Virtual War Memorial Australia

Researching a Person – WWI
So, you want to research a person who served in World War One.
You have a name and a service number and probably not much else. What
do you do?
Your task has two parts: first, fill out their Service History, then use that to
find other biographical information.
First, you need to find the details of the person’s Service History: when they
entered the AIF, when and how they left, and what happened to them while
they were enlisted. There are three main documents you’ll need for this:
The Embarkation Roll – a
single printed page, found
at the Australian War
Memorial (AWM) website:
www.awm.gov.au/advanced
-search/people. Use the
service number if the name
is too common.
The Nominal Roll – a single
typed page, also at the
AWM.
The Service Record – a
PDF, many pages long,
found at the National
Archives of Australia (NAA):
recordsearch.naa.gov.au.

Of these three documents, the Service Record is the most important and
will give you the most information. It is also the trickiest to use. Refer to the
VWMA Research Guide on How to Read a Service Record for help.
The Service Record is effectively a personnel file. The PDF contains two
documents which will be most useful to you: the Attestation Paper (which
has printing and handwriting, and is usually the first few pages of the PDF)
and the Casualty Form (often messy, with handwriting, typing and stamps,
a few pages later on). It also contains other documents.
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What information to find and where to find it
The following basic information for the Service History
can be found in the Embarkation Roll, the Nominal Roll
and the Attestation Paper:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Basic details (name, place of birth, occupation etc)
When they enlisted.
Their home town (address at enlistment)
When they embarked (got on the ship overseas).
When they were discharged or died (and, if they
died, how – Killed in Action, Died of Wounds, Died
of Disease).

You can find other key information in the Casualty Form
(note the unit they were with at the time, together with the
other information in brackets):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Tip
Write
down
information as you
find it. Note where
you found it. Save
the hyperlinks. As an
historian, you need
to
show
your
evidence.
Why? So anyone
reading your work
can
check
the
evidence. That way,
they
can
be
confident
you’re
telling the truth.

Honours and Awards (type of award, date)
POW – Prisoner of War (date from, to)
Promotion (to which rank, date)
Wounded (rank, date, give details if known)
Involvement in a particular campaign or battle.

Attestation Paper (left) and Casualty Form (right)
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Involvement
Of these, Involvement is trickiest, and requires a bit of detective work. Start
with the unit’s Battle Honours (this can be found on the unit page on the
AWM – search for e.g. “50th Australian Infantry Battalion”). Click on each
campaign/battle and note the start
and end dates. Was your soldier with
his unit on those dates, or away?
(probably at hospital) If he was with
the unit, then yes, he was involved
in that campaign. Note that
involvement in a campaign is
important when you come to fill out the
Honours and Awards, POW and
Wounded information – you can tie
those events to particular campaigns.

Once you have completed this, you have all the information you need to
fill out your person’s Service History on the VWMA website.
Interesting fact: you might find it very hard to get an
accurate date of birth for your person. That’s because
when soldiers in World War 1 enlisted, they were asked
for their age, not their date of birth. You will still be able
to figure out their approximate date of birth from this, but
be wary of those who say they were 18/19 or 37/38 – they
might be lying to meet the age restrictions.
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Finding more information
Now you have all your basic information, it’s time to flesh out your person’s
wartime service. The records you’ve used so far are fairly dry and you’ll need
a bit more to tell an interesting story. For many (but not all) people, more
interesting records exist, which actually do tell a story.
Was your person killed in action? Were they wounded, or promoted, or did
they receive an award? Did something else interesting happen to them? You
need to dig down into the detail of that event.
• If they were killed or wounded, they might appear in the Red Cross
Wounded and Missing reports – these are found by searching the
AWM site. There is a separate SA Red Cross database on the SA
State Library site (sarcib.ww1.collections.slsa.sa.gov.au). Details
might also appear in their Service Record. Red Cross files summarise
short interviews with other men from their unit about the
circumstances of death. Be aware, however, that the Red Cross
records are not always reliable. Check whether several witnesses tell
the same story.
• If they were recommended for an award (even if they didn’t receive
one), the AWM might record the reason for recommendation in their
Honours and Awards database. This is great material. Search the
AWM by the person’s name to find this (note: try their surname and
first initial).
• To understand the context in which the event took place, you need to
know what their unit was doing on that day. You learn this by reading
the Unit Diary, which can be found on the AWM site. The VWMA unit
page will also provide a link. Unit diaries can also be tricky to read, as
they are usually handwritten. For guidance, see the VWMA Research
Guide on How to Read a Unit Diary.
• Newspaper records in Trove might also give details.
There are two more things you should look for: photographs, and details of
their life before and (if they survived) after the war. For help with these, see
the VWMA Research Guides on Finding Photographs and Researching with
Trove.
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