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The National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) is the custodian of about two million Civil War 

pension files, which are among the most frequently used research sources in the National Archives. These files 

provide information about veterans, as well as their widows, minor children, and dependent fathers and 

mothers. The vast majority of the hundreds of millions of pages preserved at the National Archives reached 

the Bureau of Pensions in Washington, D.C. via the U.S. Mail, and millions of notices, vouchers, checks, and 

other correspondence reached pensioners and their attorneys via their local post offices.  

The focus of this presentation is on federal pensions; the administration of pensions to confederate veterans 

and dependents was handled by Southern state governments and necessarily constitutes a collecting specialty 

all of its own. 

  

https://www.archives.gov/
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Remembering a few of my Pensioners: 
 

Pvt. Levi Ney, Co. D, 46th Pennsylvania Veteran Volunteer Infantry (Dependent 

Father’s Pension) – Died on July 21, 1864, of wounds received during the Battle 

of Peach Tree Creek in Georgia, July 20, 1864 

Corp. Henry C. Gaither, Co. H, 39th U.S. Colored Troops (Widow’s Pension) – 

declared insane and admitted to an asylum in 1884; died in 1888 

Corp. Edward King, Co. D, 46th Pennsylvania Veteran Volunteer Infantry 

(Invalid’s/Widow’s Pension) – Died in 1888 

Pvt. Peter Kreiser, Co. D, 46th Pennsylvania Veteran Volunteer Infantry (Invalid’s 

Pension) – Died of a gunshot wound received in a domestic violence incident in 

1912 

2nd Lt. Thomas L. Moyer, Co. E, 151st Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry 

(Invalid’s/Widow’s Pension) – Declared insane in 1868, a condition directly 

related to a chest wound suffered at the Battle of Gettysburg on July 1, 1863 

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/6618217/peter-kreiser
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Private Levi Ney 

46th Pennsylvania Veteran Volunteer Infantry 
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Corporal Henry C. Gaither 

39th U.S. Colored Infantry 
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Service Records at the NARA 

 
Each service record is a collection of index cards that were compiled by clerks from original regimental muster records. They were created primarily 

to help verify service for the purpose of awarding pensions. This is an image of the folder holding the record cards of Corp. Henry C. Gaither. 
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Service Records at the NARA 

 
Two examples of cards from the service record of Pvt. Levi Ney, including his physical description at reenlistment in January 1864 and record of 

mustering out, ending his first enlistment, in December 1863. Most service record cards simply state whether the soldier was present or absent 

during two-month periods of his enlistment, and do not record engagements or other information not found on regimental muster rolls. Levi’s 

service record folder also contains his re-enlistment papers and information about wounds he received in battle and periods when he was taken 

prisoner on the battlefield.  
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Service Records at the NARA 

 

Service records generally don’t contain personal correspondence, but the record of 2nd Lt. Thomas L. Moyer contains a letter he sent to Washington 

after he was sent home to Berks County to recover after being wounded at Gettysburg on July 1, 1863. 
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Pension Files at the NARA 

 
Photocopies of pages from Pvt. Levi Ney’s pension file 
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Pension Files at the NARA 

 
Photocopies of pages from Pvt. Levi Ney's pension file 
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Pension Files at the NARA 

 
Pension files go all the way back to the Revolutionary War. At the time Civil War pensions began to be issued, there were still pensions being issued 

to veterans and widows for service in the War of 1812. This notice regarding a veteran’s pension was provided to attorney Darwin W. Esmond of 

Newburgh, N.Y, in October 1872.  
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Pension Files at the NARA 

 

Dependent mother/father pension files may contain letters that the veteran sent home, submitted as verification of his service. This note in Levi 

Ney’s pension file states that there were no letters to submit as evidence for his father’s pension application, because “all the letters received from 

his son while in the army were destroyed by rats eating them.” 
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Pension Building 

Washington, D.C. 

 
This is the building that housed the U.S. Pension bureau, completed in 1887. An army of clerks worked there, administering the pension system 

that provided for veterans and dependents of the Civil War and conflicts involving the United States before and after. 
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Pension Building 

 

 

The former Pension Building still stands in Northwest Washington, D.C., and now houses the National Building Museum of architecture, design, 

engineering, construction and urban planning. It was designated as a National Historic Landmark in 1985. 

 

https://www.gsa.gov/real-estate/historic-preservation/explore-historic-buildings/find-a-building/pension-building-national-building-museum-washington-dc
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Pension Building 

 

The pension building was so large that it was the host of significant gatherings and exhibitions, including presidential inaugural balls. In 1930, the 

building was repurposed for the U.S. General Account Office; the GAO left the building in 1950.  
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Pension Covers 
 

 

 

This is an unremarkable cover, but it’s the first cover I acquired that eventually became my “Civil War Pension Philately” collection; from a dollar 

box at my first Lancaster stamp show, ca. 2017. 
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Pension Covers 

 

 
Examples of pension postal history from before the Civil War era. The stampless folded letter from Commissioner J.L. Edwards to the pension agent 

in Boston is in regard to the payment of a pensioner in 1836. 
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Pension Covers 

 

 
 

Covers from the pension office franked with Department of Interior official stamps are not common. The recipient of this cover, John F. Lacey, was 

a Union Army veteran in the 33rd Iowa Volunteers, elected to the Iowa House of Representatives in 1870, and the U.S. House of Representatives 

1889 – 1891 and 1893 – 1907. 
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Pension Covers 
 

 

 

Most pension covers are found on special stationery with a Bureau of Pensions corner card on the left and an “Official Business – Penalty for 

Private Use” federal eagle on the right. This particular cover has several interesting additional markings:  a U.S. pension office stamp, an “Army 

Division” stamp, and a “Returned to Sender – Cannot be found by N.Y.P.D.” return stamp. As the cover was addressed to a doctor, perhaps it 

contained a medical certificate to be filled out on behalf of a veteran applying for a pension. 
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Pension Agents 

 

 

The pension bureaucracy was supported by a network of Pension Agencies located around the country to help deliver the payments due to the 

veterans and their families. These covers are from U.S. Pension agents in Boston and New York. 
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Pension Agents 

 

 

 

As seen on these covers, Pension Agencies used regular postage stamps in their correspondence. 
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Pension Vouchers 

 

A pensioner was sent a voucher every quarter, which was completed in the presence of a proper authority, such as a postmaster, and returned to 

the agent representing the pensioner’s geographic area.  
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Pension Vouchers 

 

A Pension voucher issued to William Stevens, from the Pension Agency at Buffalo, N.Y. 
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Pension Voucher 

 

Another view of the pension voucher issued to William Stevens. These were slightly larger than legal-sized documents that had to be executed on 

or after a specific date.  
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Pension Voucher 

 

This is the cover that contained William Stevens’ pension voucher. I bought the cover “as is” and discovered the voucher in it, a pleasant surprise. 

 

Pension Vouchers were returned to the pension agent in envelopes such as this one. 
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Pension Certificate 

 

Pensioners were issued a certificate to document their identity and the amount of pension that they were entitled to. As the pension increased, 

slips of colored paper documenting the increase were pinned to the top of the certificate. 
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Pension Checks 

 

 

After the voucher was executed and returned to the agent, a check was issued. Pension checks did not require the use of revenue stamps. 
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Pension checks 

 

 

Two different types of window envelopes, from 1915 and 1923. Based on the printed notices I believe they contained checks. 
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Pension Checks 

 
The note on the back of this card, issued for the Sesqui-Centennial International Exposition in Philadelphia Pa., describes the duties that the 

Pension Bureau was charged with in 1926: U.S. Department of Interior, The Pension Bureau, adjudicates claims for pensions arising out of United 

States military and naval service rendered prior to October 6, 1917, or after July 2, 1921, and pays the pensions provided for by general and special 

Congressional legislation; settles claims for accrued pension and for reimbursement of expenses of the last sickness and burial of deceased 

pensioners; and administers the laws providing for the retirement of classified civil service employees, adjusting claims for and making payments of 

annuities, refunds, and allowances under those laws. 
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Pension Attorneys 

 

 
 

An unusually graphic advertising cover for Foote’s Pension Claim Agency in Kalamazoo. 
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Pension Attorneys 
 

 
 

In the decades following the Civil War, pensions were a lucrative business for attorneys. This cover contained a packet of information that a 

claimant could complete and return to Conrad and Company.  
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Pension Attorneys 
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William Conrad and Company’s promotional sheet noted, twice, that they won a sum of $1,248 for Jackson Hiles of Lancaster, Pa. 
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Pension Attorneys 

 
Instructions provided by N.W. Fitzgerald (cropped). 
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Pension Attorneys 
 

 
 

A return envelope provided to the claimant by N.W. Fitzgerald and Company of Washington D.C., for the return of forms and other evidence.  

 

 

 

 



36 
 

Pension Attorneys 

 

This notice of the award of a pension to the mother of John Deery, from the files of Attorney Jeremiah McDaniel of Cedar Rapids, Iowa, stated that 

Mr. McDaniel was entitled to collect a fee of $10.  

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/26044493/jeremiah-s-mcdaniel
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Pension Covers 
 

 
 

A cover addressed to the Commissioner of Pensions in Washington, D.C., with the Record Division receiving stamp. 
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Pension Covers 
 

 
 

A cover, with the circular date stamp of the Pension Office, addressed to the Honorable H. Clay Evans, who was the Commissioner of Pensions from 

April 1897 – May 1902. Mr. Evans, who was born in Juniata County, PA, on June 18, 1843, served in the 41st Wisconsin Infantry, and in Congress, 

representing Tennessee’s Third Congressional District from 1889 – 1891. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/H._Clay_Evans
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Pension Covers 
 

 
 

This cover, a Bureau of Pensions penalty envelope, is franked with two one-cent stamps, as its contents were personal. 
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Pension Postal Cards 

 

The Pension Bureau used postal cards to provide receipts for information received and notices of actions taken by the bureau. The cards on this 

slide and the next, from the files of Attorney Jeremiah McDaniel, show the progression of a pension claim for Laura Elliott, the widow of Benjamin 

Elliott, a veteran of the "Indian War”. The two cards are confirmation of receipt of her application from the Mail Section, date-stamped March 14, 

1908, and a notice of the opening of her case, dated March 21, 1908. The Record Division stamp overprints “Old War and Navy Division”. 
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Pension Postal Cards 

 
These cards were sent to attorney Jeremiah McDaniel to acknowledge receipt of additional information for Laura Elliott’s widows pension claim. 
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Pension Postal Cards 

 

Two more examples of postal cards from the Pension Bureau; the top is a notice from the Record Division that a widow’s pension for Maria M. 

Stamper has been assigned a certificate number, and at the bottom, a notice from the Certificate Division to Elizabeth Hannah that they received 

her request to issue her a new certificate. 
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A Revenue Stamp and a Challenge 

 
 

This appears to be a draft for a Maryland State pension issued to Nicholas Brewer. At first my electronic research turned up nothing, because I 

assumed this was for a Civil War pension. This was not a good assumption, because I couldn’t find a “40th Maryland Regiment”. Also, Northern 

states had no role in federal pension system. Southern states generally provided pensions for their veterans, but as Maryland was a border state, 

the citizens of Maryland threw their hats in with both causes. A check of the National Archives website doesn’t list the Maryland archives as a place 

where one can write with confederate pension inquiries. 

As it turns out, Colonel Andrew Turner commanded the 40th Hartford County Regiment – in the War of 1812. The only “Nicholas Brewer” I was able 

to find in Maryland who was alive when this pension draft was issued is Colonel Nicholas Brewer, who was a “sprightly and active gentleman” up 

until about two or three weeks before his death in 1880 at the age of 90 years. The information provided in his obituary on the Find a Grave 

website doesn’t provide the information needed to link him to Col. Turner’s regiment, so there’s more to be learned about this item. 

 

https://www.archives.gov/research/military/civil-war/confederate-pension-records
https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/131247613/nicholas-brewer
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who introduced me to our uncle, 2nd Lt. Thomas L. Moyer 
 

Mr. Hal Klein, philatelic mentor, who passed along an archive of pension 
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https://www.benjmyers.com/model-company/#/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1620061309/?coliid=I1R0Z9ZICYRUXM&colid=26B7V3QBYXGAQ&psc=1&ref_=list_c_wl_lv_ov_lig_dp_it

