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It is not enough to find 
the record

You have to know the 
story



Which wars 
were your 
ancestors in?



A few facts

• Started April 12, 1861 and ended May 9, 1865 

• Last shot was fired June 22,  1865

• About 2.2 million men served in the Union forces

• About 1 million men served in the Confederate forces

• Union: 365,000 died; 282,000 wounded; 182,000 captured

• Confederates: 290,000 died; 137,000 wounded; 437,000 captured,

• 80,000 slaves died; 50,000 civilians died
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Who fought?

• For the Union, not everyone.  

• For the Confederacy, by the end, all able bodied men 
between 16 and 60.
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What Side did they fight 
for and who did they fight 
with?



For the Union, being in the draft registration is not proof of service
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Do check the 1890 Veterans Schedule
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Do check the 1890 Veterans Schedule
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Where do you begin?



Researching Your Civil War Ancestor

1. Examine your family tree

2. Organize your family data

3. Gather the likely suspects

4. Pick someone and gather their brothers, cousins

5. Which side did they fight for

6. Start searching for records

7. Summarize and update what you know

8. Update your story



Get Organized

• Even if you are looking to find the story of one ancestor, it is probably worthwhile 
to search your tree, and determine who might be a likely candidate.

• What are you looking for?

• Men
• Between born between 1816 and 1846.  (This includes men between the ages of 

15 and 45 in 1861).
• Men who were in the United States in the 1860 census.



Researching Your Civil War Ancestor

1. Examine your family tree

2. Organize your family data

3. Gather the likely suspects

4. Pick someone and gather their brothers, cousins

5. Which side did they fight for

6. Start searching for records

7. Summarize and update what you know

8. Update your story



Step 1: Examine Your Family Tree

I start walking up and down my family tree, looking for ancestor’s 
in my direct line that might have served.



Step 1: Examine Your Family Tree
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Jeremiah seems like a likely 
candidate.

He was born in 1826, and he 
would have been 35 in 1861.

He is in the 1860 census in 
Amherst, Virginia.

He is in the 1870 census in 
Amherst, Virginia.



Step 1: Examine Your Family Tree

Also, note the ages of the children.

Are there gaps between 1860 and 1865?  That is a clue.



Step 2: Organize Your Family Data 

Let’s start a spread sheet to organize our data.

• Where he lived in 1860 and 1870 help us determine what side he 
fought for, as well as where he might have enlisted.

• Gaps in ages of children help us decide if he was not at home in the 
1860’s.



Step 3: Finish gathering the likely suspects



Case Study: James Calvin 
Donald



James Calvin Donald (1836-1899)

•Problem we are trying to solve:
Tell the story of James Calvin Donald’s Civil War Experience

•Start by developing a timeline of his life so that we 
know when and where he lived and where to look 
for records



1. Source the record
Find A Grave, database and images 

(http://findagrave.com : accessed 5 Feb 2014), memorial 
page for Pvt James C. Donald, Find A Grave Memorial no. 
34346979, citing Stonewall Jackson Memorial Cemetery, 
Lexington, Virginia.

2. Examine the image, not just the index
Information is not sourced.  
The dates appear to come from the 
tombstone; locations unknown.
Description is not sourced.



3. List ALL points of genealogical 
importance
• James was born June 30, 1836 in 

Rockbridge County, Virginia
• James died July 20, 1899 in 

Rockbridge County, Virginia
• He mustered into the service in 

Company H, 4th Virginia Infantry on 
April 26, 1862

• He transferred the 14th Virginia 
Cavalry on April 16, 1862.

• He was captured and held as a 
prisoner of war at Wheeling, West 
Virginia and exchanged between 
March 10 and March 12, 1865

• Daughter was Laura Cecile Donald 
Gillespie (1877-1964)



4. What questions do you have?
• Nothing is sourced.  Where did this 

information come from?
• Who was he married to?





A note about why I can use 
this photo in my 
presentation.

I took it.

Always get permission if it 
is isn’t yours!



5. File your notes and the image so that you 
can find them again later



James Calvin Donald (1836-1899)



1880 U.S. Census, Rockbridge County, Virginia, population schedule, Lexington Township, ED 65, p. 71 (penned), dwelling 492, family 544, James Donald household;  

database and digital images, Ancestry.com (http://www.ancestry.com : accessed 5 Feb 2014);  FHL film 1,255,387; citing NARA microfilm publication, T9, roll 1387.

• James Donald, born about 1836, farmer, b. VA, p.b. VA
• Elizabeth, wife, born about 1845, keeping house, b. VA, p.b. VA
• James H, son, born about 1865, works on farm, b. VA, p.b. VA
• Aurelia D, daughter, born about 1869, b. VA, p.b. VA
• Jno C, son, born about 1873, b. VA, p.b. VA
• Laura C, daughter, born about 1877, b. VA, p.b. VA
• Andrew M, son, born Apr 1880, b. VA, p.b. VAo



James Calvin Donald (1836-1899)



James Calvin Donald (1836-1899)



Step 4: Pick someone and gather family data

• James Calvin Donald

• Find his brothers:



Step 5: Which side did they fight for?

• Confederate States:

o South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Texas, Virginia, Arkansas, Tennessee, North 
Carolina

• Border States:

o Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, Missouri, West Virginia

• Union States:

o California, Connecticut, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Maine, Massachusetts, Michigan, 
Minnesota, Nevada, New Hampshire, New York, New Jersey, Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode 
Island, Vermont, Wisconsin



Step 6: Let’s see what we can find

• http://www.ancestry.com/militaryrecords

http://www.ancestry.com/militaryrecords


Step 6: Start looking!

• Enlistment Record

• Now there is a lot of information.

• DO NOT JUST ATTACH THIS TO YOUR 
TREE!



Step 7: Summarize and update what you know

• First, update your spread sheet.
• Include the Unit’s Served, Enlistment Date, Muster Out Date



Step 8: Update Your Timeline



Start Your Story

James C Donald, was born on 30 Jun 1836. 

Three days after Virginia seceded from the union, he 
enlisted in Company H, Virginia 4th Infantry Regiment on 
20 Apr 1861, at the age of 24, three days after Virginia 
seceded from the Union.  

He also served in Company Preston’s Virginia 7th Cavalry 
Regiment and  Company G, Virginia 14th Cavalry 
Regiment.

He was 5 foot 9, had a fair complexion, blue eyes, and 
light hair. He was a laborer.

He died in Lexington, Virginia on 20 Jul 1899 at the age 
of 63.



Civil War Indexes to Look at on Ancestry

U.S Civil War Soldier Records 
and Profiles

U.S. Civil War Soldiers, 1861 -1865
• From the National Park Service
• http://www.itd.nps.gov/cwss

http://www.itd.nps.gov/cwss


www.nps.gov/civilwar/soldiers-

and-sailors-database.htm

http://www.nps.gov/civilwar/soldiers-and-sailors-database.htm


Look at Fold3



Civil War on Fold3



Let’s Find James Donald



Look at the Unit Information



Service Records



• Add documents from Fold3



James 
Calvin
Donald 





James Calvin Donald 



James 
Calvin
Donald 



John
Donald 



Benjamin
Matchette
Donald



What happened around June 12th?





Update the Spread Sheet



What about the people at 
home?



Family and 
local 
histories



Family 
and local 
histories



Family 
and local 
histories



Historical Context and Newspapers



1. Source the record
"Deaths," Lexington (Virginia) Gazette, 26 Jul 1899, online archives, 

Chronicling America (http://chroniclingamerica.org : accessed 5 Feb 2014, 
page 3, col 4.

2. Examine the image, not just the index
Not too applicable



3. List ALL points of genealogical importance
• James died at the age of sixty-three – his birth 

year around 1836
• He died on a Thursday. The paper was published 

on Wednesday, July 26th, so he died on July 20th.
• He suffered from Bright’s disease and was 

confined to his bed the last two months of his life.
• He was a Confederate soldier and served with the 

Rockbridge Grays and the 14th Virginia Calvary.  
• He was a prisoner of war at Camp Chase.
• His wife was the daughter of Charlton Wallace.
• In 1899, four children were living: Mrs. James 

Brogan, Mrs. W. P. .Gillispie, J. C. Donald, and J. H. 
Donald.  All lived in Rockbridge

• He belonged to the Lee-Jackson camp.
• Rev. Henry P. Hamill officiated the funeral



Update the Spread Sheet
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Robert Bryant 

Age Is No Object
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Robert Bryant

• Robert Bryant lived in Kentucky in 1860 and was born in 1802 in Virginia.  

• Too old to serve?

• Here in the 1850 census:
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Robert Bryant
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Robert Bryant
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Robert Bryant

67



Robert Bryant
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Robert Bryant
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Robert Bryant
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Robert Bryant
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Robert Bryant
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Robert Bryant
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Robert Bryant
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Robert Bryant
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Robert Bryant
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Pensions and Casualty 
Reports



Pensions



https://www.archives.gov/research/military/civil-war/confederate/pension.html

Confederate Pensions

https://www.archives.gov/research/military/civil-war/confederate/pension.html














http://www.tsl.state.tx.us/arc/pensions/samplcpi.html

Sample Pension Application - Texas State Library and Archives Commission

Pension 
Applications



Cluster Research

• Pension applications often mention other individuals.

• They often give the physical characteristics and condition of the 
applicant, along with his occupation.



What is your name?

What is your age?

In what County do you reside?

How long have you resided there?

Have you applied for a pension before -
or been rejected?

What is your occupation?

How long did you serve?





The Snavely’s of Smyth County
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Adam Boyd Snavely
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William H Snavely
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Frederick 
Sprinkle 
Snavely
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Joseph Ralston (h/o Susan Snavely)
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Union Pension Records : Family Search Wiki
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Union Pension Records : Fold3
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Galvanized Yankees
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100
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More Useful Resources



http://docsouth.unc.edu/imls
/digest/menu.html

Doc South

http://docsouth.unc.edu/imls/digest/menu.html






Frederick 

H Dyer



Stewart 

Sifakis



Organizations



Grand Army of the Republic

Formed in April 6, 1866; Extinction August 2, 1956

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grand_Army_of_the_Republic

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grand_Army_of_the_Republic


United Confederate Veterans

Formed in New Orleans, 10 June 1889.



Amite County, Miss. 

Confederate Veterans, 

Amite County Courthouse, 

Liberty, MS



The Argos Reflector (Argos, Indiana) · Thu, Aug 13, 1891





Times-Picayune, From May 19-22, 1903, New Orleans hosted a huge reunion of the United 

Confederate Veterans, culminating in a grand parade on May 22 along the city streets. The 

line of old soldiers, shown here on St. Charles Avenue, stretched for six miles, the parade 

took more than two hours to pass a given point, and it attracted a crowd, larger than the 

numbers that turned out for Carnival. The newspapers for the week are filled with reports of 

the veterans' doings--parties, dinners, meetings, speeches, and, of course, the grand parade.

[Louisiana Photograph Collection. Alexander Allison Collection]



Southern Claims 
Commission







➢ Slides and Presentations: http://finding-forgotten-stories.com/slides-from-presentations/

➢ Fold3 Training Center: http://www.fold3.com/tour/
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