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World War I 
 

World War I lasted from 28 July 1914 to 11 November 1918 and impacted the lives of everyone in the UK, whether 

or not they actually fought in the war.   

Note: Researching military aspects of family history is a wide-ranging speciality in its own right and it is impossible to 

go into great detail in an article of this nature.  Therefore, a selection of reading materials and other resources is 

included at the end of this report.  

Often the starting point for researching a WWI ancestor is an item of memorabilia such as a medal, photograph or 

letter.  Alternately, you may have a family story which you wish to learn more about.  Each of these items provides 

its own set of clues towards identifying key pieces of information for researching a military ancestor – name, unit 

with which they served and, ideally, a service number.   

The following gives an example of tracing a WWI ancestor using the information on a medal.  

Research from a Medal 

Campaign medals were issued to most of the people who served in WWI and many of these remain treasured family 

heirlooms.  The most common medals were:  

 The 1914 Star 

 The 1914-1915 Star 

 The British War Medal  

 The Victory Medal 

There was also the Silver War Badge, which was issued to men discharged from the services as no longer fit to serve 

because of injury or illness.   

The two images below show the two sides of a 1914-1915 Star.   

The reverse side is engraved with the details of the person awarded this medal:  

13515 
DVR. S. CASTLEDINE 

R.F.A. 

This gives us useful information to start researching this person:  

 His service number: 13515 

 His rank: Driver 

 His name: S. Castledine 

 The unit he served with: R. F. A. = Royal Field Artillery 



 
© Catherine Meades, Cameo Family History 2019           
v1.  29 September 2019 

 That Driver Castledine served overseas between 5 August 1914 and 31 December 1915 in order to qualify for 

this medal.  

 

Note: in some cases, the details of the awardee may be engraved around the rim of the medal rather on the reverse.  

Medal cards and medal rolls are the records of the different medals awarded to each person.  These are available 

from www.ancestry.co.uk and https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/  (£).    

 

http://www.ancestry.co.uk/
https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
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Drv. Castledine’s medal card provides some additional information, including:  

 That his first name was Sidney 

 That in some instances his surname was spelt incorrectly as Castledene 

 That he was at one time in the Royal Garrison Artillery.  Service No. 3807 

 That he first served in France and arrived there on the 5 March 1915.  

  That he was posted to Class Z – the Army Reserve – on the 18 May 1919.  This meant that he could return to 

civilian life but could be called up again if necessary.   

 In this case the card also notes that the 14-15 Star was returned for amendment – perhaps they had spelt his 

name wrong?  

The next stage is to see if a service record survives.  The service records of WWI Army non-commissioned personnel 

are available at the National Archives and to search at www.ancestry.co.uk.  Unfortunately, only about 35% of these 

records survive - the so-called "Burnt Documents".  The rest were destroyed by a bombing raid in WWII.  Of those 

that do survive some are difficult to read due to the damage sustained in the attached.   

There is also an "Unburnt collection" which contains records of men who claimed disability pensions as a result of 

their service in WWI or who were Army regulars and therefore entitled to a pension at the end of their service.  

These are also available at the National Archives and online via www.ancestry.co.uk.   

If the records for a soldier are lucky enough to survive then a significant amount of information may be available: 

 Attestation papers.  These include: 

o Physical description 

o Occupation 

o Address  

o Next of kin 

 Details of units served with - including dates 

 Any promotions or demotions 

 Medical Records 

 Discipline Records 

 Correspondence 

In the case of Drv. Castledine the papers show that he joined the Royal Field Reserve Artillery in March 1912.  Then 

in January 1914 he asked for, and was granted, permission to go and live in Queensland, Australia.  He was recalled 

at the end of 1914 and on 5th March 1915 was shipped to France.  The file also includes correspondence from 1919 

concerned with Dvr. Castledine's transport back to Australia after the war.   

More personal details in the service record include the fact that his full name was Sidney Henry Castledine and that 

he was born in Plumstead, Kent.  He was 18 years and 236 days old when he enlisted on the 7 April 1912 – born ca. 

1893.  Sidney’s next of kin was his father, William Castledine, of 9 Alabama Street, Plumstead.  

The standard genealogical sources can be used to trace Sidney’s life outside the Army.   For example, Sidney can be 

seen in Plumstead with his widowed father in the 1901 and 1911 censuses.   

Sydney Henry Castledine was buried in North Rockhampton Cemetery on the 27 August 1975, aged 82 (born ca. 

1893)1.  

 

 

                                                           
1 Queensland Burials & Memorials  www.findmypast.co.uk  30/10/2019 

http://www.ancestry.co.uk/
http://www.ancestry.co.uk/
http://www.findmypast.co.uk/
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If you only have the medal and ribbon and are not sure what it is then there are websites which can help you identify 

these.  For example:  

 http://www.onlinemedals.co.uk/ 

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Military_awards_and_decorations_of_the_United_Kingdom   

 https://arts.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/2344237/WHR_MedalID_ResearchInfo.pdf   

Photographs 

Photographs are another common starting point for research into a soldier.  There are often clues in the uniform 

itself and in the cap badge and other insignia to enable the unit in which the person served to be identified.  From 

there it may be possible to locate the person’s service record or to find out about the activities of that unit.   

There are specialist books and websites which can help with this process, such as:   

 https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/military-uniform-badges-and-portrait-photographs   

 http://www.britishmilitarybadges.co.uk/badge-categories/cap-badges/  

https://wartimememoriesproject.com/greatwar/allied/badgeindex.php 

 British Army Cap Badges of the First World War.  Chris Foster and Peter Doyle.  Shire Publications 

 An Illustrated Encyclopaedia of Uniforms of World War I.  Jonathan North and Jeremy Black.  Lorenz 

Publications.  

Alternatively, you could try a forum or send your photographs to an expert in this field.   

Looking for ancestors killed in WWI 

Ironically it may be easier to trace information on a soldier killed in WWI than on one who survived.   

The first place to look for details on those who died during this, and other, war, is the site of the Commonwealth 

War Graves Commission: www.cwgc.org.  Use of this site is free. 

The site can be searched by name and other information.  Note that in some cases only the initials may be given.  A 

search for the surname “Castledine” shows records for 11 men killed in WWI – 10 from the UK and one from Canada.   

An example entry is as follows:  

Private JOSEPH CASTLEDINE 

Service Number 129082 

Died 17/04/1918 

Aged 19 

49th Company, Machine Gun Corp (Infantry) 

Son of Mary A. and the late Joseph Castledine of 36 White Road, Old Basford, Nottingham.  

Joseph is commemorated at the Tyne Cot Memorial in Belgium.  

A further search using the War Memorials Register (https://www.iwm.org.uk/memorials) shows that Joseph is also 

remembered in the Roll of Honour of the Basford Social Club, Bulwell Nottinghamshire, now in St Mary the Virgin 

and All Souls Church, Highbury Road, Bulwell, Nottingham and on the Roll of Honour of St. Leodigarius Church, Old 

Basford, Nottingham.    

http://www.onlinemedals.co.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Military_awards_and_decorations_of_the_United_Kingdom
https://arts.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/2344237/WHR_MedalID_ResearchInfo.pdf
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/military-uniform-badges-and-portrait-photographs
http://www.britishmilitarybadges.co.uk/badge-categories/cap-badges/
https://wartimememoriesproject.com/greatwar/allied/badgeindex.php
http://www.cwgc.org/
https://www.iwm.org.uk/memorials
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Hint & Tips 
o The more unusual the person’s name, the easier it will be to unambiguously identify records on that person 

– so many men fought in WWI that very few names are unique.  

o Remember that many WWI service records have been lost so you may have to think laterally to find out 

about your ancestor’s service 

o If you know which unit he serviced with, then see if there is a war diary which will give more information on 

their activities and movements.   

o https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/british-army-war-

diaries-1914-1922/  

o Many towns and counties and dedicated resources to researching the men listed on their war memorials as 

part of the centenary.  Try a general search to find out what might already be available.   

o A Google search for “Sydney Castledine” located:  

 Australian Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad 

 https://discoveringanzacs.naa.gov.au/browse/records/216603/1   

 This is much clearer that the surviving, burnt, British service record.   

o Whereas “Joseph Castledine” gives: 

 https://secure.nottinghamshire.gov.uk/RollOfHonour/People/Details/7043   

  

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/british-army-war-diaries-1914-1922/
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/british-army-war-diaries-1914-1922/
https://discoveringanzacs.naa.gov.au/browse/records/216603/1
https://secure.nottinghamshire.gov.uk/RollOfHonour/People/Details/7043
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Sources for further information 
A selection of the many books, websites and courses which may assist in your WWI research 

Books 

 Pen & Sword  

o Tracing Your First World War Ancestors.  Simon Fowler.   

o Tracing Your Army Ancestors.  Simon Fowler. 

o Tracing Your Naval Ancestors.  Simon Fowler.  

o Tracing Your Air Force Ancestors.  Phil Tomaselli.  

o Together with many other books, including some dedicated to particular campaigns.  

 www.pen-and-sword.co.uk   

 Society of Genealogists: 

o My Ancestor was in the British Army.  Michael Watts and Christopher Watts. 

o My Ancestor was in the Royal Navy.  Ian Waller 

o My Ancestor was a Royal Marine.    Ken Divall 

 http://www.sog.org.uk/books-courses/featured-publications/   

 Others: 

o Tracing Your Naval Ancestors.  Bruno Pappalardo.  Public Record Office 

Websites 

 The National Archives Research Guides 

o https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/  

 Durham at War  

o http://www.durhamatwar.org.uk/ 

 The Long, Long Trail 

o A comprehensive guide to researching WWI and the soldiers who fought in it.   

o https://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/  

Courses 

 https://www.pharostutors.com/coursesmainsd.php   

 

 

Disclaimer: This document is intended as a guide to get you started with researching your family history.  It is not 

intended to be comprehensive and Cameo Family History does not accept responsibility for errors and omissions.  

 

http://www.pen-and-sword.co.uk/
http://www.sog.org.uk/books-courses/featured-publications/
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/
http://www.durhamatwar.org.uk/
https://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/
https://www.pharostutors.com/coursesmainsd.php

