first world war campaign medals

First World War campaign medals were not just pieces of metal; they were symbols of bravery,
sacrifice, and the enduring spirit of those who fought in one of the deadliest conflicts in human history.
The First World War, lasting from 1914 to 1918, saw millions of soldiers from various nations engage
in combat across a multitude of theaters. To honor their service, numerous medals were established,
each carrying its own significance, design, and criteria for awarding. This article delves into the history,

types, and significance of these medals, as well as the stories behind them.

Historical Context of the First World War Medals

The First World War marked a significant turning point in military history, characterized by trench
warfare, new technology, and unprecedented loss of life. As nations mobilized large armies, the need
to recognize and commemorate individual acts of bravery and service became paramount. Medals
served as a tangible acknowledgment of the sacrifices made by soldiers and were vital for maintaining

morale both on the front lines and at home.

The Role of Medals in Military Tradition

Medals have been used for centuries to honor military service and valor. The tradition of awarding
medals can be traced back to ancient civilizations. In the context of World War |, medals served

several purposes:

1. Recognition of Service: They acknowledged the dedication of soldiers who served their nations
during a tumultuous period.
2. Moral Incentive: Medals were a powerful motivator, encouraging soldiers to strive for bravery and

excellence in combat.



3. Historical Record: They provided a means of documenting individual and collective military history.

Types of First World War Campaign Medals

Various medals were issued during the First World War, each designed to commemorate specific

campaigns or honors. Here are some of the most notable:

1. The 1914 Star:
- Awarded to soldiers who served in the British Expeditionary Force during the first few months of the
war, from August 5, 1914, to November 22, 1914.

- It features a five-pointed star design with a central disc that bears the royal cipher of King George V.

2. The 1914-1915 Star:
- This medal was awarded to those who served in a theater of war between August 5, 1914, and
December 31, 1915.

- Its design is similar to the 1914 Star but includes a different ribbon.

3. The British War Medal:
- Awarded to anyone who served in the armed forces during the First World War.
- This medal features a soldier and a sailor on the obverse side and is often paired with the Victory

Medal.

4. The Victory Medal:
- Known as the "Wilkinson Medal," it was awarded to all who served in the war.

- The design features a winged figure of Victory on the obverse side, symbolizing triumph and peace.

5. The Mercantile Marine War Medal:
- Awarded to members of the Merchant Navy who served in the First World War.

- It recognizes the vital role played by the Merchant Navy in transporting troops and supplies.



6. Other National Medals:
- Many countries involved in the conflict issued their own medals, such as the French Croix de Guerre

and the German Iron Cross, each with specific criteria and design.

Significance of Campaign Medals

The importance of campaign medals extends beyond mere decoration; they represent the personal

stories, sacrifices, and experiences of those who served.

Commemoration and Remembrance

1. Personal Stories: Each medal tells a story. The names engraved on them represent individuals who

faced unimaginable challenges and made sacrifices for their countries.

2. Family Heritage: Many families treasure the medals as heirlooms, passing down the stories and

memories associated with them through generations.

3. Public Commemoration: Medals play a significant role in national remembrance ceremonies, such

as Armistice Day, where nations honor the sacrifices made during the war.

Medals as Historical Artifacts

1. Research and Education: Medals are vital for historians and researchers studying the First World

War. They offer insights into military strategies, social conditions, and the experiences of soldiers.

2. Museums and Exhibits: Many museums have dedicated sections for war medals, providing

educational resources and exhibits that highlight their historical significance.



3. Collecting: Medals have become valuable collector’s items, with some rare examples fetching
significant sums at auctions. Collectors often seek to preserve the history and legacy encapsulated in

these artifacts.

The Process of Awarding Medals

The process of awarding medals during the First World War was intricate and often dictated by military

hierarchy and regulations.

Eligibility Criteria

1. Service Duration: Soldiers typically needed to serve a minimum period in combat zones to qualify

for medals.

2. Specific Operations: Many medals were awarded for participation in specific battles or campaigns,

reflecting the soldier's role and contributions.

3. Acts of Valor: Some medals, particularly those for bravery, were awarded for exceptional acts of

courage in the face of enemy fire.

Application and Issuance

1. Military Records: Service records were crucial in determining eligibility and ensuring that medals

were awarded to the right individuals.

2. Ceremonial Presentations: Medals were often presented in formal ceremonies, adding to their

significance and the honor associated with receiving them.



Conclusion

First World War campaign medals stand as powerful reminders of the sacrifices made by millions
during a time of unprecedented conflict. They are not merely tokens of service but profound symbols of
courage, resilience, and the human spirit. As we reflect on the history of these medals, it is essential to
remember the individuals behind them—the soldiers who fought valiantly in the trenches, the families
who waited anxiously at home, and the nations that came together in a time of crisis. The legacy of
these medals continues to inspire remembrance and appreciation for the sacrifices made in the name

of freedom and peace.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the most common types of campaign medals awarded during

the First World War?

The most common types of campaign medals awarded during the First World War include the 1914

Star, the 1914-1915 Star, the British War Medal, and the Victory Medal.

How did the criteria for receiving First World War campaign medals
differ among the Allied nations?

Criteria for receiving campaign medals varied among Allied nations, with some medals awarded for
specific battles or campaigns, while others were given for service within a particular timeframe or

under certain conditions.

What role did campaign medals play in the morale of troops during and

after the First World War?

Campaign medals served as symbols of honor and recognition for service, boosting morale among



troops during the war and providing a sense of pride and accomplishment for veterans in the years

following the conflict.

Are there any notable stories or controversies surrounding First World
War campaign medals?

Yes, notable stories include the case of the 'lost medals' where many veterans and their families
struggled to obtain or retain medals due to bureaucratic issues, as well as controversies over the

eligibility of certain groups, such as colonial troops.

What is the significance of the design and symbolism found on First
World War campaign medals?

The design and symbolism of First World War campaign medals often reflect themes of bravery,
sacrifice, and national pride, with imagery such as victory figures, laurel wreaths, and the year of the

conflict engraved to honor the service of the recipients.
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