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How to Get Copies of U.S. Navy Crew Lists
And How to Find the People Whose Names Are on the Lists

© 2006, Louis F. Sander

This paper tells, in specific, accurate detail, how to get lists of the officers and crewmembers
who served aboard U.S. Navy ships. It also describes practical methods for finding the people
whose names appear on the lists.

While crew lists aren’t particularly difficult to get and use, published information on the subject
tends to be incomplete, inaccurate, and not necessarily based on practical experience. This
paper provides the “straight skinny”—The USS Rankin Association used it to find over 1,500 of
the 3,859 people who sailed on their ship from 1945-1971, including every one of the 437
officers who served aboard the ship. So if want to find some shipmates, read on!

Navy Personnel Records

The records of personnel assigned to commissioned ships and other Navy units are retained
forever in the National Archives, where many of them are accessible to the general public. This
paper applies to all those records, but focuses on the ones created from 1941-1970, which is
the period of easiest accessibility and greatest public interest. It describes the records in detail
and gives step-by-step instructions for getting copies of those from 1941-1970. It includes
sample pages from actual records in the National Archives. Appendix 2 contains information
about records from other eras.

Crew List Basics

“Crew list” is a generic term used here for clarity and consistency; it is not an official term used
by the Navy or the National Archives. As we define it, a crew list is any official document
showing all personnel assigned to a ship as of a specific date, usually the last day of a month or
calendar quarter. The official title of the document and the exact information it contains depend
on the practices in effect when it was prepared. At the minimum, a crew list contains a date and
each person’s name, service number, and rank or rate and rating. There is often other informa-
tion as well, and there are almost always separate lists for officers and enlisted personnel.

Crew lists from 1941-1970 are kept in the National Archives at College Park, Maryland, and are
open to access in person or by mail. Earlier lists are kept elsewhere, and later ones are subject
to privacy restrictions because they contain social security numbers.

This paper focuses on the 1941-1970 crew lists in the National Archives at College Park, which
is but one of several National Archives locations. When the paper says “Archives,” it is referring
to the location at College Park. For information on crew lists kept elsewhere, see the Appendix
on page 11.

Sample pages of crew lists in the Archives are shown on pages 14-20. Note that no two lists
have the same official title—all of them are crew lists, but they have names like Roster of
Officers, Muster Roll of the Crew, Distribution Control Report, Distribution and Verification
Report, and the like. This reflects changing practices over the many years involved.

The Archives keeps crew lists on paper or microfilm, depending on the years and personnel
groups they pertain to. From 1941-1956, officer lists are in loose-leaf paper Deck Logs, while
enlisted lists are on microfilmed Muster Rolls. From 1957-1970, both officer and enlisted lists
are on the microfilmed Muster Rolls. The officer lists in the paper Deck Logs comprise only a
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fourth of the crew lists accessible at College Park, but accessing them is easier and much less
costly than accessing the lists on microfilm.

About Deck Logs

A ship’s Deck Log is a daily chronology for administrative and legal purposes. It is prepared
aboard the ship, then submitted to the Navy chain of command; thirty years later it is placed in
the National Archives. Deck Logs are not detailed records of the ship’s mission and related
activities, and for the most part they are not very interesting to read.1 They contain records of
the ship’s position, course and speed, plus information about weather conditions, arrivals and
departures of personnel, disciplinary procedures, administrative activities, and unusual
happenings on board. Some typical log sheets are reproduced on pages 21-24. Physically, the
logs are typed or handwritten on 10"x15" sheets, bound into loose-leaf volumes by month. A
typical monthly volume has 35-50 pages, all legible and easy to photocopy. Visitors to the
Archives cannot browse these volumes, but must request the staff to pull them individually from
the shelves. For more information about Deck Logs, see the Appendix on page 11.

For the period 1941-1956, detailed rosters of all the officers on board are filed in the front of
each ship’s monthly Deck Logs. These are the only crew lists that are kept in paper form at the
Archives. Some samples are reproduced on pages 14-15.

About Muster Rolls

The Archives’ microfilmed Muster Rolls2 contain all the crew lists not kept in the Deck Logs:
enlisted lists from 1941-1970 and officer lists from 1956-1970. This represents about three-
fourths of all the crew lists accessible at this location. In addition to monthly or quarterly crew
lists, the Muster Rolls include daily records of personnel changes and a wide variety of other
related documents, such as lists of embarked troops and other passengers.

Physically, the Muster Rolls are on reels of 16 millimeter microfilm. Each reel holds one or two
year’s worth of personnel records for one or several ships, so finding a given crew list can
require sifting through a lot of other information. This can be a challenge at first, but it’s easy
once you get the hang of it. (A sample of the “other information” appears on page 25.)

Documents on a Muster Roll can be searched for, read and reproduced on a microfilm reader-
printer. These are machines with large optical viewing screens coupled to printing mechanisms
similar to those on copy machines. They are available in the Archives, at most college and
university libraries, and at many large public libraries. There is often a charge for printing each
page, and coin-operated machines are common. The machines are easy to use, and there is
always someone around who can show you how to use them.

At the Archives, the Muster Rolls are kept in an area that is closed to the public; the staff will
retrieve specific reels upon request. Most of the Muster Roll film is legible and makes usable
printouts, but quite a bit of it is faded, blurred, scratched, or even unreadable, due to its age or
the condition of the original documents. Some printouts from microfilmed Muster Rolls are
reproduced on pages 16-20.

1 A frequent exception to this rule is the first log entry of the year: Navy tradition allows it to be written in verse, but it
must contain all the information required by Navy Regulations. A sampling of these entries, from prosaic to truly
poetic, is available at http://www.ussrankin.org/HTMLobj-2538/USSRankinNewYearsLogs.PDF

2 Though the Archives calls these records “Muster Rolls,” only the crew lists from WWII and before actually bear that
title.
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Getting Crew Lists by Visiting the Archives. If you or a shipmate live in the Washington metro
area, it may benefit you to visit the Archives in person. A productive visit will take the better part
of a day. The National Archives at College Park is located at 8601 Adelphi Road, College Park,
Maryland. Before your visit, you should spend some time on their web site, which contains a
wealth of information about hours, location, transportation, parking, research procedures, etc.3

Your work at the Archives will be to find the appropriate Deck Logs or Muster Rolls, to search
them for the information you need, then to copy it so you can take it home. Though it takes a
while to learn the ropes, the work is not difficult for someone who is familiar with searching for
information. Whoever visits should have the basic skills of finding information in a large library,
and should be able to operate copy machines and similar devices. They should have photo ID
and be prepared to comply with the Archives’ rigorous security procedures.

The Archives staff is very helpful, but it can take an hour or more for them to retrieve the
material you need. To make your life easier, we suggest that you call the Archives a day or two
before your visit. They can brief you on what to expect, and they may be able to save you time
by pulling your materials in advance. The telephone number of the Modern Military Records Unit
is (301) 837-3510.

If neither you nor a shipmate can visit the Archives, you might consider using a commercial
researcher. There are many of these people, often very familiar with the Archives and its
procedures, who charge $35/hour and upward for their services. The Archives can provide a list
upon request.

Finding the People on the Crew Lists

Once you have the crew lists you want, the next step is to get in touch with the people whose
names appear on the lists. The ins and outs of doing that are beyond the scope of this paper,
but you can start by using Internet “people finder” sites, then expand your efforts to include
other means. All this takes work, but it can be extremely rewarding.

For example, The USS Rankin Association found over 1,500 former shipmates during its first
two years of operation, including every single one of the 437 officers who ever served aboard
the Rankin. Almost every person was extremely happy to hear from us, and we had over 300
former shipmates and guests at our first reunion. Financially, our former shipmates contribute
over $10,000 per year to our cause.

There’s much more to this success than finding crew lists and looking up people on the Internet,
but those are the essential activities.

We’ve tried most of the free people finder sites on the Internet. Each of them is useful in its own
way, but we’ve had the greatest success with the five that are listed below. To use them, you
generally enter a first name and last name, with middle name or initial, city, state and other
information optional on some sites. Here’s how they worked at the time of this writing:

http://www.intelius.com – Free searches on this site return full name, city, state,
approximate age, and names of others living in the same household. Search criteria include the
middle initial, which is very helpful in finding the person you are looking for. Intelius is very
useful for zeroing in on possible locations of the target individuals, who can be more precisely
located at no charge by using whitepages.com or similar people finders.

If you are able to pay for your information and are looking for dozens or hundreds of people,
Intelius’ 24-hour unlimited search package for $19.95 is a great value. In addition to the above

3 http://www.archives.gov/dc-metro/college-park/index.html
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information, it returns the person’s address, telephone number and date of birth, if known. We
used this package to help us find about 900 former shipmates.

An Intelius search can return from zero to more than a hundred hits. As in all searches, their
completeness and accuracy depend on what is in the underlying databases, and often one or
more fields are blank. A good hit from the unlimited search package looks like this:

Name Approx
Age Birth Date Address/Phone Last

Reported Neighborhood

MAYERS, JOHNNY S
MAYERS, ED S
MAYERS, PHYLLIS J
MAYERS, EDWARD SCOTT

42
64
61
64

09/24/1962
04/09/1941
01/02/1944
04/09/1941

5678 39TH ST W
CLEVELAND, OH 44366

Phone: (216) 505-1249

03/12/2002

Avg. Income
$36,165

Avg. House Price
$96,100

http://whitepages.com – Free searches return names, addresses and phone numbers, but
no information on age or other household members. Search criteria can include city and ZIP
code if you know them. Free reverse searches are available for telephone numbers and
addresses. If your target’s name is reasonably uncommon, and/or if you are fairly sure where he
lives, this is a very good site for finding him. We have used it extensively for finding shipmates,
often after zeroing in on them through Intelius or U.S. Search.

A whitepages hit looks something like this. The links to more information typically lead you to
sites that require payment for their searches, often $10 or more per name:

http://www.ussearch.com – Search criteria include the middle initial. Here are partial results of
a free search for Louis F. Sander. We’ve used the age (in the third column) to identify likely
candidates from the search results, then used www.whitepages.com to find them. Once again, the
links typically lead to sites that require payment.
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http://www.zabasearch.com – Search is by name and optionally by state. Results of free
searches include name, address, and sometimes phone number and approximate age. This is a
fairly new people finder, and it is very easy to use. It’s often the first people finder we try when
looking for a single shipmate. The results look like the sample below:

Note that some search sites also return names that are close to the one you have entered. This
is sometimes helpful, but it can be confusing until you become familiar with it. By the way, Louis
F. Sander was born in 1939, not 1942. Even though the year is wrong, it’s close enough to let
you know if he could have been aboard your ship in the year you are interested in.

http://ssdi.genealogy.rootsweb.com – This site accesses the Social Security Death Index,
a list of most Americans who have died since the 1960s. It is useful for finding possibly
deceased shipmates, though it doesn’t positively identify them. An Advanced Search option
allows you to enter dates and places of birth and death, if you know them. Here is a typical hit
from this site:

http://gravelocator.cem.va.gov/j2ee/servlet/NGL_v1 – This National Gravesite Locator lets
you search for burial locations of veterans and their family members in VA National Cemeteries,
state veterans cemeteries, various other military and Department of Interior cemeteries, and for
veterans buried in private cemeteries when the grave is marked with a government grave
marker.

Contact Information

We hope this paper has been interesting and useful to you. If you are serious about finding your
former shipmates, The USS Rankin Association will be pleased to share more of our knowledge
and experience with you. We invite you to visit our web site at http://www.ussrankin.org.
You can contact us there, or by emailing ussrankin@aol.com, or by writing The USS Rankin
Association, c/o Louis “Skip” Sander, 153 Mayer Drive, Pittsburgh, PA 15237.

You can download the current version of this paper at http://www.ussrankin.org/crewlists.htm
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Appendix 1 – Using “Blue Books” in Finding Former Officers

Locating officers and former officers can be made easier by researching the “blue books” found
in many large libraries. In most cases, the blue books can provide the officer’s first, middle, and
last names, all correctly spelled, along with his or her date of birth. When these specifics are
known, it becomes much easier to find the person in Internet people finders, in the Social
Security Death Index, and in other similar references. Proof of this is found in the experience of
The USS Rankin Association, which has located every one of the 437 officers who served
aboard the Rankin from 1945-1971. We couldn’t have done it without the blue books.

This Appendix describes the blue books, tells where to find them, and gives useful tips for using
them effectively.

What They Are

“Blue book” is the common name for the Navy’s annual publication of detailed information
about its officers. Over the years, these books were commonly published as paperbacks with
light blue covers, hence the name blue book.

A more official name for the blue books is the “Navy Register,” but the exact titles of the books
are much longer and have changed many times over the years. Officers of the Navy, the Naval
Reserve, and Marine Corps often appear in the same book, but sometimes they are in separate
books with separate names. We have seen the titles in the table below, but we believe there are
others as well:

Year Title
1906 List and Station of the Commissioned and Warrant Officers of the Navy of the United

States and of the Marine Corps, on The Active List, and Officers on the Retired List
Employed on Active Duty

1941 Register of Commissioned and Warrant Officers of the United States Navy and
Marine Corps

1947 Register of Commissioned and Warrant Officers of the United States Navy and
Marine Corps

1949 Register of Commissioned Officers and Warrant Officers of the United States Naval
Reserve and Marine Corps Reserve

1953 Register of Commissioned and Warrant Officers of the United States Naval
Reserve, NAVPERS 15,009

1958 Register of Commissioned and Warrant Officers of the United States Navy and
Marine Corps and Reserve Officers on Active Duty, NAVPERS 15,018

1959 Register of Commissioned and Warrant Officers of the United States Naval
Reserve, NAVPERS 15,009

1963 Register of Commissioned and Warrant Officers of the United States Navy and
Marine Corps and Reserve Officers on Active Duty, NAVPERS 15,018.

1969 Register of Naval Reserve Officers
1970 Register of Commissioned and Warrant Officers of the United States Navy and

Marine Corps and Reserve Officers on Active Duty, NAVPERS 15,018. Part I –
Navy and Naval Reserve. Part II – Marine Corps and Marine Corps Reserve

1972 Register of Navy Officers on Active Duty
1976 Register of Naval Reserve Officers on Active Duty
1977 Register of Naval Reserve Officers
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Where To Find Them

Federal publications and other information products are made available for free public use in
specially designated Federal Depository Libraries throughout the United States. In addition to
the publications, trained librarians are available to assist in their use. You can locate these
libraries in your area by using the finding aids at http://www.gpoaccess.gov/libraries.html

Usually only the largest Federal depository libraries maintain Navy Register collections. We
found a very complete collection at the University of Pittsburgh’s Hillman Library, and others no
doubt exist across the country. To see if a given library has the blue books, call them and ask to
speak with the government publications librarian. These librarians tend to be very familiar with
government publications in general, but few of them will have first-hand knowledge of the Navy
Register, and probably none will know the term “blue books.” You can help your librarian by
using the table below to give him or her the Superintendent of Documents (SuDoc) number of
the books you are looking for. He or she will then be able to tell you if the books are in the
library. If they are not, the librarian will probably be able to suggest another library to contact.

Years Covered SuDoc Number
1814-1947 N 1.10
1947-1949 M 206.10
1949-present D 208.12

Some libraries might not use the SuDoc number to catalog their holdings. In those cases, give
the librarian as much of the official title as you know. As you can see from the table on the
previous page, the titles usually begin with “Register of...”

Large libraries have powerful tools for finding obscure books and their locations, and if you can
get one of their librarians to help you in your quest, you will surely be successful at finding what
you want. If you are only looking for a few officers, or for officers from one or a few years, you
can probably get some blue books on interlibrary loan. It’s also possible that a distant librarian
might help you by looking up an officer or two and telephoning or emailing the results.

You can access the current editions of the blue books online at

http://buperscd.technology.navy.mil/bup_updt/upd_CD/BUPERS/Register/RegOpenMenu.html

How To Use Them

As with many directories, there is useful information in the descriptive material in the front of the
book: abbreviations for ranks, meanings of codes used throughout the books, chain of
command from the Commander in Chief down through the bureaus and offices of the Chief of
Naval Operations, and more. If you encounter something mysterious when using the book,
there’s a good chance that the key to the mystery will be found in the front of the book.

The main section of the book is a lineal list of officers by seniority, from the highest Admirals
down to the lowliest Ensign and the newest Warrant Officer. This is where you’ll find your man’s
full name and date of birth. You may also find information on his specialty, his date of rank, how
he got his commission, and so forth. Since there are thousands of officers in this list, and since
they are listed in order of seniority, you will need an index to find the person you’re looking for.

That index is in the back of the book, in the form of an alphabetical list of officers by name. The
index is hundreds of pages long, and the type is very small, but it leads you to the details about
the person you are trying to find. The index not only guides you to the page for the person’s
main listing, but it typically includes information to help you find that listing on its page, which
may contain hundreds of similar listings. The system for doing this has changed over the years,


