VIRTUAL WAR MEMORIAL AUSTRALIA

GUIDE TO READING WORLD WAR II
SERVICE RECORDS

World War Two (1939-45)
Service Records often hold the key to understanding the experiences
of men and women before, during and after conflict. But they are not
always easy sources to read.
This guide will help you to understand Australian service records from
World War Two. It contains:
I.

AIF/CMF Service Records (i.e. the land forces)

II.

RAAF Service Records (air force)

III.

RAN Service Records (navy)

IV.

Reading handwriting

V.

Keywords and abbreviations

VI. Handwriting exercise
VII. Where to go for more help
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Parts of AIF/CMF Service Records
During World War Two, Australia maintained two armies: the Second AIF (for
overseas service) and the CMF (also known as the Militia, for service in Australia
and New Guinea). AIF members’ service numbers contain an X.

Service Records normally contain three groups of documents:
1. Attestation Paper. In the CMF this was the Mobilization Attestation Form and
in the Second AIF it was the Attestation Form for special forces raised for service
in Australia or abroad. It was completed on enlistment and normally gives address, next of kin, age as well as date and place of birth.
2. Service and Casualty Form.
For officers, this was the
Officer’s Record of Service,
which had a slightly different
format.

This

movements,
tween

form

shows

transfers

units,

be-

absences

through wounds or illness,
promotions and decorations.
3. Other documents. These
include discharge forms, correspondence with the serviceperson or their family, and
receipts for medals.
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AIF/CMF SERVICE RECORDS
The Attestation Paper is a two sided form, sometimes compressed into one page. The
front page gives personal information, such date of birth, address, occupation, and next of
kin. The person enlisting signed the form at the bottom; if the signature is readable, you
can use it to check the spelling of his or her name. The second page records the medical
examination and (sometimes) the oath. Soldiers had to be passed medically fit (Class I) or
an explanation given for how they could serve. The actual enlistment date is the day the
oath was taken.

Date of
enlistment

Date of birth
& Occupation

Next of kin,
address and
relationship
This is the date
Reg Sheehan
took the oath:
13/10/39. This
made him legally
a soldier.
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AIF/CMF SERVICE RECORDS
The Service and Casualty Form (or Officer’s Record of Service) is where you will find most of the
information about what happened during the period of service.
•

Transfer from one place, hospital or unit to another

•

Changing status (e.g. promotion, disciplinary action, decorations)

•

Wounded, missing, dead

It often also contains other medical information. Please treat this information with respect when writing
your biography, particularly if it is not related to service. So instead of stating specific illnesses, you could
write that the serviceman was hospitalised for an infection.
A Casualty Form was written on by many different military clerks, often with quite different handwriting,
and contains many abbreviations and acronyms. It is often hard to read.

When the event was
reported, not when it
happened. Note the
unit; otherwise ignore.

This is the most
important field:
what actually
happened.

When and where the event
actually happened: this is
important. Often quite generic:
O’seas, ME (Middle East).

References to the
military filing
system; this can be
safely ignored.
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AIF/CMF SERVICE RECORDS

Service Records sometimes
contain discharge papers,
which can provide a wealth of
information. This man served
in the CMF 1940-42 and in the
Second AIF 1942-46, before
being
discharged
for
disciplinary reasons.

This document shows the service (or
campaign) medals, issued to all soldiers who met the eligibility criteria.
Charles Coombs served in the Pacific
Theatre and so received the Pacific
Star. He also received the 1939/45
Star, the Defence Medal, the War
Medal and the Australia Service Medal. See www.defence.gov.au/Medals/
Imperial/WWII.
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RAAF SERVICE RECORDS
Personal Record of Service
This was a printed A3 sheet. The Airmen and Officers’ forms record much the same information but with
a different layout: basically, the Airmen form has numbered sections and the Officers’ does not. If your
person was promoted from Airman to Officer the file will contain both forms, and you will need to read
both to find all the relevant information.
This form gives most key information about a person’s service. Pay particular attention to these areas:

Personal
information:
marital status,
DOB, next of
kin, etc.
Enlistment
date

Promotions: enter these
into your person’s
Service History with
date.

Postings: The first and last postings
will probably be to training and
holding depots respectively (which
are of little interest), but look for
Squadrons or similar. Enter these
into your person’s Service History
as Transfers with date.

Decorations: mostly these
will be service medals,
but look for bravery
decorations too.
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RAAF SERVICE RECORDS

The RAAF personnel file may
contain
other
documents:
enlistment or attestation papers,
conduct
sheets,
and
RAF
documents if the person was
seconded to the RAF.

The file often contains a head-andshoulder photograph of the person
taken at enlistment. Zoom in as far as
you can and take a screenshot of this
photo, so you can use it as your person’s Key Image. Make sure you note
information for the Caption (in the
format “Enlistment Photo of Person X,
Service Number”) and the Attribution
(“From NAA Personnel File” with link).
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RAN SERVICE RECORDS

RAN service cards are short and simple but provide good high-level information
about service. The first page will give all the relevant personal information: date
and place of birth, height and appearance, next of kin, enlistment date and
occupation. Beyond that it will normally only give changes in rank, the ships or
depots he or she served on and the dates for each. This information can be
entered into your person’s Service History.
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READING HANDWRITING
This can be the trickiest part of reading World War Two service records, but don’t let it stop you
from understanding the document. Think of it as a puzzle or a coded message: start by finding
words that you can read easily. Write it all out; this ensures you read every word and helps you
spot gaps.
Follow the steps below, stick with it and you will get there.

=r

= pp
=v

= is

= is

=L
=k

Disembarked
Appointed L/Cpl
Evac 1 A Gen Hosp (Papill…
Promoted Cpl
Discharged 1 AGH.
A few techniques for reading those difficult words:
•

Use the context. Can you guess the uncertain word from those around it? Can you at least work out
what sort of word it is (e.g. a name, a rank).

•

Bear in mind this was written by a clerk who was probably in a hurry. He may not have crossed his t’s
or dotted his i’s. He may have had difficulty fitting his letters into the space.

•

Compare the difficult letters with other letters in words you can read. Perhaps the clerk has an
unusual way of writing an S or a D, and you’ve seen it written in another word. Writing out these
letters to form a “letter key” (as above) is a really helpful technique. But not foolproof: note the
similarity between k and L in the example above.

•

Beware of letter combinations. The letters in often look like m; h can look like k or d; n can look like u.

•

Write down the possibilities in a difficult word: (1) the letters you’re certain of, (2) the letters where
it might be a d or a h or a k, and (3) the letters you have no idea of. Work through the various
combinations until you have one which fits.

•

Isolate the difficult words and get someone else to look at them – without telling them what you
think the word is.
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KEYWORDS AND ABBREVIATIONS

Although it is great to be able to read every word in a Service Record, sometimes
even professional historians find this difficult. You can get around this by looking for
important keywords that will help you to discover and tell the story of your soldier.
Here are some of the main keywords and their common abbreviations, so you know
what to look for. Remember: different clerks might use different abbreviations.

See also: www.naa.gov.au/collection/explore/defence/abbreviations.aspx
Term

Common
What it means
abbreviation

Lines of Communi- L of C Area
cation Area

An Australian state (e.g.
Qld, SA), for army support purposes.

Marched In/Out

M/I, M/O

To join or leave a unit
(often with ex = ‘from,
our of’).

Admitted

Adm

Admitted to hospital, sick
or wounded.

Take on Strength

T.O.S.

Transferring to a unit,
and so being counted as
part of its ‘strength’.

Absent Without
Leave

A.W.L

A crime: being away
from one’s unit without
permission.

Transferred

Tfd or
Transfd

Moved to another unit or
hospital.

Embarked / Entrained / Emplaned

Emb.

Got on a ship (or train or
aeroplane)

Ditto

do or “

The same as above

Example
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EXERCISE
Those are the techniques.
Let’s practice.

Here are five lines from a Casualty Form for a Second AIF soldier who
fought in New Guinea. Bearing in mind there are abbreviations here,
make a list:
•

Which words can you read easily?

•

Which can you probably read, or read with difficulty?

•

And which can’t you read?
Let’s narrow down that middle list, the words you can read with
difficulty:
•

Which letters are you sure of? Write them out.

•

Of the letters you’re not sure about, do any resemble letters
in the words you know?

•

Apply the techniques we learned on previous pages. Look at
the list of common abbreviations.

•

What was his offence? And what was the punishment?

Now you probably have most of the words figured out, with a few you’re
still not sure of. What type of word needs to go in that spot? Is it a place
name? Ask other students, or your teacher. If you still can’t work it out,
take a screenshot, attach a link and email the Schools Program Manager:
schools.program@vwma.org.au.
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FINDING MORE HELP
Sometimes no matter how hard you try, you just cannot find the information you need.
That is ok; there is a lot of help out there.
For help with understanding abbreviations, look for our forthcoming Glossary, or:
https://www.awm.gov.au/glossary/

http://www.naa.gov.au/collection/explore/defence/abbreviations.aspx

Can’t find the answer there, or have other questions about the service records? Visit the
Virtual War Memorial Schools Program page on Facebook and post your question. We will
answer your questions as quickly as we can.
Or email us at: schools.program@vwma.org.au
A group at Headquarters 11 Division listening to the radio for
news of the projected Japanese
surrender.
Australian War Memorial,
095256 .
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