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This program gives a researcher some quick tips along with electronic and print resources that 

can be used to research Civil War soldiers.  Much of the information in this guide can be used 

for researching soldiers from any state that send men off to the Civil War.  The focus of several 

of the research strategies and resources are Connecticut specific.  If you have a Civil War 

ancestor or an interest in researching men who enlisted during the yearôs 1861-1865 this 

resource guide will offer you several starting points for beginning as well as expanding your 

research.  During the 150
th
 Commemoration of the Civil War, researching the men and women 

of that gallant generation allows us to make personal connections with our past as a nation. In 

reaching back we gain an understanding our past and inform our future.  Civil War history is all 

around us.  Honoring it we may gain an appreciation for those who have gone before us to make 

our current lives possible.  All honor to those volunteer sons of Connecticut. Their history is too 

precious to be neglected or forgotten. Enjoy your journey into the past lives of those who 

preceded us and defended our nation in the hour of its greatest crisis.   

  



What Information Do You Have & Where Do 
You Start?  The Internet, Of Course!

Letters?  A diary? A 
photograph? Only a name?   
Begin to search for clues.  A 
quick Internet search might 

find something about his life. 

Try the name and see what pops up: 

Use quotation marks around the name 
for better, more specific results

Try different spellings of the 
name in the same search 
using OR between the 

spellings, try the plus sign 
and add his state (+ 

Connecticut) for only 
Connecticut information 

with the name.

 
 
The Internet has revolutionized genealogical research.  Search engines and databases such as 

Ancestry.com have opened doors to the past.  New information is being added daily.  There are everal 

quick tips for searching relate to Boolean syntax, which is the language used by search engines such as 

Google.  You can increase your chances of finding the information you want by using ñoperatorsò to 

refine your search.  The most common operators are the plus sign (+), minus sign (-) and quotation 

marks (ñò).  Using the plus sign tells the search that the words you are linking with the + must appear 

in the search;  The minus sign tells the search that a word must not appear in your results; surrounding 

words with quotations marks tells the search that the results must appear as a phrase.   

Six Web-savvy strategies defined by genealogist, Nancy Hendrickson, for Family Tree Magazine are: 

1) Master search-engine math (syntax & operators) 

2) Refine your search to find the best sources 

3) Scout out smaller sites 

     4)  Look for places, not people 

     5)  Try multiple databases (and search engines) 

     6)  Go beyond Genealogy sites 

(Information from:  Your Ultimate Guide to Genealogy On-Line, Essential Tips and Tools to Trace 

Your Roots on the Web, from the Editors of Family Tree Magazine) 

  



The Best First Research Stop on the Internet for Civil War 
Soldiers North & South:  http://www.civilwardata.com/ 

 

One of the best sources for initially researching any soldier, North or South, is the American 

Civil War Research Database.  A subscription is only $25 a year and provides access to all sorts 

of personnel, state, town, regimental, information.  Many libraries have subscriptions to this 

database that can be used.  You can try the guest demo (free) or the Descendants/Ancestors 

Database for $10.   This Database is especially useful if you have not yet located the 

Individualôs regiment.  This database can be used to search a state for individual names, 

regiments and town/city information and statistics.  They also have a photo directory and tons 

of specifics on every hometown and regiment in the US and CSA.  A terrific first place to begin 

research.    

  



A Research MUST: Identify the Manõs 
Regiment & Company

A Civil War Regiment 
was the basic unit of 

personnel management.  
Regiments were 

numbered and attached 
to states.  Their full 

complement of men was 
1000 upon recruitment 
and they were led by a 
Colonel.   In order to 
learn everything you 

can about your ancestor 
you must know his 
state, regiment, and 

company.  This 
information can be 

found through letters, 
diaries, veterans 
activities, etc.,  

Selah G. Blakeman , 
Co. D, 17th Conn 
Regiment

 

If you have no other leads, the internet is the first logical place to run a quick regimental listing 

and can be done in several ways.  Look for rosters, etc., and any other clues.  Once you know 

the regiment you have an open door to more specific information about where your ancestor 

was, what experiences and battles he may have participated in, where he may have been 

camped, who he may have fought with, etc.  You will also have a much better chance of 

completing information for a National Archives request for pension records and compiled 

military service records.  A quick way to locate a soldierôs regiment is to use the free Civil War 

Soldiers and Sailors database offered by the National Park Service and detailed in the next slide.  

The American Civil War Research Database on the previous slide offers this information as 

well as more in-depth regimental experience records, statistics, details about cities and towns 

that sent men off to war, etc.  

  



 

Civil War Soldiers and Sailors System
Free Internet research tool for searching the records of the 
soldiers and sailors who fought in the Civil War from the 

National Park System
CWSS -- the Civil War Soldiers and Sailors System , 
maintained by the National Park Service has more than six 
million names in the system.  The entire population of the 
US at the time (North and South) only came to about 32 
million.  The Civil War would, indeed, as Lincoln stated 
touch every heart and hearth stone. CWSS shows the 
information on the General Index Card.  Cards were  
prepared from unit and regiment musters as a soldier or 
sailorõs service record. The cards were  used after service to 
determine eligibility for pensions. The cards can also be 
obtained from  the National Archives.

 
 

The National Park System offers this research database free of charge to researchers.  The 

General Index Cards, can also be ordered as part of Compiled Military Service Record from the 

National Archives.  The CWSS offers the information detailed in the snapshot of the webpage.   

  



Personal Information About Your Ancestor
The National Archives at www.archives.gov

 
 

You can order on line and pay with a credit card in advance for pension records and compiled 

military service records.  The cost of the complete pension record is $75 and CMSRs are $25.  

When filling out the electronic form in order to get the best results you need to fill out as much 

as you know about the soldier you are researching.  Name, rank, regiment, company at least.  

Birth dates, death dates, state of residence, etc., all help insure that you will receive the 

documents you request.  Shipping can be up to 142 days for pension records, however, they 

usually come in a few weeks.  There is no charge if the search for records is unsuccessful.  The 

new electronic form takes the place and is similar to the old NATF form85 that used to have the 

attached carbon copies.   

  



Order On -line:  View of a Completed Electronic Pension Record 
Order of Kady Brownell, a woman who experienced combat with 

the 5th Rhode Island Regiment and lived at one time in 
Bridgeport, CT ðFill out as much information as possible.

 
 

If your ancestor was on the military payroll you can order their Compiled Military Service 

Record.  If your ancestor applied for and collected a pension, or if he left a widow who did, you 

will want the information which can include eyewitness testimony , medical records, marriage 

records, and a wealth of other personal information.  Pension records are $75 and worth every 

penny most of the time.  If the researchers at the National Archives do not find any information 

there is no charge.  Above is the very unusual case of a woman who experienced combat with 

the 5
th
 Rhode Island Regiment after following her husband into the service.   Kady Brownell 

lived in Bridgeport, Connecticut after the war and applied for and gained membership with the 

local Elias Howe Post of the Grand Army of the Republic.   She also applied for and received a 

U.S. Soldierôs pension and her records are available at the National Archives.   

  



Compiled Military Service Records (CMSRs) ðDonõt 
assume that because your ancestor was in a regiment 
that fought at Gettysburg that he was there without 

proof f rom the CMSR file from the National Archives

 

 

CMSRs are $25 and worth every penny.  You fill out the same electronic form on-line at the 

National Archives as you do for pension files.  CMSRs prove where a soldier was at any given 

time that the roll is made.  You can find a lot of surprises in the CMSRs.  You can verify or rule 

out whether your ancestor was present for duty when his regiment was in battle or whether he 

was on furlough, hospitalized, etc.  These cards and records donôt represent all of the 

information about a soldier but are invaluable when comparing them against the record of the 

soldierôs regiment and his pension records.   

  



Some items you might find in a soldierõs CMSR file 
would be re -enlistment papers, casualty sheets, hospital 

stays, furlough dates, and definite proof if he was present 
for duty during battle.  Donõt overlook this information.    

 
 

These forms for re-enlistment and casualty accompanied the CMSR for a Seymour, Connecticut 

soldier, John Harpin Riggs of the 7
th
 Connecticut Volunteer Infantry.   

  



Pension Applications & Files ða wealth of personal 

information on the life and death of a soldier

 

 

Pension records contain information of birth, marriage, death, children, and health issues.  They 

are a wealth of genealogical information about the soldier and often his family as well.  You 

may find sworn statements from friends and neighbors.  Sworn statements from comrades from 

the regiment, and the soldiers own sworn statements, make pension files a wealth of personal 

information about military service and the veteranôs life after the war.  Often the men relay 

information in their own words about their lives and health, combat experience, and family and 

these statements are made under oath and attested to by a notary.   In the case where a soldier is 

collecting a pension for being wounded in action, sworn testimony from members of the 

regiment who witnessed the wounding are included along with surgeonôs certificates and the 

results of examinations.  If you are researching a soldier a copy of the pension file is a must.   

  



Discharges 
can provide 

valuable 
information 

about the 
soldier  

 

 

Besides the usual name, rank, and regiment, discharges give the term of enlistment, date and 

place of discharge, and reason for discharge.  They also give a physical description of the 

soldier for identification purposes and the manôs occupation when he enlisted.  Fold marks on 

many original discharges indicate where soldiers probably folded them up and carried them in a 

pocket or wallet.  This copy of Selah Blakemanôs discharge (17
th
 Connecticut Volunteers, 

Company D)  arrived in the envelope with his pension records from the National Archives.  It 

gives the date he was discharged, his rank at the time, the geographical location of where he 

was discharged, i.e., Hilton Head.  The discharge describes his height, complexion, the color of 

his eyes and his hair.   It states his profession as farmer.  It also gives the amount he was paid 

upon discharge.  Discharges are wonderful reference documents.  

  



Vital Records ,Town Halls , State and 
Local Historical Societies are

Goldmines for Historical Information 
on the War and the Home Front

 
Vital Records come in a variety of forms and are available in libraries, town halls, state and local historical 

societies.  Some vital records are available in print form. Many are available on microfiche.   There are many 

initiatives to digitize this information as well.  There are several LDS Family History Centers in Connecticut 

that welcome the general public and offer assistance and free resources, including vital records which can be 

ordered upon request for genealogical research.  This was an interesting photo taken with a digital camera right 

from the microfiche reader screen.  Itôs the vital record of births recorded the day after the Battle of Antietam 

for the town of Derby, Connecticut.  I found it while researching a Derby soldier from the 20
th
 Connecticut, Co. 

B.  On September 18, 1862 a young couple in Derby named Frederic and Laura Huntley had triplets, he was 23 

and she was 18 years old.  This view of the vital record for that event shows the town clerk had bracketed the 

margin of the record of this unusual event with the word Triplets and three exclamation points.  In addition to 

the unusual event of the birth of triplets was the fact the couple chose names for their three boys and the names 

were recorded in the town record.  (many birth records of the period did not give the childôs name, but simply 

the names of the parents, their ages, race, sometimes fatherôs occupation,  and the sex of the child)  There was 

apparently a great deal of patriotism displayed in the choice and recording of the names of these three boys 

chosen to honor three Union generals:  Burnside, Sumner and Hooker Huntley.  -- It is interesting to note these 

three generals all participated in the great battle of Antietam, the bloodiest day in our nationôs history, which 

had been fought only the day before, on September 17, 1862.  Did the town of Derby already have news of the 

battle or would it be days before the news reached the valley?   When doing research always take a digital 

camera.  This image was made using a photograph of the screen of the microfiche reader displaying the Derby 

Vital Records at a Church of the Latter Day Saints Genealogy center in Woodbridge, CT.   

  



 

Letters & Diaries

òYou may preserve this if you pleaseé.ó

 
Union and Confederate soldiers alike realized the historical significance of their participation in the War.  Everyone wrote 

letters if they were literate.  Literacy rates were extremely high.  Spelling was creative and phonetic, and handwriting, a 

century and a half later, is often difficult to read.  It may take a great effort to decipher some of the handwriting and faded 

words, but itôs worth the effort.   To be able to read a soldierôs letters is a remarkable opportunity.   Sometimes soldiers 

sent packages of letters home with specific instructions for their families to preserve them. Other times they kept the 

letters with them carrying them through battle. Some soldiers took measures to protect their written legacy in letters and 

diaries.  In February 1863, Pvt. Friend Smith, 20
th
 Connecticut, Co. B, would write his wife: ñI assure you your letters are 

read and reread over & over again.  I send them back because I want them preserved & I find some others do the same.ò   

Many thousands of these fragile written papers have been lost, damaged, and destroyed due to careless treatment over the 

years.   Almost every soldier who took part in the war, North and South, was conscious they were participating in a 

cataclysmic event of National magnitude.  Even soldiers who were moderately literate wanted to document their 

experiences and communicate them to loved ones back home.  Psychologically, they wanted to leave something behind 

for their families to know.  It was the letters that held all their feelings and thoughts.  Reading Civil War letters today it is 

apparent these feelings were especially acute because of the insecurity, unpredictability, and danger of the soldiersô 

experience both in camp and in battle.   All were conscious of their finite mortal existence in an infinite cause.  Tens of 

thousands of soldiers kept diaries of their experiences; millions of soldiers sent their letters home to be preserved.  

Tragically many did not survive the years. Private Smith not only numbered every letter he wrote for future reference but 

he kept a diary as well. On New Yearôs Day, 1863 he mailed it home to his wife.   Some soldiers and families dressed up 

their mail with colorful, patriotic stationery as you see above.  All who wrote hoped their loved ones would keep them in 

their thoughts and return their written words with news of home. Almost every letter home asked for families to write 

back often.   Requests for stamps, paper, envelopes from home were common.  Letters, if available, shed so much light on 

the lives of this great American generation.   



Copy of the first and last pages of a letter from July 4, 1863 from Pvt. J. Henry 
Blakeman , 17th Connecticut Infantry,  to his mother describing his wounding 
and the death of his best friend, Stephen Crofutt on the first day of the battle

This July 4, 1863 letter was written the day after the Battle of Gettysburg ended in Union victory.  The entire town and 

surrounding areas were what historian Gregory Coco would call ña vast sea of miseryò in a ñstrange and blighted landò in 

the aftermath of the battle.  From the 11
th
 Corps Hospital on the George Spangler farm at Gettysburg, on July 4, 1863, J. 

Henry Blakeman would write home to his mother describing his wounding, and the death of his best friend, Stephen 

Crofutt (photo insert) on the first day of the battle:   
Dear Mother, I think I shall have a chance to send a letter this afternoon and knowing your intense anxiety will write a little.  You 
know we have had a terrible fight and men are slain by hundreds but thanks to our preserver I escaped with my life though pretty 
severely wounded.  I was hit the first day before I had time to fire my gun, taken prisoner and kept one day and then taken to the 
city and the next day our folk took the town and I was taken to our hospital some three miles back.  Here we have to lie on the 

ground and last night we had a terrible rain so I am as wet as water can make me but that is good for the wound.  I was struck by a 
rifle ball in the left side between the hip and ribs passing through the flank..  Dr. says he thinks it did not enter the cavity and if not 
�L�W���Z�L�O�O���K�H�D�O���V�R�R�Q�������'�R���Q�R�W���Z�R�U�U�\���D�E�R�X�W���P�H���I�R�U���L�W���Z�L�O�O���G�R���Q�R���J�R�R�G�������,���G�R�Q�¶�W���P�L�Q�G���L�W���P�X�F�K���F�D�Q���J�H�W���X�S���D�Q�G���Z�D�O�N���D�U�R�X�Q�G���T�X�L�W�H���V�S�U�\ and 

have a good appetite.  I can hardly bring my mind to tell you that Stephen was killed by the same volley that wounded me.  He was 
within three feet of me was shot through the head and killed instantly.  Stephen was liked by the whole co. and will be much 

mourned.  I know it will almost kill his mother but reality is better than suspense and what I tell you you can depend upon.  I saw 
Selah yesterday morning a few minutes he escaped unhurt.  Our Regt is badly cut up they numbered only eighty yesterday.  Co. D. 
only five besides Lieut. Peck.  Col. Arrived yesterday morning and had command of the Brigade.  Dol. Fowler is killed Maj Brady 
is wounded and Capt Burr in command of the Regt.  I lost everything I had but my canteen and little water.  Even lost my cup.  I 
got this sheet of paper of Stiles Wells.  It was in a small portfolio in his breast and a ball passed through the whole fifty thickness 

but did not hurt him it probably saved his life.  He was afterwards wounded in the leg. Sylvester is hurt in the shoulder not 
seriously.  There are twelve of us from Co. D here together wounded they say this morning that the Rebs are getting off as fast as 

possible and I guess they are pretty badly whipped.  The 11th Corps did not run much this time as their cas. Plainly shows.  I cannot 
tell you where to direct to �P�H���Q�R�Z���I�R�U���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���N�Q�R�Z���Z�K�H�U�H���Z�H���V�K�D�O�O���E�H���W�D�N�H�Q�������,���Z�L�O�O���Z�U�L�W�H���D�J�D�L�Q���D�V���V�R�R�Q���D�V���,���D�P���H�V�W�D�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���L�Q���D��

�K�R�V�S�L�W�D�O�������'�R�Q�¶�W���Z�R�U�U�\���D�E�R�X�W���P�H���,���D�P���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J���D�V���Z�H�O�O���D�V���F�L�U�F�X�P�V�W�D�Q�F�H�V���F�D�Q���S�H�U�P�L�W�������6�R���Z�L�W�K���P�X�F�K���O�R�Y�H���D�Q�G���P�D�Q�\���J�R�R�G���Z�L�V�K�H�V���I�R�U 
your welfare I remain you Son in good spirits.  Henry   P.S. Tell them I was hit face toward them no reb saw my back.  Henry 

  


