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Irene Triplett died May 31, 2020, at the age of 90. She was the last person to collect an American Civil 
War pension of $73.13 per month. If you have ever wondered why your Civil War veteran ancestor or 

his descendants received the pensions you found in your family records, read on.1

Like some aging veterans, her father, Mose (Moses) Triplett (February 4, 1846-July 18, 1938), secured 
care in his old age by marrying his much younger caregiver. On April 4, 1924, Moses, age 78, married Elida 
(Lydia) Hall (June 13, 1896-February 15, 1967), age 27, over 50 years his junior. Their daughter, Irene, was 
born on January 9, 1930. Both mother and daughter were mentally disabled, dependents in the jargon of 
Civil War pension legislation. On Mose’s death, Elida became entitled to a pension based on her status as 
a widow, and upon her death, Irene became entitled to a pension because of her status as a physically or 
mentally helpless child.2 

And the rate of $73.13? Congress established that rate by the second last of the public acts and 
resolutions of Congress relating to Civil War pensions, the Act of May 23, 1958—An Act to increase the 
monthly rates of pension payable to widows and former widows of deceased veterans of the Spanish-
American War, Civil War, Indian War, and Mexican War, and provide pensions to widows of veterans who 
served in the military or naval forces of the Confederate States of America during the Civil War.

Sec. 1. (4) of this Act amended the War Veterans’ Benefits Act of June 17, 1957, Title IV, Part C, 
Subpart I, Sec. 433. This Act established a monthly pension rate of $48.77 for children of veterans. The Act 
of May 23, 1958, increased this to $73.13 per month.

1	 The Wall Street Journal, June 2, 2020; https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/210736348/irene-triplett, accessed 
December 12, 2024.

2	 Dates for Moses and Elida are from their death certificates and marriage certificate. Dates for Irene are from the records 
of the Triplett-Hall Cemetery in Elkville, Wilkes County, North Carolina. The Act of April 1, 1944, established that where 
a person was “insane, idiotic, or otherwise physically or mentally helpless” at the date of their 16th birthday and the 
helpless condition existed at the time of the death of the veteran or his widow, payment will continue during the period 
of helplessness, unless the person marries. It is this provision that applied to Irene Triplett and allowed her to collect a 
pension on the death of her mother. See Appendix 2 for wording of the Act of April 1, 1944.
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The first military pension authorized by the United States was through a resolution of the Continental 
Congress on August 26, 1776. Numerous acts implemented military pensions thereafter. Before the 
Civil War, there were specific pension plans for veterans of the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, and 
the Mexican-American War, as well as a separate regular army pension plan. The Act of April 30, 1790, 
established the first pension for the regular army, and by the time of the Civil War, the pension was based 
on half pay for life for commissioned officers, and up to $5.00 per month for enlisted men. These rates 
were the basic pensions approved by the Act of July 22, 1861—An Act to authorize the employment of 
volunteers to aid in enforcing the laws and protecting public property–which was the first congressional 
act establishing pensions for Civil War veterans and their dependents. 

The Federal American Civil War Pension System began in 1861 and comprises three distinct systems: 
the Disability Pension System (1862-1890), the Service-Based Pension System (1890-1907), and the 
Service and Age-Based Pension System (1904-1958). And yes, the Service-Based and Service- and Age-
Based Pension systems overlapped as discussed below.3

The Disability Pension System 1861–1890

The Act of July 22, 1861, provided for pensions for disabled soldiers, and for widows and minor 
children less than 16 years old, of slain soldiers. The General Law System, created by the Act of July 
14, 1862—An Act to Grant Pensions, established a medical screening system for rating disabilities and 
determining compensation. Officers suffering total disability received $30.00 per month, while privates 
and non-commissioned officers received $8.00 per month. Pensions decreased proportionately where 
disability was not total. Over the years between 1862 and 1890, a series of laws, rulings, and orders codified 
and expanded the system, with payments varying by rank in the service and by the nature and degree of 
disability. Remarried widows lost their right to a pension. Inability to perform manual labor determined 
disability, regardless of whether the veteran worked in that capacity. The Act of March 3, 1873—An Act 
to revise, consolidate, and amend—the Laws relating to Pensions—known as the Consolidation Act, 
sought to consolidate all the earlier legislation into a single comprehensive law. It also made veterans with 
disabilities incurred after the war, but caused by disease or injury during the war, eligible for pensions. 
Legislation established processes for examination of veterans by surgeons (the Civil War term for doctors), 
set requirements regarding length of service, proof of marriage, testimony of officers instead of insufficient 
War Department records, and much more. The Act of January 25, 1879, the Arrears Act, also offered 
lump-sum payments for the period from when the disabled veteran left the service to when he began 
receiving pension payments, a significant increase in cost to the treasury. In addition to all the public acts 
of Congress, there were thousands of special acts granting pensions and pension increases to soldiers and 
their dependents who did not otherwise qualify for pensions under the public legislation, a process that 
continued long after 1890.

3	 The concept of three systems comes from Peter Blanck, “Civil War Pensions and Disability,” in Ohio State Law Journal 
62 (2001): 109-238. The only authoritative book on the Civil War pension system is William H. Glasson, Federal Military 
Pensions in the United States (New York: 1918). Though obviously dated and published partway through the evolution 
of the pension system to its final form in 1958, it is an excellent source for understanding the development of pension 
legislation and administration from 1862 until the early 20th century.
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Claim for Individual Pension under the Act of July 14, 1862. NARA
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Back of a Surgeon’s Certificate illustrating the wounds suffered by the pension claimant. NARA
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Special (Private) Act of Congress Granting a Private Pension. NARA
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The Service-Based Pension System 1890–1907

The 1890s saw an explosion in the costs of pensions with the introduction of the Act of June 27, 1890—
An Act granting pensions to soldiers and sailors who are incapacitated for the performance of manual 
labor, and providing pensions to widows, minor children, and dependent parents–known as the Disability 
Pension Act. This Act marked the change from the Disability Pension system to the Service-Based Pension 
system. Under the new system, pensions were granted to men who had served during the Civil War, 
regardless of whether the disabilities they suffered were the direct result of their service. Disability could 
not be on account of vicious habits (a catchall term used in pension legislation and regulations to denote 
chronic alcoholism or drug dependency). Service of at least 90 days and an honorable discharge were 
prerequisites. Claimants were required to undergo a medical examination to prove their disability. As with 
the previous regime, a series of laws, rulings, and orders clarified and codified the pension system, thereby 
increasing its complexity. On March 15, 1904, under increasing political pressure in an election year, 
the Bureau of Pensions issued Order Number 78, which broadened the definition of disability under the 
Disability Pension Act of June 27, 1890, to include old age as a disability with pension entitlement starting 
at age 62, and graduated increases in pension amounts paid as veterans aged beyond 62. Congress soon 
codified this regulation into statutory law.

The Service- and Age-Based Pension System 1904–1958

Following Bureau of Pensions Order #78 of March 15, 1904, The Act of April 24, 1906—An Act making 
appropriations for the payment of invalid and other pensions of the United States for the fiscal year ending 
June thirtieth, nineteen hundred and seven, and for other purposes—marked the first legislated step in the 
evolution of the pension system into its third stage, from a Disability-Based Pension System to a Service-
Based Pension System to a Service- and Age-Based Pension System. It was superseded almost immediately 
by the Act of February 6, 1907—An Act granting pensions to certain enlisted men, soldiers, and officers 
who served in the Civil War and the War with Mexico, which fully converted the system to a service-based 
and age-based system. Most veterans transitioned from the 1890-based system to the 1907-based system 
as the latter was more generous. Once again, from 1907 until 1958, a series of laws, rulings, and orders 
clarified and complicated the Civil War pension regime.

Pension Record Index Cards

Researchers are most likely to encounter Civil War pensions through Pension Record Index Cards 
(hereafter Pension Cards) available at FamilySearch, Ancestry.com, and Fold3. There are eight versions 
of these cards, but researchers are most likely to encounter three versions, as shown below. For an 
understanding of these eight different types of Pension Cards, and for complete details of Pension Cards, 
see Appendix 1. For instructions on how to find and use Pension Cards, see Chapter 3.

After the Civil War, the constant use of original military records, such as regimental muster rolls, 
regimental descriptive books, hospital rolls, and the like, by the War Department and the pension bureau 
led to increasing deterioration of the documents. From the 1870s through the early 1900s, War Department 
clerks began producing Compiled Military Service Records (CMSRs) for military personnel who served 
from 1775 to 1902. These CMSRs are 7”x 3” index cards prepared from original military records for each 
soldier, sailor, or marine covering each two months of their service, including mustering in, mustering 
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Declaration for Invalid Pension under the Act of June 27, 1890. NARA
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Declaration for Pension under the Act of February 6, 1907. NARA
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(Top) Alpha Pension Card; (Bottom) Regimental Pension Card. Ancestry.com 



10  |  Researching Your Civil War Ancestor

Numeric Pension Card. Fold 3 

out, descriptive books, casualty sheets, prisoner-of-war records, and so on. The CMSRs for each soldier 
are kept together in an envelope and filed in alphabetical order by last name, grouped by regiment or 
other organizational unit. Examining the CMSRs provides the researcher with a complete history of the 
individual’s service, with the caveat that misfiling, misspelled names, transcription errors, lost cards, and 
so on may require reference to the individual’s original military records.

As the War Department and pension bureau used the CMSRs to manage the pension processes, for 
example, establishing that the soldier had served the required minimum of 90 days, they created pension 
files. The number of pensions awarded, and the number of files grew enormously. As researchers began 
accessing pension files, these too began to deteriorate from constant use, just as the original military 
records had. The pension bureau decided that creating Pension Cards, as with CMSRs, would minimize 
the handling of pension files and enable researchers to easily identify which files contained the information 
they were interested in. After their creation, the pension bureau microfilmed the various Pension Cards. 
The National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) kept the microfilm records. Unfortunately, 
the pension bureau destroyed the original Pension Cards. Because the microfilm quality is often poor, 
using it can be difficult.

In 1916, the pension bureau published a book describing the complex card record-keeping system 
then in use. The Pension Cards were only a few of the dozens of cards used by the pension bureau for 
various purposes. Researchers will encounter many of these other pension bureau cards as they conduct 
research in the pension files.4 

4	 Card Records in Use in the Bureau of Pensions 1916 (Washington, D.C.: 1916). Note that what the pension bureau calls 
cards includes what we would today recognize as pre-printed forms of various sizes and types, as well as small cards such 
as the Pension Cards.
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“The card records in use in the Bureau of Pensions have grown to such proportions and serve 
such important yet different purposes that it is very desirable to have them published, both because of 
their great value to the employees of the bureau, who are required to make daily use of the information 
contained therein, and also because of their importance to the general public as an index to vast and 
varied information.”5

“The card index system of this bureau is something more than an index to the records of the bureau; it 
is, indeed, a complete system of card records, which has taken the place of all the heavy and cumbersome 
book records formerly in use. This system consists of many kinds of card records embracing all the 
activities of the bureau and is believed to be one of the largest card-index and record systems in existence. 
All the divisions of the bureau have cards appropriate to their particular work which are herein described 
in logical order, sample cards being shown in their proper place as described.”6

This book is eighty-eight pages long and contains descriptions of dozens of card types, most of which 
are no longer available for public viewing. Card systems for the finance division, surgeons appointed to 
judge pension claims, file circulation, the law division, and much more are described in the book. The 
book did not state when the pension bureau introduced the card system. 

The record division of the pension bureau produced the Pension Cards, which are normally accessed 
today. The record division cards provide information on the letters of enquiry received daily concerning 
“particular claims for pension, lost relatives who, the writers think, can be located by the bureau, the 
whereabouts of former comrades, sometimes the expression of opinions, favorable or unfavorable, 
regarding pension matters, and numerous other things.”7

“After many years of experience it is believed that this system of records is as nearly perfect as can be 
established when dealing with records of such immense magnitude.”8

5	 Ibid., foreword.

6	 Ibid., 5.

7	 Ibid.

8	 Ibid.

End of Unedited Excerpt


