WWII RESEARCH

Reconstructing World War II
Service Records
Jennifer Holik looks at alternate record sources when dealing with
a missing Army, Air Corps or National Guard service record
You may be searching for the personnel file
of an an cestor who flew US Navy aircraft,
such as the Gruman torpedo bomber shown
here, during WWII. It may be necessary to
reconstruct the file from alternate record
sources. (Library of Congress)

begin reconstructing
service
history , we first need to understand what the word RECONSTRUCTION means.

Reconstructing
a Soldier's Service

ALL THE RECORDS BURNED!
This phrase, "All the . records
burned!" has been uttered in
frustration
by many people
seeking information
from the
National . Personnel
Records
Center (NPRC) regarding their
Army, Air Corps (US Army Air
Forces) or National Guard soldier from World War II. A request for information was sent
and a letter was returned stating
no record is available or a few
documents
could be reconstructed for the file. This is the
norm wh~n an individual sends
in Form 180 from the NPRC
website.
There was a fire at the NPRC
in
1973 which
destroyed
approximately
80% of these
records. The Navy, Coast Guard,
Merchant Marine, and Marine
Corps records were almost
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completely
untouched . Researchers can read about the
1973 fire on the National
Archives website and learn
about alternate record sources,

http://archives.gov/st-louis/military
-personnel/fire-1973. html.
Information about the fire is
helpful, but does not teach a researcher or family member how
to actually reconstruct service. It
often leaves people with the
idea that a duplicate of the file
exists somewhere. It does not.
The website also does not explain how the files were stored
which would be helpful to understand why an Officer's file
for surname WHITE survived
intact, yet a Private's file for
WINKLER did not.
To better understand the alternate record sources and how to
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The term reconstruction
is
thrown around a lot in discussions
on
burned
military
records . Yet, the meaning is not
always clear. Reconstructing a
file does not mean the exact
duplicate of every record it originally contained,
is located
elsewhere. Reconstructing a file
means, through alternate record
sources, the NPRC can prove
service and tell you a little about
when and where a soldier
~erved.
There is also another meaning
which applies to every branch
of the military. Reconstructing a
soldier's service means starting
with what you know and the
documents you have, to create
a timeline of service. This timeline is used as the foundation of
all other research. Everyone is
actually reconstructing
service
unless someone has done it
for them.
www .yourgenealogytoday.com

III

WWII RESEARCH
1

Reconstruction
Starting Points
1) Start with what you know.
Download the Military Service
Questionnaire off my web site,
http://bit.ly / 199fPOi. Fill in as
much information as you can
regarding service. Just as in genealogy research, you do not
have to know every piece of information
to proceed
with
research . Fill in the blanks as
you move forward . If you
missed it, pick up a copy of the
last issue of Your Genealogy
Today and read my article on
common resources to help start
military research.
2) Find the Serial Number
or Service Number
The more information you can
provide on the form, the easier
the search becomes. The Serial
Number or Service Number is an
important piece of information.
What if you do not have this
number? First, check the NARA
Army Enlistment database to see
if your soldier is listed. . This
database is incomplete and only
covers soldiers who enlisted ,
http://aad.archives.gov/aad / seriesdescription.jsp?s=3360.
If you do not find your soldier
in the Enlistment
database,
write a letter to the NPRC reque sting a search of the VA
Index. This runs about $5.00 per
individual searched and NPRC
will send you an index card
with the information for your
soldier. The VA Index Card will
provide the name, first rank,
branch of service, first unit in
which
the
individual
was
placed, serial number, dates of
birth, enlistment,
discharge ,
and death, plus address.

NPRC
1 Archives Drive
St. Louis, MO 63138
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Hazel Clark VA Index Card . Caption: The VA Index card for U.S. Coast Guard SPARHazel
Clark providing service information from which a search can be started . (Courtesy : NPRC VA
Ind ex Card Microfilm)

3) Request the Official Military Personnel
File (OMPF.)
There are two ways to request
the OMPF from St. Louis. One
option is to hire an independent
researcher who can request the
OMPF and view additional
records held at the NPRC. The
National Archives provides a
list of researchers who can assist
you with record retrieval and
copying. I have had greater success obtaining records and information, particularly pieces
of burned files, by using an independent
researcher named
Norm Richards. His contact
information
is found on the
Resources page of my website,
http: // jenniferholik.com / resources
.html.
Another option is to visit the
NPRC website, at http://archives
.gov Ive tera ns/m i l i tary-s ervi cerecords/index. html, and submit a
request online or download
Form 180, complete it, and mail
it to the NPRC.
IMPORTANT! Form 180 will
only provide a search of the
OMPF if you have enough information. This will not provide
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research services into the other
records held at the NPRC which
will be useful in reconstructing
service history.
4) Analyze the OMPF
The OMPF, depending on the
branch of service , length of
service, and whether or not it
burned, can be short or lengthy.
There are many components to
the OMPF, but some key components to look for are outlined
here.

Files do not always come in
chronological order. Sort the file
by date so you understand what
you are looking at and when
events occurred.

Application
for Service. The
Application was a standard form
across all branches. The application
contained
background
information similar to what job
applications contain today. A
potential soldier was required to
provide vital information, education and training, job history,
www .yourgenealogytoday.com

Next-of-Kin
and Insurance
Beneficiary
Information.
Each soldi er had to complete a
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are tr ying to trace a famil y
throughout the 1940s or could
not locate them in the 1940
census.

next-of-kin contact information
sheet in case he was a casualty.
Casualty was defined as someone who received wounds, or
had a statu,s change to Missing
In Action, Prisoner of War, or
Killed In Action. Usually the
next-of-kin
was the soldier's
father or spouse then mother or
sibll.ngs . Name and address for
the next-of-kin wa s provided.
Soldiers were also encouraged
to take out a life insurance
policy which also required
the names of beneficiaries and
home addresses. The next-of-kin
information is especially helpful
in genealogical research if you

prior service history if applicable , and family information.
Additional documents
which
may have accompanied the application were Birth Certificates,
Adoption
Certificates,
High
School and College Transcripts
and Letters of Recommendation, particularly if the soldier
was appl ying for an Officer
rank. This information was u suall y put onto a Qualification
Card which was filed in the
OMPF.
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Medical
information.
The
OMPF has sections within the
soldier's service booklet for the
usual medical tests, vaccinations , dental records and treat ment , and routine
hospital
admissions . Sometimes if a soldier was treated stateside , the
information will be included in
_the OMPF, but not always.
Not all medical information
will be found in the OMPF. Each
soldier had a separate medical

lr!.f - l>osl
I

" "-' "
AS S IG N M ENT G RO UP

SE c TJON

n t:!"'

MOTHER

MMm AL. STATus
D E7ENDENTS

P l 1n..,ool1 '.jor p . S"Pringf'ie

EAD F't . Ord , valif

l d , Ore go n .

I " --

I

I EL1G1B1L1TY

I

w

J>

R Ac e:

I

Sing l e
?lone

.J

I

1
T0 BE NoT1F1ro1 N ANEMER GENcv : NAME

· , ~·.1·r ~:·

',1
f,:-L11 ° ~P. ' '.,!-.-

Joh n

·:·.n,...
;,1-""

r,;

Tvi ,-'· ' ,·; ,, g_nn

3 17

'!follace

}1 .

.l;;,t

.,.r--:

IN ORDER

In diana

nn~· ·(•r

~.esre11
.,r c;•1·
Trm1.~it'·
::_:, ..,.. ~1r
hot p
h '>:',r; _ 1 '· '.\(l
3 '!' OS .
1940
2 mos .
£ Li vinf!.' r.::
ro un n res . a+ , ....11 .nr.r r-o t'n .,.. l ,.,.,... i1 ,,,....,h - - "" T .....~1
h,:1irrna. n o.s member of numerous
comn us cmrnnitt: e e at Coll e f!:.e.
OF WORK

Father

OF E X P E RIENCE

Plvwood

) ouT'le.s Fir
resma n
Operator
of

l,~ i n,,,

OF BUSINESS

Ind i anano l is

R ELATI ONSHIP

BUSINESS

10N HELO

St .

J,,'.~; .,.v,...

l i,:::

Mi ll

r e s s

PLOYED

o+ ...1

EDUCATION
~

D A TE S

H OOL

GR AD UATE ]

4 VTS.
4 yrs .

H IG/1 SCl100L
COLLEGE

Yes
Yes

D EG R EE-Y

E AR

1935
1940

BS

NAME

O F' IN S T ITUT

S U BJECT

I ON

Ars ena l Teclmica l ~choo l s
But l er Universi tv 1 vr. OSC 3 "rs ,

MAJ OR E D IN

Sc i ence
'/food Pr od ,

Po ST GRADUATE

9

EXTfli\ CURRICULAR ACTIVITIES

None
'.l'r o.ck bc.nl:.:etba.11 ;,'.br . Sen .L ire · Sa vs_l\m.Red
/ :i.z' ,inr.· h, ~ntincr sn o rt::; _mus i c

10

M EMBERSHIP IN P ROFESSIO NAL S OCIETIES

II

Arn LE:nc ABILITY

12 H oaetES

Ro os
T RANSLATES

Co, Offi ce r, · ;A
'!T
ro o os

MILIT ARY SPECIAL"TIES

5

R ECOMM£NOEOM OBILIZATI OH ASS IGNMENT- I

INST Ru c r o R.

ENTERTAJNER

Sli~ht lv
Sli ,rhtlv
Slil>'.ht .l v

SPEAKS

4

Ct' QS S

t r nd .b asi c stud.in
Sol'l/, l ea de r

ROTC du r. sr . vr . a t ··OSC in

c l oseS :ext . ;
\dr ill

,

Tr ooos

Tr oon s

ti AOOITIONA L T RAINING REQUIRED

PRIOft

MILITARY

TRAINING

0

0ATES

8

G RAD E

UNIT

DUTIES

DATES

GR ADE

UNIT

DUTIES

WOUNOS, C ITATI ONS, D ECORATIONS

\ V,D, , ~\..O .O .Fo r ooN 0.177
A.ugust 26, HHO

~

- ~.

-

--~

---

c:~ "~- - .

~~ ~~ ~-==- R=ES
___E_R_v_E.....
o...
rr--...x_c
_E=R=·=
s..o....:;
.i,r
ALl:ICA:~~~

)

1·~~ --T_n__+I

_ o_ uRs ~ D ATE - !~H

·
TY PE

~ H 6 uRs

[

D ~ TE

1·· .

INACTIVE

TYPE

ST~ 'r,1

IHouR
s[

J'E DITS

t., ,..,TE • .

L._

·•

TYPE

""""""

-

-

E RS
[j>~
TE.1.

·. --~~!'

.
TYPE

_

w

_jHouRs!I DATE

J

~.t
~~--:;.;:. ·''

'~

~

TYPE

IHouRs ·;

~'.

Qualification Card for Paul White who applied for service in th e Army during coll eg e. (Source: Paul White OMPF, NPRC St. Louis)
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Promotion to 2nd Lieutenant for Paul White, U.S. Army. For each promotion received, a document similar to this wou ld be included in th e
OMPF. (Source: Paul White OMPF, NPRC St. Louis)
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file with information concerning major disease and illness,
treatment, and medical attention given during the war and
before discharge. These files can
only be requested by the veteran or his next-of-kin, even if
the soldier has been dead 100
years. It is important if you are
the veteran or next-of-kin, you
r~quest these records before
your family can no longer do so .
If the veteran is deceased, you
must provide proof of death in
the form of a death certificate,
obituary, or funeral paperwork
with the request for the medical
records.

Appointments for Rank
and Promotions
If an enlisted man rose in rank
to Officer, or entered service
with an Officer's rank, the comm1ss10n certificate
will be
included in the OMPF. This
record provides information on

the new rank and date it was
official. An Oath of Office for
the Officer may also be included, which the soldier had
to sign, and contains
the
date of change in rank and his
signature.

Training and
Educational Information
All training a soldier participated in was documented in the
OMPF. This includes any special
training courses. Once completed, the scores for a course
or training would have been
entered or a Certificate of Completion would have been issued.
Ha man was attempting to become a pilot and attended flight
school, those records were also
part of his file. The documents
may appear as official certificates of completion, or as a letter or memo to be sent to
Headquarters and placed in the
man's file.
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Sometimes OMPFs-will have mixed
files. This might have meant a man
began in the Army Air Corps and
completed flight training. The Navy
or Marine Corps needed pilots and
he was transferred. All prior service
history applicable to the new
branch would have been transferred . The original branch OMPF
would also remain intact which
means if a soldier changed
branches, you need to search
both for the OMPFs.Sometimes the
families did not pass this information down and it isn't until you look
at an OMPFand realize all the
usual papers are not included, and
look for the prior service history,
that you find the other branch.

Men who wished to attempt
pilot training completed applications, which were sent to
the Army Air Forces and
included in the OMPF. The
Commanding
Officer of the
unit in which the soldier was
serving had the option to veto
the application and not recommend the soldier for pilot training. \Vhen that happened, a
brief explanation was included
in the OMPF.

Awards and
Citations Earned
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Awards issued often were prepared on an official form. There
are cases where the file will
contain a memo with a list of
names of men who were to receive an award . All awards and
medals received during service
will be included in: the OMPF.
Any award issued · after the

~
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The Purple Heart Citation for Captain Paul White who went Missing In Action . (Source: Paul
White OMPF, NPRC St. Louis)
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Family-members can request
replacement medals using
Form 180 from the NPRCwebsite.

WWW.

yourgenealogytoday.com

m

m

WWII
soldier was discharged will not.
Copies are usually found within
the unit records in College Park,
MD.

Casualty Telegrams or
Notices (MIA, POW, KIA)
Each time a solider had a
change in status, which meant
he went from being a healthy,
active soldier to some sort of casualty - wounded, missing,
prisoner, or killed, a telegram
was sent to the next-of-kin and
included in his file. Sometimes
these telegrams are found in the
Individual Deceased Personnel
Files (IDPFs) if the soldier was
Missing In Action and neve r
recovered or Killed In Action.

Discharge or Separation
Information
The Separation and Discharge
papers contain the name, rank,
service number, final unit in
which a soldier served, and
MOS Oob) for the soldier. The
place of entry & discharge are
listed with the theaters of war in
which a soldier served and dates
of service. Dates the soldier
sailed overseas, arrived, then departed overseas to return to the
US are also included.
Pay attention to the final unit
listed on the discharge papers.
This may not have been the unit
in which the soldier served and
saw combat. In some cases, this
final unit was one that was
ready to be sent home and
disbanded . Men with enough
points for discharge were placed
in these units for the sole purpose of discharge .
In addition, the MOS and job
description may have been one
of the jobs held by the soldier,
but not necessarily the job
held throughout combat. With
YourGenealogyToda
y
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After the war, soldiers or their
beneficiaries were given a
bonus payment based on the
number of days served. Some
states, like Iowa and Pennsylvania, have digitized these records
and placed them online. There
are also states like Illinois, who
have a law on the books which
does not allow access to these
records for another 50+ years.
Just as with genealogical
records, military records have
restrictions.

every fact you find, look for
additional
documentation
to
back-up the facts. Be sure to cite
your sources also becau .se after
reading many different military
records, it can become confusing to think about where you
found each piece of information.

The soldier was given six copies
of his discharge and separation
papers upon leaving the service.
Soldiers were encouraged to file
one copy with the County
Recorder or County Clerk where
they lived, for safekeeping. If
you ·do not have copies of the
discharge paperwork, check with
the county. Laws vary as to access
to these records.

Additional
Resource: To help
you better understand
what
an Army OMPF may contain ,
please visit my website to see
Captain Paul White's complete
OMPF, http://jenniferholik .com/
service-records.html.
• Next steps if the OMPF burned
If the OMPF did burn or you
receive very few pages from a
burned file, all hope is not lost.
You can also contact the
County in which your soldier
lived to see if the discharge
papers are available . '

Traveling the Road of
Service Reconstruction
Whether or not the OMPF for
your soldier burned, there are a
multitude of other records you
can obtain to fill in gaps in the
service history and make the
story richer. Some of these valuable records will be discussed
in a future article. Until then, I
encourage you to begin the
process of obtaining the VA
Index Card if needed, and the
OMPF. Check with the County
to see if you can also obtain discharge papers. Military records
research is a lengthy process .
Are you ready to embark on this
journe y ? IMilX1
JENNIFERHOUK
is a Chicagobased genealogist
and military historian specializing
in World War II US
records , research,
and writing.

• World War II Bonus Applications
Check with your State Archives
to see if the World War II Bonus
Applications are accessible.
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