VIRTUAL WAR MEMORIAL AUSTRALIA

GUIDE TO READING SERVICE RECORDS

World War One (1914—1918)
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 One. It contains:
I.

Parts of AIF Service Records

II.

Reading old handwriting

III.

Looking for keywords

IV.

Where to go for more help
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READING AIF SERVICE RECORDS

PARTS OF AIF RECORDS
The attestation paper is usually the first page of a World War One service record. It was completed by the
person enlisting and contains a lot of background information including the place of birth, age (in years
and months), their occupation at the time of enlistment and, often, the details of the next of kin.
At the bottom of the page, you will find the date of enlistment along with the signature of the person
enlisting. If it is readable, you can use this signature to check the spelling of the last name (it might be
different from the name at the top of the page.

Place of Birth

Occupation

The address
of the closest
relative is also
often the
hometown.

This is the date of
enlistment.
Stanley Quicke
enlisted on 14
August 1916.
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READING AIF SERVICE RECORDS

PARTS OF AIF RECORDS
The Service Record contains a physical description and the certificate of medical examination, which the
Examining Medical Officer signs to say the person is fit to serve in the Australian Imperial Force.
This form will also show you the unit into which the serviceman or servicewoman first enlisted. This will
not necessarily be the unit in which they spent most of the war.

In World War One,
servicemen were not
asked for the date
of birth, but only for
their age at the time
of enlistment.
For example: On 18
October 1916,
Stanley Quicke said
he was 22 years and
11 months old. That
would make him born
sometime in
November, 1894.

This is the unit to
which the
serviceman or
servicewoman is first
sent. For Stanley
Quicke, this meant
the 21st
Reinforcements for
the 10th Battalion.
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READING AIF SERVICE RECORDS

PARTS OF AIF RECORDS
The Active Service form is where you will find most of the information about what happened during the
period of service. It will contain events such as transfers, promotions, disciplinary action such as fines,
wounds and death. 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, for example, the serviceman was hospitalised for an infection.
Please note: There are two columns for dates. The first one on the left is when the event was reported,
the second date column tells you when the event happened.

This is the date the
report was written.

This column tells you what
happened, eg. “Proceeded overseas

The date in this
column is date of the
event, eg. when a
serviceman was
wounded.
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READING AIF SERVICE RECORDS

PARTS OF AIF RECORDS

Service
records
also
contain
communication sent to or from the
Ministry of Defence about the
serviceman or service woman. This
would include letters sent to families
about hospitalisation or death, and
letters sent from the families with
information and inquiries.

Note: Stanley Quicke did not serve overseas in
1914/1915 so the 1914/1915 Star has N.E.
written underneath—this means he was not eligible for the medal. He did receive the British
War Medal and the Victory Medal, which were
given to all who served overseas during the
Great War.
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READING AIF SERVICE RECORDS

READING HANDWRITING
This can be the trickiest part of reading World War One service records, but don’t let it stop you
from understanding these documents. Think of it as a puzzle; follow the steps below, stick with it
and you will get there.
1.

Think of it like a coded message and start by finding words that you can read easily.

2.

Use the letters in these words to start to read other words. You can even create an alphabet
(by hand or with the computer).

Pte
Appointed Lance Corporal Field
LCpl To 2nd Army School
L/Cpl Rejoined from Sch. of Instruction

=c

=h

=d

=i

=e

=l

=F

=o
=S

3.

Some letters can look similar, eg. “h” and “k”, so look at the surrounding letters and think
logically. “S c k o o l” doesn’t make sense, but “S c h o o l” does.

4.

Remember that joining letters together might make them look like something different. Eg.
“in” might look like an “m”.

5.

Show the word to someone else, without telling them what you think the word is.

Tried all of the above and still stuck? The Virtual War Memorial team is here to help.
Email the Schools Program Manager: schools.program@vwma.org.au
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READING AIF SERVICE RECORDS

LOOKING FOR KEYWORDS
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. The following list of
keywords should help you to understand the soldier’s experiences from the service record.
1.

Embarked - this is often stamped in the record and will have the name of the transport ship.

2.

Taken on Strength (TOS) - this means that the individual was transferred to another unit.
You can see which unit, by looking at the “From Whom Received” column under Report

3.

Appointed - often shortened to App, this means a promotion to another rank

4.

Wounded - this should include the date. By looking at the unit diary for the same date, you
can find out where they were fighting, and more about the battle.

5.

Awarded - this shows the honour or award the serviceman or servicewoman received. Eg.
Stanley Quicke received a military medal (MM)

6.

Killed in Action (KIA) - as with wounding, by reading the unit diary for that date, you can
find out the battle in which the serviceman or servicewoman was killed.

(10 BN = 10th Infantry Battalion)

(Pte = Private; L. Cpl = Lance Corporal)
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READING AIF SERVICE RECORDS

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, try:
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 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
SISTER IDA MOCKRIDGE (Left)
WITH HER GOOD FRIEND KATHERINE “KIT” McNAUGHTON AND
OFFICER FRIENDS ON LEMNOS.
Australian War Memorial,
P10894.007.002.
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