
 

 

 

The Battle of Maqdala and the Ethiopian treasures 

In museums in UK, there are lots of beautiful, historic objects from Ethiopia. This is the story of how 

many of those objects came to be here. 

The story of the battle 

When Victoria was Queen of Britain, Ethiopia was ruled by Emperor Tewodros ll (picture).  

There were friendly relations between the two countries and between the two rulers. In 1860, the 

Emperor wrote to Queen Victoria asking for help with training his army. But when, after two years, 

Queen Victoria hadn’t replied to his letter Tewodros felt insulted. He took hostage and put in prison 

some British people living in Ethiopia (picture). Queen Victoria then wrote to Emperor Tewodros 

asking him to free the hostages but instead of releasing them, he took the messenger hostage too. 

Eventually, Britain sent an army, led by Lord Robert Napier (picture), to rescue the prisoners.  We 

know some of what happened on this expedition because there are several eye-witness reports from 

British soldiers and Ethiopians who saw the battle as well as a journalist and Sir Richard Holmes from 

the British Museum who travelled with the army. 

In 1868 13,000 soldiers and 30,000 animals including elephants, horses, mules and camels travelled 

to Ethiopia. They travelled by boat and then, carrying food, clothes and weapons, they marched 420 

miles into the mountains to the Emperor’s fortress (picture). It took two and a half months and the 

journey was so hard that some of the elephants which were carrying heavy cannons lay down and 

refused to go any further, so they were shot. 

At the end of their long march, the British army attacked Maqdala, Emperor Tewodros’s fortress. 

After a hard battle, they entered the fortress. Rather than be captured by his enemies, Tewodros 

shot himself with a pistol that had been a present from Queen Victoria in friendlier times.  The 

Ethiopian soldiers then threw down their weapons - any who didn’t were killed.  

The British soldiers took everything of value that they could find in the emperor’s palace and nearby 

churches, including crosses (picture), silk wall hangings (picture), silver objects (picture) and very old 

books (or manuscripts) which were beautifully written and illustrated by hand (picture).  

A journalist, Henry Stanley, who was at the battle wrote that “An infinite variety of gold, silver and 

brass crosses” and many other beautiful things were, before long, “scattered in infinite 

bewilderment and confusion until they dotted the whole surface of the rocky citadel, the slopes of 

the hill and the entire road to the British camp two miles off”.  

Sir Richard Holmes, from the British Museum wrote that he met a British soldier carrying a gold 

crown (picture) and a solid gold cup (chalice) (picture) weighing more than 3 kilos. He bought both 

of them from the soldier for £4! He was also offered several big books which he didn’t buy because 

they were too heavy to carry. 



 

 

 

It took fifteen elephants and two hundred mules to carry all these treasures to a place near the 

battle, where they were sold by auction. The money raised was shared among the soldiers.  

After the battle, Emperor Tewodros’s wife asked the British army to take her to her home town, but 

she died on the journey and her beautifully embroidered dresses (picture) and jewels (picture) were 

brought back to Britain too.  

What happened to the treasures? 

Some of the treasure was bought by or given to museums or to the Queen and others were kept by 

soldiers who were at the battle or sold later by their families. Lord Robert Napier, who led the army 

at Maqdala said that the British government should buy the most important treasure and put it in 

the British Museum for safekeeping but that when there is a stable government in Ethiopia we will 

return them. The Prime Minister of the day, Mr Gladstone, said in parliament in 1871 that the 

treasures should not have been brought from Ethiopia at all. He said these treasures are not 

important to people in UK but are probably very important to Ethiopians. 

Since then, there have been many requests from Ethiopian kings and governments for the treasures 

to be returned to Ethiopia. A few things have been given back but most of it is still in UK.  

As well as these treasures being very valuable, many are very important to Ethiopian religion. Some, 

called ‘talbots’ (which represent the Ten Commandments) are considered so holy in Ethiopia that 

only priest are allowed to see them, so the British Museum which has some talbots has agreed  that 

they will never be put on display. 

In 2008, 140 years after these treasures were taken from Ethiopia,  the President of Ethiopia wrote 

to the British Museum, the Victoria & Albert Museum, the British Library and Cambridge University 

Library asking if Ethiopia could have back more than 400 treasures which were brought to the UK 

after the Battle of Maqdala. 

 

 


