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I do not claim to be an expert medal collector but it is a subject I find very interesting. There can very 

few hobbies that enable the collector to search archives, books and newspapers to discover the life and 

times of someone long dead and forgotten. British medals, because they were usually engraved or 

impressed on the rim with both the recipient’s name and unit, make research both easy and rewarding. 

As long as one is armed with this information, the recipient’s records can usually be found at the 

Public Record Office at Kew.  

     Collectors almost always choose a regiment, a campaign, or, sometimes, a surname and 

concentrate on collecting medals in a fairly narrow field. Some subjects are less collectable than 

others. For instance, the complexity of the Maori Wars, with their bewildering combinations of dates, 

are not so popular as the medals of the Crimean War, which was a war full of drama, tragedy and 

great bravery as well as being extremely well documented. Other campaigns like, those of Abyssinia 

and Ashanti, don’t excite the average collector, for the reason that they did not last long and the 

enemy were primitively armed. Paradoxically, the Zulu War of 1879 falls into this category. Instead, 

medals to those who participated in the six-month long struggle against a South African people now 

are amongst the most sought after by collectors and, as a consequence, their value steadily increases. 

     Years ago, when I was an avid collector of Zulu War medals, I kept a record of my purchases, sales 

and exchanges. The rather worn exercise book occasionally surfaces when I visit the attic to search 

through the hundreds of books, magazines and catalogues for a half-remembered nugget I need for an 

article or book. I recently looked through my medal book and I was reminded of some of the 

exceptional Zulu War medals I once owned.  

     Just after I returned from South Africa having attended the centenary of the Zulu War in 1979, I 

began to exclusively collect Zulu War medals. For instance, I paid £290 for the medal awarded to 

Lieutenant W.W. Lloyd, 24
th

 Regiment although I later sold it. I subsequently discovered he was the 

Lloyd whose drawings appear in most books about the subject. Today, his medal would be expected to 

fetch well in excess of £10,000. Officers’ medals, even to those who saw no great action, now fetch 

high prices. For instance a medal to an officer in the 1
st
 Dragoon Guards reached £700 at auction this 

year. It is now in a dealer’s list for just over £1,000. His Zulu War service was hardly heroic; he was 

stationed at Conference Hill looking after sick horses. Better value would have been the £1,150 paid 

for the 3-medal group to Lieutenant Middleton of the 3
rd

 Buffs, who was at both the Battle of Nyezane 

and the Siege of Eshowe. He later received a 3-bar India General Service medal and a Delhi Durbar 

medal. 

      To get a more dramatic view of how the value of medals have risen one can take the case of a 

particular pair of medals, Companion of the Bath and a South Africa (bar 1877-8-9), to Major General 

Henry James Degacher, 24
th

 Regt. He is famous only by association, for his brother, Captain William 

Degacher, was killed at Isandlwana. In 1972, Henry’s pair of medals went on sale for £225 and by 

1986, they had risen in value to £2,000. Today, one could expect to pay £5,000. 

     Even medals to other ranks command increasing prices. In 1972, the average price of a Zulu War 

campaign medal was about £20. An Isandlwana fatality, like Private William Hough, Colonel Glyn’s 

cook, would fetch as much as £150. My own records for 1983 show that I was paying about £120-

£150 for ordinary medals. An exception was to a private, who won the DCM at Khambula, for which I 

had to pay £250. Nowadays, one would expect to pay £300-£375 for an ordinary recipient with a bar 

1879 and probably well over £1,000 for something exceptional like the Khambula recipient. 

     This year has been something of a watershed for the prices of Zulu War medals. At the Dix, 

Noonan, Webb auction in March, a medal to a Rorke’s Drift defender, Pte. J. Smith, with a reserve of 

£8000-£10,000, went under the hammer for £17,000. Maybe the price reflected the fact that he had 

suffered an assegai wound during the fight. The medal to another defender, Pte J. Wall, who ended his 

days as an inmate of a lunatic asylum, went for £11,000, still £3,000 over the estimate. Of interest, the 

Long Service and Good Conduct Medal to Br. Wheeler J. Cantwell, R.A. fetched £2,600. The 

whereabouts of his DCM and Zulu War medals is unknown. 

     Isandlwana casualties are also highly valued and generally priced about £2,750 - £4,000. The 

highest value of all is to those few survivors of the battle. Thirty years ago, Hayward’s medal 

catalogue was offering Lieutenant W.F.D. Cochrane’s 8-medal group for £850. Today, one would be 

looking at £20,000 plus. 

     Medals to members of the Colonial units, which proliferated during the years 1877-79, do not 

attract so much attention. The only exception is for a Hlobane or Isandlwana casualty. During the 



1970’s, one would not expect to pay much more than £40 for one of these, whereas today the price has 

risen to about £3,500. 

     If there were such a thing as a bargain to be had, then it would be the medals to the Navy Brigade. 

Numbering around 850, they saw plenty of fighting and hard campaigning, yet, at the moment, the 

medals are generally valued less than those to their more numerous army cousins.  

     The conclusion to be drawn, from attending auctions and medal fairs this year, is that the South 

Africa War Medal, to give the Zulu War medal its correct title, is showing no signs of waning in 

popularity. It you can pick up a standard medal for about £200 that was issued to an OR in a regiment 

that saw some action, you will have not only a medal that will tell a story but also one that will gain in 

value.   

 

Editor’s note. 

 

     In support of Brian Best’s article, written for the Society’s June 2001 journal, the owner of the 

South Africa Campaign Medal issued to Lieutenant Curling was recently approached by an auction 

house wishing to purchase Curling’s medal. This particular medal had been sold to a South African 

medal collector in 1987 for £2,000. The current owner subsequently purchased the medal in 1999 for 

the price of £7,000. On being told that Curling’s medal was not for sale, the auction house gave the 

owner’s telephone number to their prospective purchaser, an American collector. Within days he 

telephoned the owner in an attempt to purchase the medal; his substantial offer was declined. At the 

below mentioned auction, the Campaign Medal to one of Curling’s men, Gunner Green, who also 

survived Isandlwana, was sold for ££7,400.   

 

     At the recent (December 2002) Spink’s sale of medals in London, the prices paid (in bold) for Zulu 

War medals far exceeded everyone’s expectations. All medals sold exceeded Spink’s pre-sale 

valuations, here are some examples; 

 

 

Major Charles George Dennison DSO 

Boer War DSO and South Africa Campaign medals  £8,800      Pre-sale estimated price £3,000 

 

L/Corporal Augustus Morris 

Rorke’s Drift Defender - Campaign Medal                 £13,000    Pre-sale estimated price £12,000 

 

Sergeant Drummer Arthur Sears 

Rorke’s Drift Defender  - Long Service Medal           £2,200       Pre-sale estimated price £ £600 

 

Private J. Morgan   

Isandlwana Casualty – Campaign Medal                     £3,800       Pre-sale estimated price £3,000 

    

Lieutenant A.M. Smith 

Rescued by Major Knox Leet at Hlobane  

South Africa Campaign Medal                                      £6,500        Pre-sale estimated price £2,000 

 

Captain Bradstreet 

C.O.  Newcastle Mounted Rifles     

Killed with Col. Durnford – Isandlwana                        

South Africa Campaign Medal                                      £7,800         Pre-sale estimated price £5,000 

   

  

 

     The average price for a South Africa Campaign medal is now around the £300 price tag. This will 

be marginally reduced if the medal was issued without a bar. With a bar, the price will be marginally 

higher; if the recipient saw action, then the price begins to escalate.  The medals of noted recipients or 

those who took part in the more famous battles will be worth the prices indicated above. 

     In any event, bargains can still be found, even at auction; during a lull at the above Spink’s auction, 

one lucky bidder managed to obtain a Ntombi Drift casualty medal for £600. The next medal to be 

auctioned, another Ntombi casualty, went for £1,900. 

 

 


