
If you’ve discovered your ancestor served in the British Army during the First or Second World War, chances
are you’ve come across a bundle of military documents — often handwritten, sometimes confusing, but rich
with hidden detail. These service records can seem impenetrable at first glance: filled with abbreviations,

formal military language, and scattered references to events you may know nothing about.

Within those forms lies the story of a man’s journey through war — where he served, what he endured, and
how his military life unfolded.

This guide is designed to help you make sense of it all.

We’ll take you through the key documents found in a typical service record — such as the Attestation Paper,
Casualty Form, Statement of Service, and Medical History — and explain what each one shows, how to

interpret it, and what clues it can offer for further research. Along the way, we’ll highlight common terms and
military jargon, suggest practical research tips, and show how even a single line on a form can unlock a

powerful piece of your family’s history.

Whether you’re just starting out or piecing together the final gaps in a soldier’s timeline, this guide will help
you read between the lines and bring those faded pages back to life.

Understanding British Army

service papers

In this handy guide you’ll find the following content on understanding:
Attestation Papers

Statement of Service
Medical History
Casualty Form
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Attestation Papers (1)
The attestation paper (Army Form B.2505) was the official document

signed by a soldier upon joining the British Army during the First World
War. It marked the start of their military service and contains some of

the most personal and useful genealogical information available.

Key Sections to Understand

1. Personal Information

Full name: The name given at
enlistment (may differ from
formal/legal name)
Age on enlistment: Sometimes
rounded up/down; always
compare to birth records
Trade or calling: Their civilian
occupation
Marital status and children: May
list spouse or dependents

Tip: This section helps confirm you've got the right person,
especially when multiple individuals share the same name.



3. Medical Examination

Height, chest measurement, physical condition
Notes on eyesight, dental health, and any disqualifying conditions

Insight: Some men were rejected initially but re-enlisted later when
standards were lowered.

2. Enlistment Details

Date and place of
attestation: When and
where the soldier signed
up
Unit joined: Often just
the regiment, not the
battalion (that may
change later)
Length of service
agreed: Usually “For the
duration of the war”

Common misunderstanding:
This is not the date of
overseas deployment — it’s
just when they enlisted.

Attestation Papers (2)



Why It Matters for Family Research

It places your ancestor in a specific regiment at a specific time
It helps estimate birth year, location, and occupation
It offers clues for tracing next steps: e.g. which unit’s war diary to
consult

Attestation Papers (3)
4. Oath of Allegiance

The soldier’s sworn statement agreeing to serve the King
Signed by the recruit and a military official

Emotional weight: This section symbolises the formal start of their
military journey.

Want help interpreting a complex or incomplete record? That’s what we do

best. Visit HistoryRecon.co.uk or get in touch — we’d love to help you uncover

your family’s wartime story.



Statement of Service (1)

1. Date of Attestation & Posting

Confirms when and where the soldier enlisted
The first line typically shows transfer to the regimental depot or
training battalion

2. Battalion Movements

Look for entries like:
“Posted to 9th Battalion”
“Embarked for BEF” (British Expeditionary Force)
“Transferred to Labour Corps”

These entries help you track which war diaries to consult

The Statement of Services is one of the most important — and confusing —
pages in a WWI soldier’s service record. It provides a timeline of the

soldier’s military career, but it’s often handwritten, packed with
abbreviations, and tricky to follow without experience.

What Is It?
A chronological record of a soldier’s military movements

Tracks transfers, promotions, demotions, wounds, leave, and other
key events

Officially titled “Statement of the Services” and usually headed with
“Army Form B.200”

Think of it as the soldier’s CV — but in military shorthand.



Statement of Service (2)

3. Promotions & Demotions
Ranks are often
abbreviated (e.g. L/Cpl =
Lance Corporal)
Dates help you build a
service timeline and
understand career
progression

4. Disciplinary Actions or
Absences

Often noted with terms like
“Forfeits pay”, “Absent
without leave”, or “FP
No.1” (Field Punishment)

6. Discharge or Demobilisation
Final lines typically include
discharge date and reason:

“Para 392 (xvi)” (Time
expired)
“Para 392 (xvi a)”
(Medically unfit)
Often tied to pension
records or Silver War
Badge entitlement

5. Wounds & Casualty
Notations

May include “Wounded in
Action” or “To Hospital”
entries
Sometimes noted
alongside promotions or
reassignments



Medical History (1)

What Is It?

This form records a
soldier’s health history
during their time in the
British Army. It includes
medical assessments
made at the time of
enlistment, as well as later
entries covering sickness,
wounds, hospital
admissions, and long-term
disabilities. In cases of
discharge due to medical
reasons, it usually contains
a final board assessment.
Think of it as the soldier’s
NHS file — military edition.

The Medical History form (usually Army Form B.178) is where you’ll find
official records of a soldier’s health during his time in service — both

before and during the war. It covers everything from enlistment
examinations to wounds sustained in action and hospital treatment.

Although it can appear sparse compared to other forms, it’s an essential
document for understanding the physical toll military service took on
your ancestor, and it often holds vital clues for pension eligibility or

discharge.



Medical History (2)

What Can You Learn from It?

Details of wounds or illness not
always fully listed on the
Casualty Form
Hospitalisation timelines,
which can be compared to war
diaries for context
Conditions leading to
discharge or pension, useful
for tracing Silver War Badge
records or pension ledgers
Rare insight into long-term
effects of war (e.g. blindness,
amputation, neurasthenia)

It also helps paint a more personal picture: not just where your
ancestor fought, but what they physically endured.

Tip: If the form notes a wound or illness and gives a date, check the
battalion’s war diary for the surrounding days. You might uncover what

action was taking place when the injury occurred — whether it was a
major offensive or routine trench duty.



Medical History (3)
How to Use It in Your Research

Start by comparing medical events to the Casualty Form — do the dates
align? If your ancestor was sent home wounded or sick, this form often
tells you how serious it was.
Next, use place names to trace their treatment journey — from front-line
aid posts to base hospitals in France or convalescence at home. If the
soldier was discharged for medical reasons, look up the discharge code
and check whether a pension file survives (these are often separate
from the service record and stored in the “WO 364” or “WO 363” series).
Finally, if your ancestor was awarded a Silver War Badge, the reason for
discharge on this form should match the entry on their SWB roll.

Tip: Terms like “debility,” “valvular disease,” or “NYD Nervous” (Not
Yet Diagnosed – Nervous) may sound vague, but they were often
precursors to shell shock or heart conditions. These can lead to

separate pension files or appeals — a goldmine of personal detail if
you know to look.

Want help interpreting a complex or incomplete record? That’s what we do

best. Visit HistoryRecon.co.uk or get in touch — we’d love to help you uncover

your family’s wartime story.



Casualty Form (1)
The Casualty Form is a detailed log of a soldier’s service, tracking not
just wounds but also transfers, hospital stays, leave, discipline, and

even death. It offers a chronological snapshot of everything significant
that happened after enlistment.

What does it contain?

The form is usually filled in by clerks and officers, sometimes in
different handwriting and ink. Each new event is recorded with a date, a
brief description of what happened, and often a location. These might
include:

Transfers to or from different battalions or units
Hospital admissions and discharges (due to wounds, illness, or
injury)
Embarkation or disembarkation from overseas service
Punishments or disciplinary notes
Deaths, wounds, or being declared missing

Each line is a single event, but when read in sequence, they reveal the
rhythm of a man’s war.



Casualty Form (2)
Common terms and phrases

You’ll encounter a mix of abbreviations and formal military language.
Instead of saying “gunshot wound,” the form may simply say “GSW.” A
return to Britain might be recorded as “To UK” or “Home.” Hospital
entries often name the location or a specific Casualty Clearing Station.
If a man is wounded, a note like “WIA” or “GSW, thigh” might appear. It’s
not always clear what the outcome was — but the follow-up entries (e.g.
“Returned to duty” or “Discharged medically unfit”) usually complete the
picture.

What can you learn from it?

Timeline of service: The Casualty Form helps you build a detailed
chronology, especially when other documents are vague.
Movements between units or theatres: You can often see exactly
when a soldier left Britain, arrived in France, or moved between
battalions.
Wounds and illness: These are sometimes the only place where a
soldier’s injuries are recorded, particularly if his pension record is
missing.
Hospital stays and recovery time: If your ancestor was wounded,
you may be able to track how long he was in medical care.
Discipline and punishment: Notes on Field Punishment,
confinement, or forfeiture of pay can offer insight into conduct
during service.
Clues to a death: If a soldier was killed, the form may record the
place and date — or note when he was declared missing in action.



How to use it in your research

Start by transcribing each dated entry in order. That alone will give you a
clearer picture than just scanning the handwritten original. If a wound is
mentioned, cross-reference the date with the relevant battalion war diary
— this can help you identify which battle or engagement your ancestor
was wounded in.
Place names can be mapped, giving a sense of movement through the
war. Hospital locations, for example, can tell you how far back a man
was evacuated after injury. Transfers between battalions may suggest
heavy losses or reorganisations, especially after major battles.
Finally, compare the entries on the Casualty Form to the Statement of
Service — the two should broadly align, but sometimes discrepancies
appear. If they do, it’s usually the B.103 that holds the more detailed
(and sometimes more accurate) account.

Casualty Form (3)
Tip: The handwriting can be messy and the dates out of order. Writing

each event out in sequence helps build a clearer timeline of your
ancestor’s service and movements.

Tip: If a wounding is recorded, check the battalion war diary for that
date — it can often reveal the exact action or location where your

ancestor was injured.



Decoding a service record is just the beginning. At History Recon, we
turn these fragmented documents into full stories — detailed, explained,
and ready to share.

Research Packages Available
We offer a range of digital packages to suit every stage of your research
journey:

Basic Package
We confirm the identity and availability of surviving records and provide a
short summary of what’s accessible.

Standard Research Package
A full written report including transcriptions, explanations of key records,
and regimental context.

Comprehensive Biography
A detailed, narrative-style biography including maps, photos, war diary
insights, and optional extras like colourised images or a printable tribute
page.

If you’ve found a service record but aren’t sure what to make of it — or
just want someone to do the legwork — get in touch. We’d be honoured
to help you discover and share the story of your family’s wartime past.

Visit www.historyrecon.co.uk
 or email us directly at info@historyrecon.co.uk

 to start your research.

what next?
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