
The 2 Million “Burnt Documents ” (WO 363)

Unfortunately about 60% of the soldiers’ Service Records were irretrievably damaged or lost 
completely as a result of enemy bombing in 1940 during the Second World War. The exact 
number of serving British soldiers is not known because of the loss of the records.

However, about a third, approximately 2 million, were saved from destruction. These records 
are known as the “Burnt Records”. Officially they are classed as WO 363 records, which is 
the reference number given to them by the National Archives.(The “WO” in the classification 
code stands for “War Office”.) As a result of the loss of so many of the First World War 
Service Records, there is now only a 40% chance that the Service Record of the individual 
you want to trace will be available to examine.

The surviving 2 million “Burnt Documents” Service Records are for soldiers who were 
discharged, demobilized at the end of the war, who died between 1914 and 1920 and who 
were not eligible for an Army pension. Some soldiers who were in the regular army before 
the outbreak of war in August 1914 may, however, be included in this class of records.

The Service Records will not include soldiers who continued to serve in the military after 
1920. Their records are not available for public access.
































