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What are the motivations that drive collectors of battlefield relic material? Critically assess the activities of one example.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]A collector is someone who intentionally gathers and keeps objects mainly for their symbolic or personal value, rather than for practical use or quick resale (McIntosh and Schmeichel, 2004). Many well-known museum collections began with private collectors, as early expeditions and institutions acquired artefacts to expand their holdings (Thomas and Pitblado, 2020). While private collecting can help preserve historical material, it also carries risks, including uncertain provenance, potential links to illegal activities, and the dispersal of artefacts when heirs show little interest. Nevertheless, not all collectors act unethically, and broad accusations can unfairly target those who positively contribute to heritage preservation (Thomas and Pitblado, 2020). This essay argues that collectors of battlefield relics are motivated by personal, commemorative, social, and financial factors. While private collecting can contribute to public heritage, it also creates ethical challenges concerning access, preservation, provenance, and historical interpretation. Through a critical examination of Jean-Pierre Verney’s collecting practices, the essay demonstrates both the opportunities and the complexities involved in safeguarding historical artefacts within private collections.

Battlefield relic collecting encompasses both professional and amateur practices, including archaeology, museum curation, and private enthusiasts (Herva et al., 2016). Motivations often reflect a desire for direct, intimate engagement with the past through physical interaction with material remains. While heritage professionals typically prioritise preservation, historical knowledge, and public access, private collectors often place greater emphasis on personal experience, local significance, and the narratives embodied in objects (Herva et al., 2016). Personal interest, social connections, commemorative goals, and financial considerations often intersect in ways that can either support or challenge traditional heritage practices. The concept of the relic holds multiple layers of significance (IWM, 2025). Historical, religious, and cultural traditions have elevated everyday objects into items of veneration. In warfare, objects recovered from battlefields gain similar importance. Often linked to violence, loss, and remembrance, they may act as proxies for those whose bodies were never recovered. Even ordinary items can carry deep emotional and symbolic meaning. For example, recovered wreckage can provide a tangible connection between mourning relatives and lost sailors. At the same time, combatants may retain fragments of shrapnel as mnemonic objects shaped by personal experience and memory (IWM, 2025). Personal battlefield artefacts help museum visitors forge emotional connections with the realities of wartime service. Items associated with soldiers’ daily lives, such as letters, personal effects, or religious objects, can tell stories beyond formal or decorative purposes, offering insight into individual experiences (Conan, 2007). Battlefield relics may be regarded as sacred tokens, trophies of victory, or commemorative objects, but they consistently function as symbols linking people to the events and memories of war (Pollard, 2023). 

The practice of collecting battlefield relics has a long history (Pollard, 2023). Early collectors and visitors combined commemoration with commerce, trading or exhibiting relics, trophies, and souvenirs, an activity that both preserved memory and provoked questions of ethical practice and legitimacy. Early visitors to Waterloo, for instance, regarded this activity as a patriotic duty and a way to honour the fallen. Thomas Ker, whose detailed letters have provided historians with useful insights into early relic collecting and memory at Waterloo, sent a cuirass and other items to his family in Scotland, emphasising the personal and commemorative importance of these artefacts (Pollard, 2023). 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]A unique form of battlefield relic collecting is one in which artefacts are gathered during conflict by those directly involved. Such practices have a long tradition (Donaldson et al., 2024). Australian service personnel in the First World War, for example, acquired souvenirs and antiquities such as scarabs, coins, fragments of monuments, rosaries, and pieces of mosaics, the pyramids or even the Sphinx. Some, like Corporal Gontran de Tournouer (See Figure 1), explicitly intended to contribute items to museums, while others amassed as personal keepsakes that gathered layers of meaning over time. These artefacts often outlived their original status as wartime souvenirs and later entered private and public collections. In doing so, they functioned as personal memorials and historical evidence, while their acquisition histories continued to raise ethical questions (Donaldson et al., 2024). These examples show that battlefield relics are more than objects. They embody personal memories, commemorate those who served, and give insights into collective history, revealing the complex motivations behind collecting.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Wartime artefacts often acquire complex ‘afterlives’, transforming from simple souvenirs into objects that carry layered meanings within family histories, personal narratives, and broader public memory (Donaldson et al., 2024). Tension arises when families wish to keep emotionally significant objects as private memorials. At the same time, heritage institutions seek to preserve, interpret, and provide public access, leading to contested questions of ownership, commemoration, and display (Donaldson et al., 2024). The transition from battlefield souvenir to inherited artefact can be observed not only in historical scholarship but also in contemporary private collections. The author’s family-held collection provides a reflexive example of this dynamic. Centred on material relating to his grandfather’s Second World War service, it includes service records, personal keepsakes, and a Certificate of Commendation signed by Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery (See Figures 2-5). Additional items, including German Army insignia and a National Socialist German Workers’ Party armband (See Figure 6), were retained as wartime souvenirs rather than ideological symbols. The collection also contains items originally belonging to the author’s great-grandfather, such as his picture and service medals (See Figure 7), which have been passed down through generations. Together, these inherited objects illustrate how battlefield relics move from personal keepsakes to intergenerational carriers of memory, while raising questions about private stewardship and access. In this respect, the collection embodies both the strengths and the constraints of private collecting, preserving memory while limiting its integration into wider historical discourse.

Collectors of battlefield relics are motivated by a range of factors extending beyond material or financial interests (Herva et al., 2016). Many seek a close, personal engagement with the past, as the handling and discovery of artefacts creates a sense of intimacy often absent from conventional museum encounters. Objects tied to local or regional histories reinforce communal identities, while battlefield relics are valued primarily for the stories and emotional resonance they embody rather than for monetary worth. Collecting can also be seen as a form of stewardship, with individuals acting as preservers of historical traces for future generations. These overlapping motivations, from hobbyist curiosity to acts of remembrance, highlight the complex ethical and interpretive questions surrounding the care, exhibition, and circulation of artefacts. Heritage professionals focus on preservation and public access, whereas private collectors emphasise hands-on engagement and local significance. Together, these differing priorities shape the management and interpretation of historical objects (Herva et al., 2016). In addition to personal and emotional factors, historical and commemorative considerations further shape collecting practices (Donaldson et al., 2024). Veterans and their families often donate personal combat items to museums, valuing them for the stories they carry rather than for decoration or monetary worth. Objects such as combat boots stained with battlefield mud support storytelling, memory, and intergenerational remembrance (Conan, 2007).

Collecting is driven not only by ownership but also by psychological and social factors (McIntosh and Schmeichel, 2004). Collectors pursue personal goals such as developing expertise, achieving milestones, and affirming their identity. They set objectives, acquire and organise objects, and create displays, all of which provide a tangible sense of achievement and satisfaction. Collections often serve as extensions of the self, offering pleasure and a sense of control through care and organisation. Engagement in collecting communities further enhances a sense of belonging and expertise, while regularly reassessing goals helps maintain motivation over time. Collecting is therefore a multifaceted social and psychological activity that fulfils needs across acquisition, management, and display (McIntosh and Schmeichel, 2004). The process of searching can be as rewarding as acquiring (Bocchi et al., 2022), and, as Ijams Spaid (2018) notes, collecting reinforces identity, empowers individuals, and creates a sense of legacy. Researching, hunting, trading, displaying, and sharing demonstrate that collecting is as much about experience and self-expression as it is about possession. 

Financial motivation also plays a role for some collectors, particularly in markets for Second World War militaria. While rare, items in this context can increase in value, though authenticity, provenance, and condition remain crucial (Dawsons, 2022). For example, militaria dealer Craig Gottlieb has bought and sold Nazi artefacts, including Hitler’s personal belongings, with the aim of profit, showing how financial considerations can drive collecting in this market (Stutman, 2019). Beyond financial gain, collectors are motivated by passion, curiosity, and a desire to preserve, which guide how they select, interpret, and display objects (Brandt, 2016). These personal, social, and financial motivations help explain why some collectors, like Jean-Pierre Verney, dedicated their lives to preserving relics for education, commemoration, and public heritage.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Jean-Pierre Verney (See Figure 8) vividly illustrates the motivations behind collecting battlefield relics. His lifelong passion for First World War history led him to amass a diverse collection of wartime artefacts (Lab, 2011). A self-taught historian and prize-winning photographer, he advised the French Ministry of Defence (Voiset, 2025), contributed to films and documentaries on the First World War, and authored works such as 1914–1918 La Grande Guerre and Verdun 1916. He curated exhibitions in France and internationally, and in 2015 was honoured as a Chevalier of the Légion d’Honneur. Throughout his life, Verney promoted public education and the human experience of the conflict, keeping his collection widely accessible. He died in December 2025 (Voiset, 2025). 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Verney began collecting in 1964 after an emotional encounter with forty veterans on a radio broadcast, inspiring a lifelong fascination with their stories (L’Est Républicain, 2011). Over the following decades, he assembled roughly 50,000 items from flea markets, auctions, and other sources, including uniforms from over thirty nations, weapons, prosthetics, soldiers’ art, warplanes, and vehicles (See Figures 9-11) (Erlanger, 2011). His motivations included preserving the human dimension of war, keeping the collection in France, and funding his passion, even by selling family possessions (Erlanger, 2011). In 2005, the Pays de Meaux local authority purchased Verney’s collection for approximately €600,000, forming the core of the Musée de la Grande Guerre du Pays de Meaux (See Figures 12 and 13) (Pineau, 2011). Although his collection laid the groundwork for the Musée de la Grande Guerre and offered notable public benefit, some professional historians criticised it as ‘bric-a-brac’. This criticism highlights the tension between commemorative goals and scholarly rigour (Erlanger, 2011). While Verney’s collection provides a comprehensive and authentic record of the First World War, some critics have questioned the museum’s presentation (Gordon, 2019). They argue that its immersive [image: A museum with a plane and military vehicles

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]displays and digital storytelling at times prioritise emotional engagement over historical accuracy, risking the transformation of industrial warfare into spectacle. The museum features reconstructed trenches, battlefield dioramas, and multimedia installations, all designed to convey the human experience of war and engage visitors. Digital initiatives, such as the fictional Louis Vivien Facebook page, further [image: A building with a large roof

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]extended the reach of Verney’s collection. Developed by the museum in collaboration with Verney, the page presented the life of a French First World War soldier, linking authentic photographs and documents to a fictional narrative. While the narrative is fictional, the project aims to educate twenty-first-century audiences, particularly schoolchildren, by dramatising the human dimension of war. This example illustrates how collectors and museums can leverage modern media to enhance pedagogy and engagement. At the same time, it highlights continuing debates about authenticity, representation, and curators' ethical responsibilities in balancing emotional impact with historical rigour (Gordon, 2019).

Verney’s collecting followed a deliberate ethical approach. He sought to convey the human dimension of soldiers’ lives while maintaining an international perspective and avoiding nationalistic bias (L’Est Républicain, 2011). He described his goal as ‘to tell a story rather
[image: A tank in a building

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]than create a collection, prioritising interpretation, education, and social value over private accumulation. Creating a museum ensured the artefacts supported public education, research, and commemoration, complementing institutions such as the Verdun Memorial (L’Est Républicain, 2011). In contrast, Jacques Littlefield’s Military Collection preserved hundreds of rare military vehicles that might otherwise have been lost to decay (Sotheby’s, 2014). His collection demonstrates how private collectors can amass artefacts on a scale and with a level of expertise that even many institutions cannot match. Through careful restoration and maintenance, Littlefield acted as a conservator, safeguarding objects that might otherwise have been lost. However, housed on private property and broadly accessible only by appointment, the collection also illustrates the fragility of private heritage. Its survival and accessibility depended on the collector himself. After Littlefield died in 2009, much of the collection was auctioned (See Figure 14), with some vehicles integrated into the Collings Foundation museum. (Sotheby’s, 2014). This transition illustrates the tension between private stewardship and public access, raising questions about control, preservation, and legacy. It reflects both the ambitions and limits of private collecting. Comparing Verney’s approach with Littlefield’s reveals the spectrum of private collecting. Where Verney’s legacy lies in public education and institutional partnership, Littlefield’s highlights the fragility of private stewardship, with access and interpretation contingent on the collector’s resources and intentions. These cases show that private collectors are key to preserving history, though their impact depends on how they balance access, interpretation, and care. Verney demonstrates this by turning his passion and vision into immersive exhibits that vividly bring the human experience of war to life. 
The private collection of battlefield relics raises significant ethical and practical concerns for archaeology and heritage management (Herva et al., 2016). Amateur collecting, especially through metal detecting, often removes artefacts from their original context, reducing opportunities for proper documentation and academic research (Dixon, 2024). While many collectors are motivated by a genuine passion for history, unregulated relic hunting can destroy context and hinder interpretation. Responsible collecting requires adherence to legal and ethical guidelines to ensure that personal interests do not come at the expense of collective heritage (Dixon, 2024). Such practices may conflict with the objectives of professional archaeologists, who emphasise proper documentation, preservation, and contextual understanding (Herva et al., 2016). However, not all amateur collecting is destructive. Dixon (2024) highlights examples of hobbyists who carefully document finds, use Global Positioning System to record provenance, and even participate in ‘rescue archaeology’ on threatened sites, such as the Montpelier Foundation program in Virginia. These collaborations demonstrate that collectors can contribute positively to historical knowledge when their activities are guided by professional oversight (Dixon, 2024). Collectors’ motivations are complex, often combining personal interest, emotional connection, and a desire to preserve historically significant items.
The acquisition of Second World War battlefield relics often occupies a murky ‘grey area’ where hobbyist collecting can breach legal or social norms, potentially disrupting the historical context of objects (Bowman, 2008). In Russia, hobbyist metal detecting of Second World War artefacts sometimes violates legal restrictions. These activities are often motivated by historical interest, commemoration, and the desire to engage with objects from the past (Berziņa, 2024). Similarly, Polish relic hunters pursue Second World War discoveries out of personal interest and the thrill of uncovering historical artefacts. Some risk arrest and face criticism from archaeologists concerned about damage to the historical record (Losh, 2017). These cases show that battlefield collecting is rarely straightforward. It often involves tensions among personal passion, historical preservation, and stewardship responsibilities. Relics carry an emotional and symbolic ‘charge’ that shapes how they are valued and engaged with. This can occur through acts of commemoration or commodification for private or commercial purposes (Berziņa, 2024). These social, legal, and ethical contexts influence both how and why collectors pursue Second World War objects.

Despite the legal and ethical challenges of battlefield relic collecting, private collectors have often played a vital role in preserving historical material. For example, Holzer (2014) notes that collectors have saved many Civil War relics, emphasising that without their efforts, much of the material history might have been lost. He highlights ethical boundaries, critiquing the attempted auction of a Civil War soldier’s skull in June 2014 as disrespectful, while commending the Gettysburg Battlefield Foundation for ensuring the remains were reburied correctly. Holzer contrasts this episode with responsible collectors who acquire artefacts with the intention of donating them to public institutions. He argues that collecting, driven by public spirit and respect for the past, promotes commemoration and education rather than generating profit. Similarly, Toporoff (2021) argues that serious collectors can benefit the public by preserving collections, supporting scholarship, and making works accessible through loans or donations. Scarre (2023) reinforces this view, highlighting collectors’ ethical responsibilities to document, conserve, and, where possible, share their collections. Together, these perspectives show that collectors’ motivations are rarely purely self-serving and often include historical fascination, respect for the past, and a commitment to public education.

Collaboration between archaeologists and private collectors presents ethical challenges, particularly because expert involvement can unintentionally increase the market value of artefacts (Thomas and Pitblado, 2020). When archaeologists study, authenticate, or publish information about privately held objects, their professional endorsement can make these items more attractive and valuable to buyers. This can encourage further collecting and even looting, as artefacts with archaeological backing are seen as more legitimate. To address these concerns, some academic journals have introduced policies prohibiting the publication of research based on artefacts without clear legal provenance, aiming to discourage practices that might fuel the illicit trade in cultural heritage (Thomas and Pitblado, 2020). Collecting relics from battlefields raises complex ethical questions, particularly regarding the treatment of human remains and contested interpretations of history. Moshenska (2008) emphasises that interventions in conflict archaeology can have very different consequences for different stakeholders. What is redemptive for some may be transgressive for others. This underscores the need for collectors and archaeologists to adopt a self-aware, ethical approach that considers the broader social, historical, and political implications of their work (Moshenska, 2008). Ultimately, the motivations and moral dilemmas associated with collecting battlefield relics can be informed by broader debates in heritage management. Newson and Young (2022) note that post-conflict archaeology is shaped by power and narrative, with some actions helping certain groups while disadvantaging others. Curators and heritage professionals actively shape public understanding of material culture, determining which histories are foregrounded and which are overlooked. Similarly, private collectors should reflect on their practices, ensuring that their care of relics benefits not just themselves but also the broader public. This perspective underscores the importance of ongoing dialogue, transparency, and ethical reflection in the preservation and interpretation of material traces of conflict.

Collectors are driven by many motivations that shape how relics are cared for, understood, and shared with others. The contrasting approaches of Verney and Littlefield demonstrate both the promise and the risks of private stewardship. While Verney’s institutional partnerships secured long-term preservation and public engagement, Littlefield’s privately centred model exposed the vulnerability of collections dependent on individual resources and legacy planning. These cases reveal that collecting is not a neutral act of preservation but an active process that influences historical narrative and public memory. The ethical value of relic collecting, therefore, lies not simply in preserving objects but in ensuring transparency, documentation, and collaboration with heritage professionals. When collectors move beyond personal ownership toward shared custodianship, battlefield artefacts can serve not as trophies of conflict but as critical tools for reflection and understanding. Ultimately, collectors do more than preserve fragments of war. They help shape how it is understood. Whether relics become sentimental souvenirs or meaningful tools for reflection depends on how responsibly that power is exercised.
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Figure 3: Rank insignia, company patch, and
2° Army Lapel pin belonging to W. James
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Figure 4: 2nd Army Thanksgiving Service
booklt belonging to W. James
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Figure 5: Certificate of Commendation signed
by Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery to W. James
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Figure 9: Left forearm prosthesis with articulated hand,
also known as an American prosthesis
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Figure 8: Jean-Pierre Verney
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Figure 10: Infantryman in the
King’s Royal Rifle Corps, United Kingdom, 1914
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Figure 11: Georges Bruyer's monochrome etching of
two French soldiers carrying a wounded or dead comrade
through a devastated battlefield

Ref: (Musee de la Grande Guerre, 2026)




image12.png
Figure 12: Musee de la Grande Guerre
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Figure 13: Musee de la Grande Guerre
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Figure 14: The Littlefield Collection, Lot 1032
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Figure 7: Photograph and service medals
belonging to Sgt T. Evans, Welsh Regiment
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