't recollect of claiming on that now. Just after we left Burnt Hickory starting on the 
Atlanta campaign, I can't give the date now, I was wounded in the right leg at the knee 
with buck shot. We were dismounted and were off on the right waiting for orders to 
charge... It was just a flesh wound and did not give me any particular bother. It made my 
leg a little sore and stiff for a while, but I stayed with my Co., all the time and did duty. 
 
Q: When, where, and under what circumstances did you incur injury to breast and side? 

A: I got that on the Atlanta campaign (I forget the name of the place) when we made a 
charge horse back, and my horse was shot from under me. The horse fell right back on 

                                                   
66 James S. Cook Deposition (age 57, Red Oak, Iowa) Deposition, 15 Sept 1898, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,654. 
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me, broke three ribs loose along the spine on the left side. The left side of my chest in 
front was mashed in. I didn't have anything done for it... Dr. Smith and the other surgeon 
of my regiment examined me and put bandages around me to put my side in place, but 
they couldn't do it. No, Sir, I did not go to the hospital. I stayed with my Co. I was 
excused from duty during the rest of my service... 
 
Q: When, where, and under what circumstances did you contract diarrhea? 

A: It was in 1864, but I do not know the place and date now... We had so much bad 
water that summer... [great detail]... 
 
Q: When, where, and under what circumstances did you lose the sight of the right eye? 

A: I can't tell you the place now or the date. It was when we were after Hood where he 
tore up the railroad. We were fighting at the time. I was hit with a ball on one side near 
the top of the head. All I know about how that could cause the blindness is that the 
examining surgeons at Nebr. City and at Omaha have said that the wound in the head 
caused the blindness by affecting the optic nerve. In the service after I was hit my eye 
was sore and the sight was lost before I got out of the army. The regimental doctor 
dressed the wound in the head. I wore a silk handkerchief over my head. I did not go to 
the hospital... I had no other disability in the service. I am sure I was never in any 
hospital. 
 
[he goes through a long list of all of the places he has lived since he was discharged]... 
When I was discharged I was in poor health. I was then suffering from the injury to my 
side, piles, diarrhea, and loss of sight of right eye, wound of left arm. The wound in my 
leg has never bothered me much. I have suffered from these named disabilities each 
and every year since my discharge... [he then goes on to identify all of the doctors he 
has seen since discharge and what they treated him for]... 
 
Q: By whom do you expect to prove continuance of your disabilities from discharge to 
the present time? 

A: I think all those whose names I gave you as having known me before the service 
would know about my condition while I lived at Baker after the service... [provides a long 
list of names]... 
 
I am a married man. My wife is still living. I have not been married but the one time... 
[provides wife's name and place of his marriage]... 
 
Q: In a declaration filed Sept. 19/76, you alleged that at Pulaski, Tenn., in June 1865, 
you received a shell wound of left arm. In an affidavit filed July 20/86, you claimed that 
on the retreat from Florence to Pulaski in 1864, you received a shell wound of the arm 
while supporting a battery. In an affidavit filed Aug. 21/86, you claim one g.s.w. of left 
arm; and also state that while being transported to the seat of war from Davenport in 
1863, in a collision between two trains, your breast was severely crushed; and that at 
Burnt Hickory late in the fall of 1864, you received a flesh wound of leg. In an affidavit 
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filed Aug. 7/97, you allege shell wound of left arm, piles, and chronic diarrhea. How do 
you explain these various discrepancies with the statement you have made today? 

A: As I told you before I cannot give the exact date when I received the shell wound. I 
have heard you read what purports to be an affidavit filed by me July 20/86 in which I am 
made to say that my arm was dressed by some surgeon not belonging to my regiment. I 
have no recollection of making that affidavit. I think my arm was dressed by the surgeon 
of my regiment just as I have already told you. The signature to that affidavit looks like 
mine. (Affidavit filed Aug. 21/86 read). I don't think I ever signed that affidavit you have 
read now. I never went to the office of the clerk of the District Court in Omaha to have a 
paper made out. I never was hurt on the train in my life. I was not in a railroad collision at 
all. I was hurt in the side and breast just as I have told you. As early as 1885 when 
making papers in my case I told the persons doing my writing for me that I had the piles 
and diarrhea. If my claim for piles and diarrhea was not filed till 1897, it was because the 
parties of whom I tell you did not write out my papers properly. 
 
Q: The record shows that you entered the G.F.H. at Chattanooga, Tenn., June 8/64, with 
a flesh wound (g.s.) of right foot received at Kingston. How do you explain that?  

A: It was not "me." I swear that I was never in the hospital at all. Any of my comrades 
would know that. I am sure I was never at Jeffersonville, Ind. In the hospital. Yes, I had 
fits from the g.s.w. of my head while in the service. But I never had any treatment for fits 
in the service. 

 
Mr. Himes wrote in his report, “It is impossible to form an intelligent opinion of the merits of this 
claim at the present time.”67 

 
TO BE CONTINUED-NEXT ISSUE 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                   
67 Claimant’s Deposition, 26 April 1898, William T. Grisham pension file SC 663,354. 


