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The 1973 NPRC Fire

-On July 12, 1973 a fire broke out at the Military Personnel Records Center on 
Page Blvd in St. Louis, Missouri. The blaze lasted nearly a week and destroyed 
the top two floors of the building. 

-Between 16-18 million military records were destroyed, primarily impacting 
75-80% of Army and Air Force records. 

-This makes genealogical research with WWII and Korean War records unique. 
Navy and Marine Corps records were unaffected by the 1973 fire*, but Army 
and Army Air Corps/Force records were significantly damaged. Missing 
documents, gaps in the service period, and verifying military information are 
common obstacles when utilizing the ‘B’ Files (Burnt Records). 

*A few were impacted as they were pulled and placed in the wrong storage bay*







How the NPRC Reconstructs Records

-The National Personnel Records Center uses a variety of 
internal and external sources to reconstruct a WWII and Korean 
War service member’s military information. This proves crucial 
when applying for financial or burial benefits.

-The information acquired from specific resources and utilizing 
the full availability of NPRC and NARA holdings creates a more 
complete picture of one’s military service. 



-The NPRC standard operating procedure for handling WWII records: Archival 
records all carry a reproduction fee (unless used for financial or burial 
benefits). If the record is identified as burned, auxiliary records are used to 
compare submitted information with available sources. 

1. P-payroll vouchers: discharge date, character of service, rank, service 
number, duty station
2. E-enlistment / induction: name, DOB, enlistment date, SN
3. D-Discharge orders
4. C-Clinical coversheets: hospital records, SN, discharge, character
5. SGO-Surgeon General’s Office: SN
6. J-JAG Memos, Court Martial
7. K,W-WWII and Korea POWs

How the NPRC Reconstructs Records Cont.



Images Clockwise: 

Morning Report; daily 
reports detailing 
changes in personnel at 
the company level.

Pay Voucher: determines 
active duty status, MOS, 
rank, and significant 
dates.

VA Index: agency index 
card system providing 
essential information on 
veteran: name, rank, 
service number, date of 
birth, dates of entry.



8. Officer payroll records, Flight records, Air Force award 
cards, unit records, sick reports, daily logs, officer registers, 
FBI military background check, Selective Service System, 
Order of Battle / History of divisions, division commands and 
staff, casualty lists, state and county record offices

How the NPRC Reconstructs Records Cont.

-Records that suffered severe fire or water damage, but are still 
salvageable undergo an intensive reconstruction process. Small bits of 
charred records are put back together, scanned, and digitally enhanced. 
‘RECON’ technicians at the NPRC are trained to handle burnt and mold 
damaged records. This process takes a significant amount of time, but it 
provides the requester with as much veteran information along with 
accompanying information from secondary sources. 



RECON technicians use specialized mold removal tools, vacuum chambers, and x-ray cameras 
to extract information from the most severely damaged records. 



Making the Research Process Easier

Ask yourself these questions if you think the record you’re researching is fire-damaged:

1. How much identifying information do I have on my WWII veteran?
(e.g. name, date of birth, service number, branch of service, enlistment date, MOS [military 
occupational specialty], character of service, discharge status

2. What unit did the veteran serve with during the war?
(e.g. 101st Airborne, 2nd Armored Division, 1st Marine Division, USS Hornet, PT-109, etc.)

3. Do I have any primary source material in my possession already?

(e.g. Separation document [DD214], Discharge certificate, dog tags, draft letter, enlistment card, 
personal letters / photographs, telegrams, death certificates, etc.)



Making the Research Process Easier Cont.
-The Standard Form 180 (SF180) is the routine form that 
veterans and the general public uses to request military 
personnel and medical records. The NPRC receives over 
6,000 requests a day; a combination of paper and digital 
request forms. Only authorized recipients can request a 
service record: veteran, surviving spouse / next of kin, legal 
guardian / power of attorney.  

-Records older than 62 years from the veteran’s date of 
birth are classified as archival records.  Archival records are 
fully available to the general public and maybe purchased 
for a reproduction fee. In the case of burn records, the 
NPRC provides a full copy of the available documents in the 
record, along with a summary of military service with 
information obtained from auxiliary sources. 

-Complete this form as fully as possible. The more 
information you submit, the easier it will be for NPRC 
technicians to locate the correct record. 



You Have the Record, Now What?

-Interpreting record information can be tricky, especially if there 
are missing gaps. Establishing a timeline is a crucial first step 
(enlistment / induction date, promotion dates, transfers, hospital 
admissions, movements, discharge date). Knowing what dates 
are available will help determine length of service and cross 
referenced with location can help determine travel. 

-Documents can show the primary unit a veteran serves with 
(company, ship, squadron, headquarters, etc.) Assume the 
veteran is with that unit for the duration unless you see orders or 
transfer showing differently. 

-Compare the service record with unit records and you can trace 
the veteran’s movements. This is helpful when determining 
entitlement to awards. 



Personal Research: Fred Laverne Richardson
Fred’s record was significantly impacted by the 1973 fire; only a 
payroll and enlistment record survived. Despite that, he left behind a 
large number of personal items that determined his veteran status.

He left behind an Air Medal, Good Conduct, and WWII Victory Medal. 
Good Conducts were awarded for 1-year honorable service during 
wartime, WWIIVCM for serving during WWII, and the Air Medal for 
aerial achievement. Ordering the surviving burn records, I received a 
service number (38563209).

Using the SN and payroll voucher, that showed connection with the 
499th Bomb Squadron, under the 345th Bomb Group. The 345th 
fought engagements over New Guinea, Biak, the Philippines, 
Southeast Asia, China, and the Japanese home islands. 

Fred also left behind a unit service history book showing his record of 
service. The Bats Outta Hell.



Contacted Garfield Country Records Office in Enid, Oklahoma where he returned following the war. 
They obtained a copy of his discharge paperwork using Name, DOB, and SN. 

Payroll records showed Fred leaving CONUS (Continental United States) on October 17, 1944, the 
day the Philippines were invaded by Gen. MacArthur. He landed in New Guinea, then transferred to 
the Philippines. Discharge paperwork shows him participating in 8 campaigns during his service.

Unit records show the 345th relocating to Ie Shima and then transferred to Fort Lewis, Washington. 
The 345th became part of the occupation force and Fred remained until December 1945. A telegram 
shows Fred making it to Vancouver (date) and then later Fort Leavenworth where he was fully 
discharged. 

Discharge paperwork shows his MOS, training at Fort Lowry and Fort Myers, and character of 
service. The Philippine Liberation Ribbon is also listed on the discharge. 

Personal Research: Fred Laverne Richardson Cont.



All this information allowed me to fully reconstruct his time overseas and complete the full picture of his 
awards. The Air Force Award Cards series was referenced using his name and SN, which returned a card 
showing the AM w/ 1 BOLC, meaning it was received twice, not once. The awards include the following:

Personal Research: Fred Laverne Richardson Cont.

1.       Air Medal w/ OLC
2. Good Conduct Medal
3. Asiatic-Pacific Campaign Medal w/ eight stars
4. American Campaign Medal (stationed in CONUS)
5. Army of Occupation Medal (unit stationed in Japan)
6. WWII Victory Medal
7. Philippine Liberation Medal
8. Philippine Independence Medal
9. Presidential Unit Citation 
10. Philippine Presidential  Unit Citation
11. Sharpshooter Badge w/ Carbine Bar
12. Aerial Gunner Badge (MOS as Machine Gunner)






