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Two hundred years have passed since the War of 1812. Almost 100,000 
pension applications were submitted for consideration. Some were approved, others were not. 
The original pension files are located at the National Archives in Washington, D.C. and were 
never microfilmed. Now they are being digitized and made available online for free! It’s amazing 
how rich the pension files are with generations of genealogical information, including births, 
marriages, deaths, residence information, names of family members sometimes spanning 100 
years or more. Join us for an hour of discovery into the potential records waiting to be found in 
the pension files.  
 
What is a Pension?  
A pension is a monetary benefit for veterans, their widows, or minor heirs.  
 
War of 1812 Pension Eligibility   

• Before 1871 a veteran had to prove 
that his injuries sustained in the war 
prevented him from earning a living. If 
the veteran was deceased, his widow 
could apply.  

• The Act of 1871 allowed all veterans 
who served for at least 60 days to 
apply. The widow could apply is she 
was married to the soldier before 
1815.  

• The Act of 1878 offered benefits to 
veterans, their widows and minor children if the soldier served for at least 14 days.  

• When the veterans or widow was denied a pension, they often asked their congressman 
for help. This process could result in an Act of Congress passed for individual private 
relief. See U.S. Statutes at Large http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/amlaw/lwsl.html   

 
Where Are the Pension Files? 

• The index is available at FamilySearch 
• The digitized pension files for surnames A through R are available free at Fold3.com 

https://www.fold3.com/title/761/war-of-1812-pension-files . The files not yet digitized 
are available at the National Archives in Washington, D.C. 



 
Generations Found in Pension Files  

Frederick D. Bolles was a Private in Lieutenant Nathan 

Johnson’s Company of the Connecticut Militia in the War 

of 1812. He died in 1858 and his wife Fanny filed for a 

Widow’s Pension and Bounty Land under the Act 

of 1878. Fanny received both the pension and 160 acres 

of Bounty Land. The file contains 63 pages, including 

letters from their daughter Sarah, an obituary, marriage, 

birth, and death records. 

 
Frederick and his wife Fanny both have profiles in the 

Family Tree. The information found in his pension file 

provides evidence for his birth place, death date and 

place, marriage date and place, the fact that he had 12 children and 4 were still living at the time 

of the pension application. In the pension file, we also see evidence that he had 18 living 

grandchildren and 6 great-grandchildren. The pension included his wife Fanny’s birth date and 

place, death date and place, burial place, her father’s name, her sister’s married name and 

place of residence!  

  

Summary of Genealogical Timespan in Frederick’s Pension File  

• Frederick was born approximately 1790  

• Frederick’s children were born in the early 1800s  

• Frederick’s grandchildren were born in the mid 1800s  

• Frederick’s great-grandchildren were born in the late 1800s  

• Frederick’s pension file begins to identify 100 years of his descendants  

• (Additional examples will be shared in class)  

 
Records Submitted by Veteran or Widow  
When the veteran or widow applied for a pension, one or more documents were required to 

prove service in the war, marriage, and/or death. The records they submitted are literally 

treasures just waiting for someone to find them. Examples include: 

 
Clement Beckwith’s marriage 

record https://www.fold3.com/image/247/293208803 
 

 

A photograph of Jonathan James’ 

daughter, Leuvisa Jane James Corum 

 https://www.fold3.com/image/247/314438513   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Felix G. Denman; Georgia Militia, Family Bible page found in his 105 page pension 
file https://www.fold3.com/image/247/308363570   



  
 

 



  
 

 

	

Brought	to	you	by	your	friends	at	www.preservethepensions.org		

Researching	in	the	War	of	1812?	
Tips	&	Tricks	

What	is	a	pension?			
Pensions	are	monetary	benefits	for	veterans	or	their	widows	and/or	minor	heirs	given	to	them	by	the	Veteran’s	Administration.		Generally,	a	veteran	
soldier	qualified	for	a	pension	if	he	could	prove	his	injuries	kept	him	from	being	able	to	work.		Widows	and	minor	children	could	also	apply.	

How	was	the	soldier	or	his	family	eligible	for	a	pension?	
• Before	1871	a	veteran	had	to	prove	that	his	injuries	sustained	in	the	war	prevented	him	from	earning	a	living,	or	the	widow	of	a	deceased	

soldier	could	apply.			
• The	Act	of	1871	allowed	all	soldiers	who	served	for	at	least	60	days	to	apply	or	to	a	widow	of	a	veteran	who	married	before	1815.			
• The	Act	of	1878	offered	benefits	to	soldiers	who	served	for	at	least	14	or	more	days	in	the	war	or	to	their	widows	and	minor	children.			
• If	 a	 solider	 or	widow	was	 denied	 a	 pension,	 they	would	 often	 go	 to	 their	 congressman	 and	 ask	 for	 their	 help.	 	 Congress	might	 pass	 a	

private	relief	act	for	an	ancestor;	check	the	U.S.	Statutes	at	Large	at	http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/amlaw/lwsl.html.			
	

What	might	I	find	in	a	soldier’s	pension?	
You	can	be	confident	of	 finding	 the	ancestor’s	unit,	description	of	service,	and	whether	the	pension	was	admitted	or	denied.	 	You	
may	also	 likely	 find	names	of	his	 relatives,	 neighbors,	signatures,	descriptions	of	his	 injuries,	copies	of	marriage	records,	affidavits	
from	friends	and	neighbors,	doctor’s	reports,	and	sometimes	even	family	bible	pages.			

The	digitization	of	the	pensions	hasn’t	reached	my	ancestor’s	surname	yet.	 	What	indexes	can	 I	check	to	
see	if	he	will	be	included?	
There	are	three	important	indexes	to	check,	all	of	them	available	for	free	through	FamilySearch.		First,	the	“Index	to	the	War	of	1812	
Pension	Application	Files”	see	https://familysearch.org/search/collection/1834325.		Another	less	known	index	is	the	Old	War	Pension	
Index,	 1815-1926,	 find	 it	 at	 https://familysearch.org/search/collection/1979425.	 	 Lastly,	 try	 the	 “United	 States	Remarried	Widows	
Index	to	Pension	Applications”	at	https://familysearch.org/search/collection/1979426.			

What	is	a	service	record	and	should	I	order	one?		Aren’t	they	in	the	pension	files?	
Compiled	Military	Service	Records	 (CSMR)	are	cards	 that	were	transcribed	from	the	original	records	detailing	an	ancestor’s	service	
within	his	unit:	muster	in	and	muster	out	rolls,	rank,	injuries,	deaths,	and	desertions.	The	file	may	also	contain	enlistment	papers	or	
other	 forms	 and	 letters.	 	 Check	 the	 index	 at	 https://familysearch.org/search/collection/1916219.	 They	 are	 only	 available	 at	 the	
National	Archives	(NARA)	in	Washington,	D.C.,	in	original	form	and	are	not	microfilmed	or	digitized	at	this	time.	You	can	order	copies	
from	www.archives.gov.		

What	are	Bounty-Land	Warrant	Applications?	
Almost	all	of	 the	 soldiers	 that	 served	 in	 the	War	were	eventually	eligible	 to	receive	bounty	 land,	especially	 beginning	 in	1850	and	
afterwards.	 If	a	 soldier	also	received	a	pension	 the	bounty	 land	 application	was	often	 filed	together	with	 the	pension	 file.	For	 the	
many	soldiers	or	their	widows	that	did	not	apply	for	a	pension	but	did	apply	for	bounty	land,	their	applications	are	filed	separately	at	
NARA	 under	 the	 Department	 of	 Veterans	 Affairs,	 Record	 Group	 15.	 	 	 A	 free	 partial	 index	 is	 available:	 now	 through	 the	 letter	 J	
(indexing	is	continuing),	find	it	at	www.fold3.com	under	“Bounty-Land	Warrant	Applications	Index.”		If	your	ancestor’s	surname	was	
later	 in	the	alphabet,	contact	NARA	and	request	a	search	using	the	ancestor’s	name,	state	of	service,	and	unit.		To	prove	that	they	
deserved	the	benefit	of	Bounty	Land,	families	would	send	a	great	amount	of	 information,	sometimes	even	detailed	descriptions	of	
battles	they	fought	in!	

What	if	my	ancestor	was	in	the	regular	army,	and	not	in	a	militia?	
Career	soldiers’	records	are	separate.		Check	the	“Registers	of	Enlistments	in	the	U.S.	Army,	1798-1914”	for	free	at	FamilySearch,	see	
https://familysearch.org/search/collection/1880762.		The	archivists	at	NARA	may	be	able	to	help	you	find	more.	

For	more	information,	you	might	try:	
¨ Blog	articles	at	www.preservethepensions.org	or	follow	us	on	Facebook!	
¨ Stuart	 L.	 Butler,	 “Genealogical	 Records	 of	 the	 War	 of	 1812,”	 Prologue	 Magazine,	 Vol.	 23,	 1991,	 find	 it	 at	

http://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/1991/winter/war-of-1812.html		
¨ Christine	Rose,	Military	Bounty	Land	1776-1855	(San	Jose,	CA	:	CR	Publications,	2011)	
¨ George	K.	Schweitzer,	PhD,	ScD,	War	of	1812	Genealogy	(Knoxville,	TN:	G.	Schweitzer,	2004)	
¨ United	States	Daughters	of	1812,	Ancestor	Database,	http://www.usdaughters1812.org/		

¨ General	Society	of	the	War	of	1812,	http://www.gsw1812.org/		

¨ State	Archives	where	your	ancestor	served,	see	http://www.statearchivists.org/states.htm		

¨ FamilySearch	Wiki	“United	States	in	the	War	of	1812”		

https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/United_States_in_the_War_of_1812		


