
Few antiques have poignant

and heroic stories attached to

them: few areas of collecting

are as well suited to research. I

will look at what makes medals

collectible, and at British

military medals of The First

World War.

Anatomy of a medal

Official medals, those which

can be worn on service uniforms,

are issued for one of two reasons:

service during a conflict or

campaign, or conspicuous

gallantry of some kind. Within

these two categories lie a number

of variations, but medals share a

number of characteristics.

A full-size, original medal will

be suspended from a ribbon. The

pattern will be unique to that

medal, and may be linked to the

nature of the service for which

the medal was awarded: for

example, the 1914-18 Mercantile

Marine Medal ribbon was green,

white and red, to represent a

ship’s navigational and steaming

lights. The medal itself is likely

to be a circular medallion, a cross

or a star. Gallantry medals may

be accompanied by a bar fixed to

the ribbon, if the recipient has

been awarded the decoration

more than once, while campaign

medals may have clasps linked to

the recipient’s service in specific

battles or campaigns.

Medals are often sold in

groups. A group is a set of

medals awarded to a service man

or woman during their military

career, and quite often tells the

story of their military service. A

group is more interesting and

valuable than its component

parts, especially if it comes with

supporting paperwork or photos.

‘Naming’ a medal

A medal’s value is closely

linked to its ‘naming’, the

engraved or impressed infor-

mation on the medal, which

provides information about the

medal's recipient and service.

The majority of medals issued to

British military personnel since

late Victorian times were named,

although not all. This includes

some combination of the

individual’s name, rank, service

number and unit and this infor-

mation will be engraved on the

reverse of crosses and stars and

on the edge of coin-shaped

medals. A relatively common

campaign medal can multiply

many times in value if it has an

interesting name attached to it

such as an officer present at a

decisive action in the campaign.

However, this is where it gets

complicated. Given the number

of medals awarded over the last

150 years, official naming styles

and practices have not always

been consistent, and can even

vary between batches of the same

medal, as well as between

different medals. As a result,

there is considerable potential for

both genuine mistakes and fraud-

ulent activity. Naming may have

been altered, added later,

corrected or even removed. An

additional risk comes from the

availability of replacement

medals, some of which are legit-

imate ‘official issue’ replace-

ments, some are commercial

replicas, and some are outright

fakes. As with so many types of

antique, the only way to really

learn to recognise the qualities of

an original medal is to handle

many different examples. The

internet and books are a great

source of information, but like

any practical skill, there's no

substitute for experience.

1914-18 medals

As this year marks the 100th

anniversary of the start of the

First World War, I’m going to

take a look at some of the key

campaign medals issued during

the conflict, along with an

overview of some of the most

important gallantry medals of

that time. The two most common

First World War medals are the

British War Medal 1914-20 and

the inter-allied forces Victory

Medal, both of which were

issued to all personnel who

served during the conflict. Rarer

and perhaps more interesting are

the 1914-15 Star, awarded to

personnel who served in a theatre

of war between August 1914 and

December 1915, and the 1914

Star, which was awarded only to

those who served in the British

Expeditionary Force in France

and Belgium between August and

November 1914.

Gallantry medals

The rarest and most famous of

all gallantry medals, the Victoria

Cross, needs no introduction.

Genuine examples are hard to

find and unaffordable for the vast

majority of collectors. Medal

groups containing gallantry

medals generally attract four or

five-figure sums, making them

the preserve of serious collectors

only. Notable gallantry awards

from the 1914-18 war include the

Military Medal, the Military

Cross, the Distinguished Service

Order, the Distinguished Conduct

Medal and the Conspicuous

Gallantry Medal.
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A family group of WW1 medals
awarded to Privates S. and W. Piper.
The group contains two 1914-15 Star
'trios' -- the 1914-15 Star, British
War Medal, and Victory Medal. Sold
for £234 in Nov 2013.

A rare and collectable naval group,
documenting the career of Petty
Officer Alfred Dredge, and including
an 1882 Egypt Medal with multiple
clasps, East and West Africa Medal
with clasp, 1914-15 Star, British War
Medal, Victory Medal, Royal Navy
Long Service Good Conduct Medal
and Khedive's Star (1882), with
supporting research. Sold for £4,794
in Nov 2013.

This interesting and unusual medal
group was awarded to naval reserve
officer Commander J A Leighton,
and includes the CBE, DSO, 1914-19
War Medal, Mercantile Marine
Medal, Victory Medal and others.
Sold in 2009 for approx £4,925.

This impressive WW1/ gallantry
group tells the story of a long army
career and includes a Distinguished
Conduct Medal, 1914-15 Star, British
War Medal, Victory Medal, Army
Long Service Medal and Good
Conduct Medal. The auctioneer
noted it included an unusual amount
of documentation, which is likely to
have attracted buyer interest, and the
group sold for £1,199 in February
2014.

WW1 group containing the 1914-15
Star, Victory Medal and War Medals,
awarded to GMR A Bussey, along
with a silver pocket watch, fetched
£168 in March 2014.

This casualty medal group, awarded
to Sargent J Bennett, includes a
1914-15 Star, War Medal and War
for Civilisation Medal along with the
Memorial Plaque, which was
presented to the next of kin of all
those who died between August 1914
and April 1920, along with an album
of photos depicting army life in
Egypt. Sold for £455 in Nov 2013.


