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Military Pension Files

Did you know that military pension files may contain valuable details about family history?

While military veterans who applied for benefits had to provide evidence of service,

widows or dependents had to provide evidence of their relationship to soldiers. As a

result, some military pension files in the National Archives contain very interesting, and

sometimes surprising items.

For example, this beautiful Fraktur

illustrating a family record was found

within the file documenting the military

service of Peter Hunt, who served during

the American Revolutionary War. You can

browse more frakturs like this that

illustrate family history in our Catalog.

In another pension file, a soldier, James J. Van Liew, didn’t care to share his tent with this

uninvited guest and captured it. Van Liew sent the skin to his wife, Charity. She kept it for

years but lost his original letter. In July 1900, Charity applied to the government for a

widow’s pension. In these applications, the widow had to establish her relationship with

the soldier, and in an era before consistent recording of marriages, the women often had

to be creative. Charity had no marriage certificate, but she did have this mole skin. She

sent the Pension Bureau four testimonials from friends who had seen Van Liew’s letter—

addressed to “Dear Wife”—and the surprising enclosure. Whether the mole tipped the
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scales in Charity’s favor or not, she received a pension based on her late husband’s Army

service. The mole remains in her application file, preserved between polyester sheets.

The pension file of Civil War veteran Corporal Charles F. Sulzberger details a “no, yes, no”

response regarding a widow’s pension.  His widow, Lisbeth Sulzberger, applied for a

widow’s pension following her husband’s death in 1937 while living in Germany. This

pension file indicates that Lisbeth was initially denied a pension because she and her

husband were not married prior to 1905, which was a requirement at the time. But then,

Public Law No. 471 of the 78th Congress of 1944, granted widows' pensions to women who

had been married to the soldier for at least ten years, so Lisbeth would be eligible to

receive a widow's pension. However, in 1946, Public Law No. 622 of the 79th Congress

prohibited the payment of pensions to citizens of Germany or Japan, or to anyone residing

in Japan or Germany, where Lisbeth was living at the time of her application.  In the end,

Lisbeth was denied a widow’s pension.
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This 186-page pension file was scanned in our Innovation Hub by citizen scanner Lauren

Souther and is now available in full in our Catalog. Thank you, Lauren!


Have you found something interested or unexpected in a pension file? Let us know about

it! Email us at Catalog@nara.gov

What is the Innovation Hub?

Do you live in the Washington, DC area? Come scan with us!


Located at the National Archives in Washington, DC, the Innovation Hub provides a
space for the public to:

scan documents in our holdings
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Transcribe and tag documents
Meet and work on collaborative projects

When you scan your records in the Hub, you receive digital copies of your scans,
free of charge. Your scans will also be uploaded into the National Archives Catalog,
and attributed to you. 


It’s easy and fun! But you don’t have to take our word for it…

Big Record Challenge

Help us transcribe the record that we featured this week, Approved Pension File for

Corporal Charles F. Sulzberger, Company B, 1st Regiment of New York Engineers (XC-

2501599). Can you meet our challenge and help us transcribe all 186 pages in two weeks?

As you read through this pension file, you might encounter a few pages written in German.

When transcribing, we ask that you transcribe the text as it is written. Please do not

translate the German into English. Citizen archivists who are adept at reading both

German and 19th century handwriting will enjoy transcribing this document!


New to Transcription? Register and Get Started
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Ready to Transcribe? Citizen Archivist Missions


Many Citizen Archivists will be working on this record together, so look for a page without a

blue tag on the thumbnail and start transcribing.

Have a question? Find answers on History Hub!


History Hub is a support community for history enthusiasts, researchers, citizen archivists,

family historians, and archival professionals. Visit us at now at history.gov!

Questions or comments? Email us at catalog@nara.gov.
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