RESEARCHING YOUR FAMILY WAR HERITAGE
Before you begin
In order to find out all the information about your relative who served in a past conflict, you will need a
name, including middle name if possible, and a service number.
A service number is a unique code that was used to identify anyone who enlisted to serve. You can tell
which conflict the service number is linked to based on its format.
Generally, a First World War service number begins with a number, based on the unit – each battalion
had its own sequence. This can mean that multiple soldiers in different units used the same service
number. The letter A or B might have been added if the soldier had transferred units or R for reenlistment. This changed in 1917 when the AIF began to draw soldiers from a pool and were allotted
unique numbers between 50000 and 80000.
In the Second World War, the system became more uniform and the service numbers began with a letter
representing the state of enlistment: N - New South Wales; V - Victoria; Q - Queensland; S – South
Australia; W – Western Australia; T – Tasmania; D – Northern Territory. Australian Imperial Forces
had an X following, and then a number based on enlistment date. A low number indicated an early
enlistment and an F signified a female soldier.
Nominal Rolls
To establish a service number and conflict, a good place to start is the nominal roll listing. The
Australian War Memorial has searchable nominal rolls for early conflicts and the First World War:
https://www.awm.gov.au/people/roll-search/nominal_rolls/pre_first_world_war/
https://www.awm.gov.au/people/roll-search/nominal_rolls/first_world_war/

The Department of Veterans Affairs has a searchable nominal roll for the Second World War, Korea,
Vietnam and the First Gulf War:
http://nominal-rolls.dva.gov.au

The National Archives – personnel records
The next step is to search the National Archives for any personell records for your relative.
https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/NameSearch/Interface/NameSearchForm.aspx

1. Using the ‘name search’ function you can search using family name and select ‘Australian Defense
Force Personal Records’.
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2. If you have common name like ‘Smith’, you might return many records so you may need to enter a first
letter.

3. A search of ‘Smith J’ returns 18 records, which you could refine by conflict or choose to display all.

4. You can refine using a specific given name or adding a service number (if you know it).
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5. Using the search of ‘John Smith’ returns just one record.

This ‘John Smith’ was born in 1908 in Melbourne with a next of kin ‘J Smith’ and the service number
255036.
Hot Tip
Some records have been digitized. If you are lucky enough for your family member to
have a digital file already on file, you will see the symbol on the left. If they have not
been digitized you can request a copy, which currently costs $75.90 via the website.
If you can’t find your relative, you can contact the National Archives directly. If your relative served after
the Second World War, their record may be held as an active file by the Defense Archives Centre.
To request help in locating a record, you can contact the National Archives:
http://naa.gov.au/collection/askquestion/index.aspx
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Australian War Memorial
You can also search for a person in the collection of the Australian War Memorial. This search function
is useful for records of the First World War or if your relative was a POW in the Second World War or if
they received an honour.
https://www.awm.gov.au/people/roll-search/all/?preferred_name=&service_
number=&unit=&conflict=0&op=Search

1. A search for ‘John Smith’ returns many options that will take you to different records kept at the War
Memorial.

2. If your relative died during service they will be listed on the Wall of Honour or the Commemorative Wall.
Searching their record on the website will give you a map of where to find their name when you visit Canberra.
Hot Tip
If you search using your relative’s service number or name on the Australian War Memorial
website, you might find a photograph or an article mentioning their service.
Further Resources
https://www.awm.gov.au/research/infosheets/intro_
military_service/
https://www.army.gov.au/our-history/how-to-researchfamily-history
http://www.itsanhonour.gov.au/Honours/honour_roll/
index.cfm

http://guides.slv.vic.gov.au/wwone_soldiers
http://discoveringanzacs.naa.gov.au/
http://www.cwgc.org/
http://vhd.heritage.vic.gov.au/vhd/veterans
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