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Often called the “Second American Revolution,” the War of 1812 records can offer 
valuable information when researching your family history. Especially important are 
pension records which name other family members as well as friends and neighbors - 
prior to 1850, the US Federal Census only listed the head of household by name. 

Overview of The War of 1812 

The War of 1812 involved the United States and Great Britain, starting on 18 June 1812 
and ending with the Treaty of Ghent on 24 December 1814. The treaty was ratified by 
the United States Congress on 17 February 1815 (this is why there was a major battle 
fought at New Orleans on 8 January 2015). What we know today as Canada was 
considered a group of British colonies during the war;  it bordered the United States and 
therefor was heavily involved with many naval battles fought on the Great Lakes. And 
several Native American or “First Nations” tribes were also participants, some fighting 
on the side of the British and others on the side of the United States. 

Major battles of the war include Battle of Queenston Heights (1812), Battle of Lake Erie 
(1813), Battle of Lundy’s Lane (1814), and the Battle of New Orlean s(1815). In 
addition, the British invaded Washington, D.C. in September of 1814 and burned the US 
Capitol, the White House and several other buildings. 

Close to 60,000 members of the United States Army fought in the war, supported by 
over 475,000 men who were part of state militias or volunteers. While researching 
whether or not your ancestor served in the War of 1812, you’ll need to determine 
whether or not the ancestor served in the Regular Army (the United States Army), 
served in a state militia, or served as a volunteer. 

Major Record Sets 

The major record sets related to the War of 1812 consist of compiled military service 
records on the federal level and militia rosters on the state level. In addition, the War of 
1812 pension files, which are slowly being digitized, offer additional information about 
military service as well as information on your ancestor’s family and even neighbors. 

While you may find the name of your ancestor in the records, you may have trouble 
confirming common names such as John Smith due to the lack of direct connecting 
evidence such as birth dates. Your best option is to use the Veteran Identification 
Strategy below and determine where your ancestor enlisted and which regiment and 
company he served in. Then look for post-war evidence such as bounty land warrants, 
claims and awards, and pension files. 
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Veteran Identification Strategy 

Your first step in learning more about an ancestor who may have fought in the War of 
1812 is to identify prospective ancestors based on their age and location at the time of 
the war, and then verifying their regiment and company of military service. 

• Age: Was your ancestor in the proper age range? If your ancestor was age 18 to 30 
during the period 1812-1815 (meaning born between 1782 and 1796) then there is a 
chance that they served during the war. 

• Location: Understand where your ancestor lived in the 1812 to 1815 time period. 
For those fighting on the side of the United States, they came from any of the states 
existing at the time. Check the 1810 US Federal Census to see where your 
ancestor lived prior to the start of the war and the 1820 US Federal Census for after 
the war which ended in 1815. Also, don’t forget Territorial Censuses for those 
places that were not yet states. 

• Regiment and Company: Having the regiment and company information for your 
soldier ancestor can increase your chances of finding service and pension records. 
You will want to use the Index to the Compiled Military Service Records for the 
Volunteer Soldiers Who Served During the War of 1812 at NARA which is also 
available in a searchable index at FamilySearch and Ancestry. 

War of 1812 Service Records 

Once you’ve determined if your ancestor served, you’ve likely figured out if they served 
as a volunteer or in the Regular Army. A vast majority of those who served during the 
War of 1812 were members of state militia who were “federalized” during period of the 
war. As if this weren’t confusing enough, the federal government also had volunteer 
units that it directly raised. 

Volunteers 

• Compiled Service Records: For volunteers, the National Archives maintains the 
compiled service records for volunteers. These are card abstracts derived from a 
variety of sources such as muster rolls, pay vouchers, etc. You can order actual 
copies of the service record from NARA online. 

• Index to Compiled Service Records: The main set of records is Index to the 
Compiled Military Service Records for the Volunteer Soldiers Who Served During 
the War of 1812 NARA Record Group (RG) 94. It lists information on over 600,000 
men who served in the War of 1812.  You can find indexes on FamilySearch and 
Ancestry ($). Information includes name of soldier, rank, position or job, military unit 
in which served, state of enlistment, and references and notes. 
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Regular Army 

• Enlistment Records: Consult US Army Enlistments 1798-1914 via Ancestry ($) or 
United States, Registers of Enlistments in the U. S. Army, 1798 - 1914 via 
FamilySearch (browse only – not indexed). Information includes: 

o Name 

o When and where enlisted 

o Where stationed 

o Term of enlistment 

o Birthplace 

o Age 

o Occupation 

o Physical description 

o Regiment and company 

o Rank 

o Date of discharge 

o Additional remarks 

• Officers: Personnel files were not compiled for officers in the United States Army 
until 1863. Try using Letters Received by the Adjutant General. General, 1805-1821 
(M566) at NARA or online via fold3 ($) as well as several books listing officers such 
as Historical Register and Dictionary of the United States Army. 

• Discharge Certificates: Available on microfilm and only pertaining to those in the 
Regular Army (no volunteers or militia). Discharge Certificates and Miscellaneous 
Records Relating to the Discharge of Soldiers from the Regular Army 1792-1815, 
M1856 at NARA. Miscellaneous records include pay vouchers and death certificates. 

Seamen’s Papers 

One of the causes of the War of 1812 was the impressment of American seaman into 
service in the British Navy. For the genealogist, such practice produced a large record 
set including Seamen’s Protection Certificate Applications. These documents served as 
sort of a merchant seaman’s passport and the originals still exist and are stored at the 
National Archives. Ancestry offers an index of over 50,000 records related to these 
applications. Also check state archives for seamen’s papers and protection applications. 

Bounty Land Records 

Just as in other wars, those who served in the War of 1812 or their surviving family 
members could apply for a bounty land warrant which offered them land in exchange for 
military service. The application papers hold valuable information and can be accessed 
at War of 1812, Military Bounty Land Warrants, 1815-1858 via FamilySearch. 
Information includes: 

• Name of veteran 

• Rank 

• Company 

• Regiment 

• Date of warrant 

• Date land was located 

• State where land was located 

Also remember to check military land warrants on the state level via state archives 
websites or in person at the archives or state library. 
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War of 1812 Pension Application Files 

If a veteran were wounded or disabled during the War of 1812, he could apply for a 
pension. In addition widows or heirs could also apply. The Index to the War of 1812 
Pension Application Files at (M313) and the Old War Index to Pension Files (T316) at 
NARA. See Index to War of 1812 Pension Application Files via Ancestry ($). Information 
available in the pension application files includes: 

• Name of soldier 

• Name of widow 

• Military unit in which served 

• Date of enlistment/discharge date 

• Birth date of soldier 

• Marriage date of soldier & widow 

• Maiden name of widow 

• Death date of soldier 

• Death date of widow 

• Discharge Papers 

• Other Supporting Papers 

Casualty and Other Records 

Genealogists are often creative in their use of record sets and must step outside of the 
typical military service records to find information about a War of 1812 ancestor. 

• Census Records: Check the US Federal Census starting in 1820 and determine 
where your ancestor settled after the war. Remember due to the bounty land warrant 
program, many headed West. Also don’t forget to check state and territorial 
censuses. Finally, remember to check the special 1890 Veterans Census since there 
were some listings of veterans from the War of 1812. 

• Awards and Claims: There are few record sets listing various awards and claims 
but the ones available include Index of Awards On Claims of the Soldiers of the War 
of 1812 (New York) and New York Military Equipment Claims, War of 1812 both 
available via Ancestry ($). 

• Prisoner of War Records: Various records on United States soldiers taken as 
prisoners of war can be found at War of 1812, Prisoner of War Records, 1812-1815 
via Ancestry ($). 

• Old Soldiers Homes: The first national home for disabled veterans in the United 
States was established in 1811 right before the start of the war. Since most of these 
homes were not fully established until decades later, you won’t find as many War of 
1812 veterans as you will Civil War veterans.  

• Death Records: Casualty records are hard to come by; success is better found 
looking for databases at state websites or searching on cemetery sites such as Find 
A Grave or Billion Graves. In addition, look for records of where veterans are buried, 
especially in other states that were not in existence during the period of the war. 
Many veterans continued moving to the West or migrated to other locations where 
they died and were buried. 
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War of 1812 Pension Records 

Finally, as you can see by the information in this guide, War of 1812 record sets are not 
easily accessed and many of them are not yet digitize or indexed. The Preserve the 
Pensions project (http://www.preservethepensions.org/) is a joint effort of the 
Federation of Genealogical Societies, the National Archives and Record Administration, 
fold3 and Ancestry.com to preserve and digitize over 7.2 million pages of War of 1812 
Pension Application files. These files will be made available for free at various website 
so that all researchers can have access.  

Resources 
• Beginning War of 1812 Research – FamilySearch Wiki 

https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Beginning_US_War_of_1812_Research  

• Cyndi’s List – War of 1812 
http://www.cyndislist.com/1812/  

• A Guide to the War of 1812 – Library of Congress 
http://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/1812/  

• Map of the United States 1812-1816 
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:United_States_1812-06-1816.png  

• War of 1812 – Bicentennial Website 
http://www.visit1812.com/  

• War of 1812 – Canadian Website 
http://www.warof1812.ca/  

• War of 1812 – FamilySearch Catalog 
http://www.LegacyURL.com/fscatwar1812  

• War of 1812 – FamilySearch Wiki 
https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/War_of_1812,_1812_to_1815  

• War of 1812 Chronicles 
http://warof1812chronicles.blogspot.com/  

• War of 1812 Military Research – Newberry Library 
http://www.newberry.org/war-1812-military-research  

• War of 1812 Project – Geni.com 
http://www.geni.com/projects/War-of-1812/2666  

• War of 1812 Resources – Ancestry Card Catalog 
http://www.LegacyURL.com/acomwar1812  

• War of 1812 Resources – Olive Tree Genealogy 
http://www.olivetreegenealogy.com/mil/usa/1812/  

• USGenWeb Archives - War of 1812 Project 
http://usgwarchives.org/pensions/1812/index.htm  

http://www.preservethepensions.org/
https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Beginning_US_War_of_1812_Research
http://www.cyndislist.com/1812/
http://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/1812/
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:United_States_1812-06-1816.png
http://www.visit1812.com/
http://www.warof1812.ca/
http://www.legacyurl.com/fscatwar1812
https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/War_of_1812,_1812_to_1815
http://warof1812chronicles.blogspot.com/
http://www.newberry.org/war-1812-military-research
http://www.geni.com/projects/War-of-1812/2666
http://www.legacyurl.com/acomwar1812
http://www.olivetreegenealogy.com/mil/usa/1812/
http://usgwarchives.org/pensions/1812/index.htm

