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Solid-gold rant incoming... 
by Tess Machling 

Before I go any further, I want to state that the theft and destruction of heritage across the world is 
not uncommon and I fully acknowledge the horrific losses currently being experienced in places like 
Palestine and Sudan. This blog does not attempt to claim the losses in the UK are comparable: they 
aren't. I write this as a gold researcher with a specific interest in the prehistoric gold artefacts from 
these islands, hence my focus on this material. 

------------------- 

I'm writing this on a sunny Tuesday morning the day after it seems likely that a significant chunk of 
important Welsh - and UK - prehistoric gold history has been stolen from Amgueddfa Cymru's 
(National Museum of Wales) site at St Fagans, Cardiff.  

From what has been said in the media so far, it seems that 'Bronze Age gold jewellery... on display in 
the Wales is gallery' has been stolen and - if it's as bad as I think it is - this will represent a large 
proportion of the Welsh prehistoric gold collection: items which we would describe as 'the first', 'the 
only', 'the oldest', 'the most intriguing' etc. To say that those of us who look at this stuff are gutted 
would be an understatement. The loss to researchers and the museum going public is huge, the loss 
to our history, immense. The only upside to this whole terrible episode is that staff working on the 
site appear not to have been hurt during the raid. That is a blessing. 

Sadly, the St Fagans theft is not the only theft of prehistoric gold that has taken place recently. 

Ely and Coggalbeg. 

On May 7th 2024, in the early hours of the morning, two thieves forced their way into Ely Museum in 
Cambridgeshire and stole the Ely Bronze Age torc and a Bronze Age bracelet. Both items were solid 
gold. To date, neither have been recovered. 

 

Although several such torcs are known, the Ely torc was one of the largest in Europe at 126cm in 
length. It also weighed a staggering 730g. Both bracelet and torc had been found by detectorists, the 
bracelet in 2011 and the torc in 2015. Under Treasure Act 2006 rules, both had been acquired by Ely 
Museum, the bracelet was valued at £20,000 and bought from the finder and landowner with the 
torc valued at £220,000, and the finder and landowner paid this from funds raised from public 
donations and grants. So their loss, to the museum and local and national communities was huge: 
they were literally owned by us. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/sep/11/antiquities-evacuated-from-gaza-city-storehouse-ahead-of-israeli-strike
https://www.theartnewspaper.com/2025/02/14/sudan-civil-war-rages-on-heritage-under-siege
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2025/oct/06/bronze-age-jewellery-stolen-raid-st-fagans-history-museum-cardiff-wales
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2025/oct/06/bronze-age-jewellery-stolen-raid-st-fagans-history-museum-cardiff-wales
https://www.south-wales.police.uk/news/south-wales/news/2025/october/burglary-at-st-fagans-national-museum-of-history-cardiff/
https://www.south-wales.police.uk/news/south-wales/news/2025/october/burglary-at-st-fagans-national-museum-of-history-cardiff/
https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/news/2024/05/ely-museum-devastated-after-theft-of-bronze-age-treasures/
https://finds.org.uk/database/artefacts/record/id/478442
https://finds.org.uk/database/artefacts/record/id/478442
https://finds.org.uk/database/artefacts/record/id/743503
http://chrome-extension/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/finds.org.uk/documents/treasureMinutes/2013-03-27.pdf
http://chrome-extension/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/finds.org.uk/documents/treasureMinutes/2017-03-22.pdf
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Another theft of Bronze Age gold, but which turned out for the better, was the Coggalbeg hoard from 
Ireland which had been found during turf cutting in 1947, but was unknown until 2009, when the 
pharmacist where the gold was stored was robbed and the safe stolen. In this case, the robbers 
apparently had not recognised, or been interested, in the gold lunula and discs hidden between 
papers in the safe and had dumped the lot in a skip, where it was later found.  

St Fagans. 

Although the precise details of what has been stolen from St Fagans have yet to be confirmed, from 
the latest information given this morning, the raid appears well planned and targeted. The BBC have 
reported that the raid took just four minutes, with the thieves knowing 'exactly where they were 
going' and 'that they had come for specific items'. As such it would appear that the thieves had the 
gold Bronze Age artefacts very much in their sights. 

The ownership of 'treasure'. 

As any of you who have read my blogs before will know, I have a major issue with finds being held in 
private ownership, or with finds being bought by the public from private individuals. I also despair 
the ongoing loss of contextual information from many detected finds. All of the above end up costing 
the British public in money and knowledge. They lead to historically valuable artefacts being less 
easily studied and understood and/or less accessible to the public. As such, our shared national 
heritage suffers. 

Although, the thefts of such items above cannot be related to their provenance, the costs and staff 
time incurred by buying detected finds are a huge burden on already struggling museums. It should 
also be noted that the amounts recommended by the Treasure Valuation Committee are for the 
object itself: they do not factor in ongoing conservation and, more importantly, insurance and 
security costs. These are born by the museum. But these artefacts are essential to the ongoing 
popularity of museums, with other detected and gold finds, for example, the Iron Age Leekfrith 
hoard from Staffordshire, pulling in 20,000 visitors in its first month on display at The Potteries 
Museum and Art Gallery in Stoke.  

Bling draws a crowd, but the current lack of resources and funding being experienced by UK 
museums is only being exacerbated by the need to buy and look after 'treasure' finds. Is it any 
wonder things keep getting stolen when we spend our limited resources paying huge amounts of 
money to lucky individuals who find this stuff as their hobby, whilst not investing hardly anything on 
the museums and staff who preserve and protect these artefacts, in perpetuity, for all of us? 

Reframing the discussion. 

With gold finds clearly being of huge interest to the museum-going British public we need to think 
about the messages we are sending about precious metals. After all, those messages go also to those 
who would wish to steal. Sadly, all too often, even in archaeological reports, and more generally in 
media reporting, artefacts made of precious metals are referred to as ‘treasure’ or as being 
somehow special: a quick Google search today of the word 'treasure' under the 'News' tab brings 
back Norfolk Bronze Age rings, silver coins from a Florida shipwreck and a Luxembourg Roman gold 
hoard. The fixation on artefacts and their worth, that tends to come from the reporting of the latest 
Treasure Act find, makes for easy clickbait news headlines.  

But what rarely gets talked about, sadly even in archaeological circles, is what this bling can tell us: 
how these artefacts were made, and by whom. What story can this item impart? By playing into the 
media need to sell copy, we become part of the system that makes objects like those from Ely, St 

https://www.museum.ie/en-IE/Collections-Research/Collection/Resilience/Artefact/Test-7/3fa0198b-cee5-40dc-9649-76ef6725fa07/
https://www.advertiser.ie/mayo/article/45582/new-hoard-of-early-bronze-age-gold-from-coggalbeg-opens-at-museum
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cj9zxdpwn73o?fbclid=IwY2xjawNR4ThleHRuA2FlbQIxMQABHja1Lv6bqi_6wQGwdyw8cRZVgrgFk8bes7Nj5QuqQVXn2kt4VKwl5zNcZfQ4_aem_L8zsnViCdWIflyYMPE0y1Q
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cj9zxdpwn73o?fbclid=IwY2xjawNR4ThleHRuA2FlbQIxMQABHja1Lv6bqi_6wQGwdyw8cRZVgrgFk8bes7Nj5QuqQVXn2kt4VKwl5zNcZfQ4_aem_L8zsnViCdWIflyYMPE0y1Q
https://bigbookoftorcs.com/2025/04/22/private-finds-and-image-rights-and-wrongs/
https://bigbookoftorcs.com/2025/04/22/private-finds-and-image-rights-and-wrongs/
https://bigbookoftorcs.com/2025/04/09/my-precious-some-thoughts-on-access-and-ownership-of-artefacts/
https://bigbookoftorcs.com/2024/09/11/detecting-and-torcs-a-researchers-view/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-stoke-staffordshire-39488919
https://www.edp24.co.uk/news/25512751.bronze-age-gold-rings-found-norfolk-may-treasure/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/articles/cr70kpglx30o
https://indiandefencereview.com/1700-year-roman-treasure-luxembourg-coins/
https://indiandefencereview.com/1700-year-roman-treasure-luxembourg-coins/
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Fagans etc a target: just immediate cash value rather than items of irreplaceable historic value. No 
wonder they get nicked. 

In the case of the St Fagans goldwork, if it has been stolen to order for a collector, then it might at 
least be preserved, but if -as is likely - it has been stolen for the gold it contains, the bullion value at 
today's boom price of £85 per gram (another factor in recent thefts) would still only make the items 
likely stolen worth around £50,000... and that's a 'legitimate' price: as un-hallmarked bullion, with no 
provenance, a much reduced figure on the Black Market is likely. 

This in itself makes me wonder if the thieves really understood how little gold goes into such 
goldwork: the skill of the goldsmith in creating more bang for your buck, can make these things look 
far more weighty than they actually are. 

But whatever, I do hope whoever took the St Fagans' gold gets caught, and will feel any prison 
sentence was worth it for the £20-30k they are likely to make. As it currently stands, a significant 
assemblage of goldwork from prehistoric Wales has been taken and, should it not be recovered, 
there is now a gaping hole where Welsh history, and indeed the history of these islands, used to be. 

I don't know how whoever took these artefacts can live with that. 

https://bigbookoftorcs.com/2020/02/10/the-quest-for-volume/

