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Researching World War II Records at the National Personnel 
Records Center in St. Louis 

  
Marieta Grissom 

Marieta.Grissom@msn.com 
 

Acronyms:  NPRC = National Personnel Records Center 
 OMPF = Official Military Personnel File 

IDPF = Individual Deceased Personnel File 
SSS = Selective Service System 

 
My husband, Dave, and I hardly knew what to expect going into this research experience at the 

National Personnel Records Center (NPRC) in St. Louis. We wanted to research my uncle, a WWII 
fighter pilot who served in the South Pacific, island hopping though primarily stationed on Fiji with 
respites in New Zealand. Later he was stationed in China and he died near the end of the war in a 
plane crash in China. 

 
Information on the NPRC website (https://www.archives.gov/st-louis) indicated we needed 

research appointments scheduled at least a month in advance; we scheduled ours almost two months 
ahead. Our appointments were for two people for five days, as we had no idea how long this project 
would take. I filled in several forms regarding the materials we wanted to review and I provided a 
detailed document with additional information from letters written by our fighter pilot. 

 
Forms included: 
NA Form 13173 - NPRC: To request our pilots Official Military Personnel File (OMPF), though I 

already knew his original file burned in the 1973 fire. 
Reference Service Slip (RL-SL Test Form): To request pilot’s Individual Deceased Personnel 

File (IDPF) 
Reference Service Slip (RL-SL Test Form): To request Morning Reports (on microfilm) 
Reference Service Slip (RL-SL Test Form): To request the Selective Service System (SSS) 

Records, including Classification History of our pilot.  
 
I was particularly interested in Morning Reports. These were completed by the company clerk 

and signed by the Commanding Officer, recording activity within the unit during the previous 24 hours. 
A few years ago, when we were at the main NARA facility in Washington, DC, I asked about morning 
reports and was told they were at the College Park branch. At College Park, we heard that they are at 
Maxwell Air Force Base in Montgomery, Alabama. Initially, we planned our current trip for Alabama. 
Then I discovered the morning reports are on microfilm at the NPRC in St Louis, thus, our current 
destination.  

 
Initially, I only wanted to see the morning report for the morning after our pilot’s fatal accident, 

but as I transcribed his letters that my grandmother gave me nearly four decades ago, I realized I 
wanted to see the morning reports for all his overseas service. Since his letters were censored, he 
could only write about food, weather, and recreation. I wanted to know about the military work of his 
unit as well as the specific missions he flew so I could put them in perspective of the war effort. 

 
Not knowing what to expect at the NPRC, I submitted a question to the APG (Association of 

Professional Genealogists) member email list serve. I received a couple responses. One lady told me 
lockers are located inside the door, so materials, coats, bags, etc., don’t have to be left in the car. 
(email dated 9 January 2017 from Lxxx Gxxx)  

mailto:Marieta.Grissom@msn.com
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Another person wrote: “it was one of the most restrictive archive experiences I've ever had. 

They don't allow you to photograph the documents directly - they make you photograph them through a 
clear plastic box/barrier... so this can be cumbersome and laborious, as you need to move each 
individual paper in and out of the view of your phone/camera lens.” (email dated 12 January 2017 from 
Rxxx Vxxx) 

 
An NPRC staff member wrote that lunch options are limited and sack lunches are appropriate. 
 
Hours for researchers are 8:00 to 4:00. A few minutes after 8:00 we drove up to the guarded 

gate and were directed to the visitor parking. When we entered the building, we were subjected to the 
usual security check with photo ID, had our bags checked and walked through a metal detector. Dean, 
an archives employee, met us here and lead us through an introduction to the facility’s rules and proper 
care for the documents. Dean then prepared ID cards for each of us.  

 
We were researching in the Archival Research Room (ARR) and when we entered, an 

employee handed us the first of the files we had requested. When I opened the recreated Official 
Military Personnel File, my heart dropped and I suddenly hoped this wasn’t a wasted trip. The file only 
contained papers that I had sent to them several years ago when I requested replacement medals that 
my uncle had been awarded.  

 
After returning the OMPF, I was handed the pilot’s IDPF. I breathed a sigh of relief. This file 

contained information about the victim’s initial burial and the reinternment of the remains from China to 
Hawaii, then to his final resting place in his hometown cemetery next to where his parents were 
eventually buried. The 54 pages in the file contained some new information and confirmed other 
information. I photocopied the entire file (photocopies are $.25 each).  

 
In addition to files regarding our pilot, my husband and I had also requested the Selective 

Service Classification History of our fathers, neither of whom served. I looked at our pilot’s information 
next. After that I looked at my father’s information. We purchased photocopies of the information ($.25 
per page). 

 
We were now finished with the textual materials and it was time to turn to microfilm. Dean 

helped us get started. Staff members pull film every hour on the half hour between 8:30 and 2:30. It 
was about 10:15, so we reviewed some of our photocopies while we waited for our first film. Dean 
showed us how to use the readers (always a learning experience), then we were off! 

 
Dave started looking at Morning Reports and I started with Unit Rosters. Unit Rosters for 1944 

and following were destroyed. I was disappointed to discover that the ones I looked at for 1943 did not 
include any officers, only enlisted men. I moved on to our pilot’s flight records, something I had not 
even known might be available until a few days prior to our trip. When I asked Dean, he explained that 
the flight records are only beginning to be delivered to them, but they currently have the first half of the 
alphabet, which covered our pilot. These records are very helpful! (Microfilm reader/printer copies are 
$.45 per page.) 

 
Official Military Personal Files for naval personnel did NOT burn in the 1973 fire! Dave’s uncle 

was in the Navy during WWII. At some point during our first day of research we realized we should 
order his uncle’s navy file. We were fortunate they could pull the file quickly and we were able to review 
and scan it on our second day.  

 
Scanning records was an interesting process and one that my husband came to appreciate. To 

reduce contact with the fragile textual files, the archives has a three-sided clear acrylic stand (much like 
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an upside-down “U” with 2 side walls and a top, technically called an “acrylic display riser”, a google 
search provides images). The researcher lays an iPad or other mobile scanning device on the top of 
the stand, and moves the papers in and out from under the box. It is a slick process and one that Dave 
enjoyed using. He scanned hundreds of papers in total. Thankfully, scanning with a mobile device in 
this manner is free. We can see, however, that trying to use a digital camera might be tricky. 

  
By the end of the second day I didn’t know what else we could check without thoroughly 

reviewing what we had found in two intense days of research. So, what we anticipated could be five 
days of research lasted only two and we headed home.  

 
Once we returned home I spent a few weeks reviewing and recording the information and found 

gaps that still needed research. I completed more forms, made new appointments and hotel 
reservations. Nine weeks after our initial trip, we returned to the NPRC in St Louis.  

 
On this second two-day trip we not only planned to research my uncle’s information gaps, but 

we also requested materials for other family members who served and for a few other men my uncle 
mentioned in his letters. 

 
All of our research during our two trips related to World War II records. A summary of this 

research and our degree of success follows: 
 

SUMMARY OF RECORDS RECEIVED 

Name Branch of 
Service 

Files Requested / 
Microfilm Viewed 

Results 

Belvel, Chassi WAC OMPF (textual) 1 pay record, file 
burned 

Bettis, Virgle Max Navy EM OMPF (textual) 136 pages 

Botkin, Murray AAC EM OMPF (textual) 1 pay record, file 
burned 

Butler, William Howard AAC 
Officer 

OMPF (textual) File burned 

IDPF (textual) 37 pages 

Flight Records 
(microfilm) 

31 pages, 1 report for 
3 months; remainder 1 
report per month 

Morning Reports 
(microfilm) 

136 reports 

SSS Classification 
Record (textual copies) 

8 pages 

Chumbley, Leo AAC EM OMPF (textual) 1 pay record, file 
burned 

Chumbley, Lester Navy OMPF (textual) 64 pages 

Core, Willis AAC IDPF (textual) 86 pages 
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Officer OMPF (textual) 4 pages of pay 
records, file burned 

Hess, Lyle AAC 
Officer 

OMPF (textual) 214 pages, file did 
NOT burn 

Judkins, Homer AAC 
Officer 

OMPF (textual) 14 pages, however, we 
were told they have a 
large file that will be 
available in a few 
months 

Miner, Alger Lorrain Navy EM OMPF (textual) 68 pages 

Miner, Loren Navy EM OMPF (textual) 11 pages 

Pemble, William Navy 
Officer 

IDPF (textual) 1 page about burial in 
Japan 

OMPF (textual) 62 pages, file did NOT 
burn 

Porter, George Army EM OMPF (textual) 11 pages 

Queen, Charles Marines 
EM 

IDPF (textual) No record found 

Stevenson, Stanley AAC 
Officer 

IDPF (textual) No record found 

Grissom, David Lavern N/A SSS Classification 
Record (textual copies) 

8 pages 

Pehrson, Orville Ray N/A SSS Classification 
Record (textual copies) 

8 pages 

 
The kind of information in each file varied from person to person. One file contained letters of 

recommendation for admission to pilot training; these letters provided information regarding the 
applicant’s personality and background. Files can provide physical exam information and/or dental 
records. One file contained information about the man’s service-related wound; another provided 
detailed information about the subject’s death and recovery efforts, but not all deceased files provided 
this. One deceased man’s file detailed the efforts of his parents to have his body returned to the home 
cemetery. Detailed listing of final effects might also be included. Another file contained details about the 
pilot’s training. For naval personnel, the file contained information about the ship the man served on 
and about the battles in which the ship participated and awards received. One navy man got drunk 
while on shore leave and was denied future shore leave for several days. Some men did not leave the 
states, but worked in the military postal system or in pilot training. When the OMPF is not available, 
staff will often check for the final pay statement. In one case, we were told that the file is large, but will 
not be open to the public until later this year. 

 
We had no idea what to expect. For our pilot of primary interest, by checking flight records and 

morning reports, as well as the typical OMPF and in the case of a deceased person, the IDPF, we 
found considerable information. 
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Researchers must be aware going into this research that they may find much or they may find 

little; no guarantees.  
 
 

Media Release – The Journal of Genealogy & Family History  
  

Launching in April 2017, the new Journal of Genealogy and Family History (JGFH) will address the 
current need for a high quality, peer reviewed publication, covering broad scholarly research in 
genealogy and family history in a 21st century online format. The journal will be offered to readers and 
contributors for free, on an open-access, non-commercial basis, with content available under a Creative 
Commons Attribution License. The scope of the journal will include any field or academic discipline 
associated with genealogy or family history research such as heraldry, demography, education and 
record conservation.  

Articles will offer the reader insights into current thinking and practice and provide an outlet for 
theoretical and speculative ideas within genealogy and family history. Topics will be wide ranging, and 
include for example:   

• Family histories which demonstrate new and innovative approaches and analytic techniques;  
• Locational studies  
• The use of new technologies  
• Software applications and databases  
• The use of DNA analyses to better understand kinship  
• Ancestry and populations  
• Micro histories which may focus on personal, local, community and social histories.  
• Ethical and legal issues surrounding the practice of genealogy  

The journal will attract authors from around the world who wish to have their genealogical and family 
history work published in a credible form and made available to anyone who chooses to read it.  All 
articles submitted for publication will undergo anonymous peer review, which will provide a rigorous and 
robust process of close scrutiny.  

The Editor, Jessica Feinstein, says: "I am very excited to be part of the great team involved in this 
venture, and look forward to enabling authors in our field to publish academic articles that will advance 
genealogical research in many areas."  

The editorial board will include prominent individuals from within the field of genealogy and family 
history as well as associated disciplines. The Journal of Genealogy and Family History is registered at 
the British Library with ISSN 2399-2964.  

The journal was initiated and designed by the Register of Qualified Genealogists and will be published 
via their website at: http://www.qualifiedgenealogists.org/jgfh  

  

  

For further information please contact the Editor, Jessica Feinstein by email or telephone: 
editor@qualifiedgenealogists.org & 01235 531500 (evenings only).  

http://www.qualifiedgenealogists.org/jgfh
http://www.qualifiedgenealogists.org/jgfh

