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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Why Pension Records Matter
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For genealogists, understanding the evolution of Revolutionary War pension 
legislation is essential. Each law required different evidence — and therefore 
generated different types of records.

Rich Evidence
Applications often 
contain birth dates, 
residences, marriage 
records, and personal 
narratives.

Family Networks

Affidavits from 
neighbors, relatives, and 
fellow soldiers preserve 
community ties.

Pre-1850 Federal

Among the most valuable 
federal records created 
before the Civil War era.



A C T  I   ·   1 7 7 6 – 1 8 0 6

Disability or Invalid Pension Acts
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During and after the Revolution, Congress authorized pensions for soldiers 
wounded or disabled in service — compensation for injury, not service. The 
federal government later assumed many of these obligations.

W H O  Q U A L I F I E D
Disabled officers and enlisted 
men
Individuals whose injuries were 
directly connected to military 
service
Widows of invalid officers 
(1780)
State troops & Militia (1806) 

I M P O R T A N C E
Established the principle of federal 
responsibility for disabled veterans of the 
Revolution.
G E N E A L O G I C A L  V A L U E

Generally, more limited than later 
pension files
May include medical evidence and 
proof of service
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Officers Service Pension Acts
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During and after the Revolution, Congress authorized pensions for officers —
compensation for injury, not service. The federal government later assumed 
many of these obligations.

W H O  Q U A L I F I E D
Officers who remained in the 
service to the end of the war 

Half pay for 7 years (1778)
Half pay for life (1780)
Full pay for 5 years (1783)

Widows & orphans of Officers 
(1780) – half pay for 7 years

I M P O R T A N C E

Established the system of pensions for 
officers of the Revolution.

G E N E A L O G I C A L  V A L U E
Generally, more limited than later 
pension files
May include proof of service
Files before Nov 1800 fire at War Dept 
mostly destroyed



A C T  I I I   ·   M A R C H  1 8 ,  1 8 1 8

Revolutionary War Pension Act of 1818
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The first major federal pension law for surviving Revolutionary War veterans. 
It provided pensions to Continental Army and Navy veterans who had served at 
least nine months and could demonstrate financial need.

W H O  Q U A L I F I E D

Continental Army soldiers
Continental Navy personnel
Veterans who could 
demonstrate indigence

I M P O R T A N C E
First broad federal pension program for 
Revolutionary War veterans — thousands 
of elderly veterans applied.

G E N E A L O G I C A L  V A L U E
Applications often include age and 
residence
Military service details and personal 
circumstances



A C T  I V   ·   M A Y  1 ,  1 8 2 0

Pension Act of 1820
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Concerned about the cost of the 1818 program, Congress passed a stricter law 
requiring pensioners to submit schedules of their assets and property to prove 
continued need.

W H O  Q U A L I F I E D

Existing pensioners under the 
1818 law
New applicants subject to asset 
disclosure
Pensions later restored for some 
(1823)

K E Y  C H A N G E
Required pensioners to file detailed 
schedules of property — a rare economic 
snapshot.

G E N E A L O G I C A L  V A L U E
Land holdings and livestock
Household goods and occupations
Family circumstances and physical 
condition



A C T  V   ·   1 8 2 8

Revolutionary War Pension Act of 1828
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Congress relaxed earlier restrictions and granted pensions to surviving 
Continental officers and enlisted men who had served to the end of the war or 
under certain qualifying enlistments. Financial need no longer had to be 
demonstrated.

W H O  Q U A L I F I E D

Certain Continental Line officers
Certain Continental Line 
soldiers

I M P O R T A N C E
Marked a shift from welfare-based 
pensions to pensions recognizing service 
itself.

G E N E A L O G I C A L  V A L U E
Verifies length and unit of Continental 
service
Useful corroboration for service 
narratives



A C T  V I   ·   J U N E  7 ,  1 8 3 2

Revolutionary War Pension Act of 1832
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The most significant Revolutionary War Service Pension law. It dramatically 
expanded eligibility and produced the pension files genealogists rely on most 
today.

W H O  Q U A L I F I E D
Veterans with at least six months of service  ·  Continental Army  ·  State 
troops  ·  Militia members  ·  Naval personnel and marines

M A J O R  C H A N G E S
Eliminated the requirement to prove 
poverty
Opened eligibility to militia service
Allowed partial pensions for six 
months or more service
2 years or more - full pay for life 

G E N E A L O G I C A L  V A L U E

Detailed narratives of service
Names of officers, battles, and campaigns
Places of residence and neighbor 
testimony
Often the only surviving firsthand 
accounts



A C T  V I   ·   J U L Y  4 ,  1 8 3 6

Widow's Pension Act of 1836
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This act extended pension benefits to the widows of Revolutionary War 
veterans, opening a new and exceptionally rich vein of records.

W H O  Q U A L I F I E D

Widows whose marriage 
occurred before the end of their 
husband's Revolutionary War 
service

R E Q U I R E D  E V I D E N C E
Proof of marriage, proof of husband's 
service, and witness testimony where 
records were unavailable.
G E N E A L O G I C A L  V A L U E

Marriage records and Family Bible 
pages
Affidavits from relatives, maiden 
names
Dates and places of marriage



A C T  V I I   ·   1 8 3 8

Widow Pension Expansion Act of 1838
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Congress broadened eligibility to allow pensions for certain widows who had 
married veterans before January 1, 1794 — even if they did not meet the stricter 
requirements of the 1836 law. Granted pensions for five years.

W H O  Q U A L I F I E D

Widows married to veterans 
before January 1, 1794
Widows previously excluded 
under 1836 criteria

I M P O R T A N C E
Enabled many additional widows to 
qualify, dramatically increasing the volume 
of widow files.
G E N E A L O G I C A L  V A L U E

Often references the earlier 1836 
application
Frequently contains marriage proof and 
family affidavits



A C T  V I I I   ·   1 8 4 0 S – 1 8 5 0 S

Subsequent Widow Acts
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As surviving veterans died and their widows sought support, Congress passed a 
series of acts extending and liberalizing widow benefits through the 1840s and 
1850s.

1842

Continued payments to 
qualifying widows 
under earlier acts.

1843

Renewed and extended 
widow pension rights.

1840s–1850s

Ongoing supplemental 
acts broadening 
eligibility.



A T  A  G L A N C E

Timeline of Major Pension Legislation
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Year Law Primary Beneficiaries

1776–1789 Invalid Pension Laws Disabled veterans

1818 First General Pension Act Indigent Continental veterans

1820 Asset Disclosure Act Existing pensioners and applicants

1828 Expanded Veteran Pension Act Continental Army veterans

1832 Service Pension Act Continental, militia, state troops, naval

1836 Widow's Pension Act Widows married before end of service

1838 Expanded Widow's Act Widows married before 1794

1840s–1850s Supplemental Acts Widows and surviving beneficiaries



W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S

What Pension Files Often Contain
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Revolutionary War pension files are among the most valuable federal records 
created before the Civil War. A single file can reconstruct a life.

✷ Birth dates and places
✷ Residences over time
✷ Military service details
✷ Marriage information
✷ Names of spouses and children

✷ Family Bible records
✷ Affidavits from relatives, neighbors 

& other veterans
✷ Economic inventories
✷ Personal narratives of wartime 

experiences



G O I N G  F U R T H E R

Online Resources
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Where to find digitized pension files and finding aids.

National Park Service — Revolutionary War Veteran and Widow Pensions overview.

National Archives (NARA) — Revolutionary War Pension Records guide and finding aids.

Fold3 — Subscription site with digitized pension files.

Southern Campaigns Pension Statements — Volunteer pension transcriptions.

Familysearch.org — AI transcriptions.



https://www.nps.gov/articles/00
0/revolutionary-war-veteran-
and-widow-pensions.htm

O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S - N P S

National Park 
Service Overview
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O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S

Fold3 Revolutionary War 
Pensions
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https://www.fold3.com/publication/467/us-
revolutionary-war-pensions-1800-
1900?tab=description

https://www.fold3.com/publication/467/us-revolutionary-war-pensions-1800-1900?tab=description
https://www.fold3.com/publication/467/us-revolutionary-war-pensions-1800-1900?tab=description
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O N L I N E  P E N S I O N  F I L E S

Revolutionary War Pensions
Digitized pension and bounty-land warrant files — free and searchable.

National Archives (NARA) — Case Files of Pension and Bounty-Land Warrant 
Applications, 1800–1912.

FamilySearch — Search via Records and/or Full-Text Search.

United States, Revolutionary War Pension and Bounty Land Warrant Applications, 1800-1900

Fold3 ($$) — Subscription site with full digitized pension files.

Revolutionary War Pensions – Overview & Online Resources 17

Full Digitized pension and bounty-land warrant files

Case Files of Pension and Bounty-Land Warrant Applications Based on Revolutionary 
War Service, ca. 1800–ca. 1912

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/300022
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/300022
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/300022
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/300022
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/300022
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/300022
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/list?cqs=United+States%2C+Revolutionary+War+Pension+and+Bounty+Land+Warrant+Applications%2C+1800-1900
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/list?cqs=United+States%2C+Revolutionary+War+Pension+and+Bounty+Land+Warrant+Applications%2C+1800-1900
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/list?cqs=United+States%2C+Revolutionary+War+Pension+and+Bounty+Land+Warrant+Applications%2C+1800-1900
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/full-text/collection/5000421
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/full-text/collection/5000421
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/full-text/collection/5000421
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/full-text/collection/5000421
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/full-text/collection/5000421
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/full-text/collection/5000421


National Archives
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/
300022

O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S  - N A R A

Case	Files	of	Pension	and	
Bounty-Land	Warrant	
Applications	Based	on	
Revolutionary	War	
Service,	ca.	1800–ca.	
1912	
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N A R A - R e c o r d  
G r o u p  1 5

§ “Search within this Series”
§ Use quotes “John Kelty” for 

the name then broaden
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N A R A - R e c o r d  G r o u p  1 5

§ Includes selected pages from file, not always all images

§ Some transcripts available via FamilySearch

Revolutionary War Pensions – Overview & Online Resources 16

O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S  - N A R A



O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S

FOLD3 US 
Revolutionary 
War Pensions
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O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S

FamilySearch 
Pension 
Collection

Note the name of the 
record collection is 
different from the 
collection for full-text 
search

Records Collection 
is located at:
https://www.familysea
rch.org/en/search/coll
ection/1417475

Revolutionary War Pensions – Overview & Online Resources 17

https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417475
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417475
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417475


https://www.familyse
arch.org/en/search/co
llection/1417475

O N L I N E  
R E S O U R C E S

FamilySearch 
Pension 
Collection

• Records Search
• Use “More Options”
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https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417475
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417475
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417475


https://www.familyse
arch.org/en/search/co
llection/1417475

O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S

FamilySearch 
Pension 
Collection

• Include name and 
other narrowing 
information
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https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417475
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417475
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417475


https://www.familyse
arch.org/en/search/co
llection/1417475

FAMILYSEARCH
Records Search

Click on name and 
more information 
displays
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https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417475
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417475
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417475


John Kelty’s 
Pension File
on familysearch.org
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https://www.familysearch.
org/ark:/61903/3:1:3QHK-
C7MP-8SM7-X

All 46 pages are on 
familysearch.org!

O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:3QHK-C7MP-8SM7-X
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J O H N  K E L T Y ’ S  P e n s i o n  F i l e  o n  f a m i l y s e a r c h . o r



O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S

FamilySearch Full-Text Search
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/full-text
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https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/full-text
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/full-text
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/full-text


Case Files of 
Pension and 
Bounty-Land 
Warrant 
Applications 
Based on 
Revolutionary 
War Service, 
ca. 1800–ca. 
1912

Search the 
Specific
Collection:
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https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/full-text/collection/500042
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Search finds the 
same pension file 
as in records but 
finds each page 
with the name on 
it.

This also provides 
many more 
names for context

Makes it easier to 
identify the 
correct pension



REVOLUTIONARY 
WAR RECORDS

O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S

D A U G H T E R S  
O F  T H E  

A M E R I C A N  
R E V O L U T I O N  

( D A R )
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https://services.dar.org/Public/DAR_Research/search_revwar/?Tab_ID=14&Tab_ID_Sub=0&action=list
https://services.dar.org/Public/DAR_Research/search_revwar/?Tab_ID=14&Tab_ID_Sub=0&action=list


A 10-page pdf users guide

https://www.dar.org/system/
files/members/darnet/forms
/LG-1010.pdf

O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S

D A R
R e v o l u t i o n a r y  

W a r  R e c o r d s  
U s e r s  G u i d e
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https://www.dar.org/system/files/members/darnet/forms/LG-1010.pdf
https://www.dar.org/system/files/members/darnet/forms/LG-1010.pdf
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Ancestor Search

https://services.dar.org
/Public/DAR_Research/
search/?Tab_ID=1

DAR Applications – Search 
Ancestors/Members/Descendants

Ancestor Search
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O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S
D A U G H T E R S  O F  T H E  A M E R I C A N  R E V O L U T I O N

https://services.dar.org/Public/DAR_Research/search/?Tab_ID=1
https://services.dar.org/Public/DAR_Research/search/?Tab_ID=1
https://services.dar.org/Public/DAR_Research/search/?Tab_ID=1
https://services.dar.org/Public/DAR_Research/search/?Tab_ID=1


DAR Ancestors 

Associated 
Applications

O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E
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O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S - D A R
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O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S - h t t p s : / / r e v w a r a p p s . o r g /
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Southern Campaigns of the 
American Revolution (SCAR) 
decided to transcribe and post the 
applications of the veterans who 
either fought in the Southern 
Campaign or who lived in Virginia, 
North Carolina, South Carolina or 
Georgia during the 
Revolution. The project has been 
spearheaded by Will Graves since 
its inception with C. Leon Harris 
having shortly thereafter joined in 
the venture.

SCAR’s website is found 
at http://www.southerncampaign.or
g/ and the pension database with 
dedicated search engines is located 
at http://revwarapps.org.

https://revwarapps.org/
http://www.southerncampaign.org/
http://www.southerncampaign.org/
http://revwarapps.org/


https://www.archives.go
v/citizen-
archivist/missions/revolu
tionary-war-pension-files

G O I N G  
F U R T H E R

National 
Archives & 
National Park 
Service

Revolutionary 
War Pension 
Files 
Transcription 
Mission
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https://www.nps.gov/subjec
ts/americanrevolution/revol
utionary-war-pension-
project.htm

G O I N G  
F U R T H E R

National 
Archives & 
National Park 
Service

Revolutionary 
War Pension 
Files 
Transcription 
Mission
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T H A N K  Y O U

Questions & Discussion
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