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Inverness Museum and Art Gallery  

High Life Highland 
 

Contact inverness.museum@highlifehighland.com 

 

Location of collections 
 

Inverness Museum and Art Gallery  

Castle Wynd 

Inverness  

IV2 3EB 

 

Size of collections 

 

5 African objects 

No known Caribbean objects 

 

Selected objects 
 

• Mandinka dress sword, West Africa, 1985.011 

 

History of the collection  
Inverness Museum and Art Gallery is managed by registered charity High Life Highland on 

behalf of The Highland Council. Inverness Museum started life as part of the Northern 

Institution for the Promotion of Science and Literature in 1825. Its first premises displayed 

early collections including social history and natural science specimens. The Institution held 

its final meeting in 1835 and over the next 40 years the museum collections were moved to 

the Inverness Royal Academy and then to the Town Hall. In 1876 the Inverness Scientific 

Society and Field Club took responsibility for the remaining museum collection and a 

permanent site was sought. Money was raised by public subscription and a new building 

was completed in 1881. This was cleared for redevelopment in 1963, and the current 

museum, gallery and library complex was built in its place. Records suggest that most of the 

non-European collections were transferred to National Museums Scotland in the 1960s. 

 

Overview of the collection  
Due to the transfer in the 1960s, very little relevant material remains. Five African items have 

been identified that were donated in recent decades. These include three spear heads and a 

Nigerian loop dagger that were found behind a slab at the former Marine Hotel in 

Rosemarkie in 2015. The most significant object in the collection is a Mandinka horseman’s 

sword, possibly from the Gambia, donated by Mrs Reid of Edinburgh in 1985. The sword is a 

'dress sword' and would have been worn as a symbol of high status by wealthy or high-

ranking Mandinka men. It doesn’t feature a hand guard and would not have been used in 

combat. The blades of Mandinka dress swords were typically imported French cavalry 

sabres, reflecting networks of European colonial influence in West Africa. These swords are 

recognisable by the intricate dyed and woven leatherwork on the scabbard and straps, which 

represent a strong culture of dyed, tooled and plaited leatherwork in much of West Africa.  
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Associated material 
 

Africa 

The collection contains examples of ‘African blackwood’ used for bagpipes, mineral samples 

from South Africa, photographs of Cape Town Highlanders and South African scenery, and 

colonial era numismatics from South Africa, West Africa, Mombasa, and Zanzibar. The 

collection also contains a miniature portrait in bronze of Ranavalona III, last Queen of 

Madagascar (1861-1917). France annexed Madagascar in January 1896 and abolished the 

monarchy and exiled Ranavalona to Algeria in 1897. She made several trips to France 

where she was received by high society and was popular with the French public. It is likely 

that this portrait was produced in the early 1900s during her first trips to Europe. 

 

Caribbean 

This review has identified a shoulder-belt plate for VI West Indies Regiment, 1795-1817 

(made in London, 1795), and a gilded button of the Jamaica Militia. The archival collections 

contain papers related to the Inglis family who were involved in the trade of enslaved people 

in St Vincent and the ownership and management of plantations in Demerara and Berbice 

(Guyana) from the mid 1700s. The archives also hold the 1814 will and testament of 

Susanne Kerr, a free woman of mixed race from St Vincent who had four children with 

George Inglis (1764-1847), all of whom were brought to Inverness to be educated. For more 

information, see David Alston, ‘A Forgotten Diaspora: The Children of Enslaved and “Free 

Coloured” Women and Highland Scots in Guyana Before Emancipation’. Northern Scotland 

6, no 1 (1 May 2015): 49–69. 

 

Areas for further research 

The donor of the Mandinka dress sword also gifted military items, including a belt plate from 

an officer of the Queen's Own Cameron Highlanders or 79th Regiment of Foot, and a belt 

plate from the 3rd (Dundee Highland) Volunteer Battalion, Black Watch. Records suggest the 

Queen's Own Cameron Highlanders were in active service in West Africa, supplying men for 

the so-called ‘Ashanti Campaign’ in 1873. Further research into the donor and military 

connections may shed more light on the provenance of the dress sword. 

 

Regions and countries represented: Africa 
 

Region/country Major sources Collection 

size 

estimate 

Types of material 

Africa unspecified  3 Spear heads 

Western Africa  2  

Western Africa 

unspecified 

Mrs Reid 1 Mandinka dress sword 

 

Nigeria  1 Loop dagger 
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Selected object images 
 

Mandinka dress sword, West Africa, 1985.011 
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Nairn Museum 
 

Contact Manager@nairnmuseum.co.uk 

 

Location of collections 
 

Nairn Museum 

Viewfield House  

Viewfield Drive 

Nairn   

IV12 4EE 

 

Size of collections 

 
105 African objects 

 7 Caribbean objects 

 

Selected objects 
 

Africa 

• Leopard skin cloak, Ethiopia, 22366 

• Ivory walking stick, Uganda, 20401 

• Fibre hat, Sierra Leone, 20613 

 

Caribbean 

• Beaded apron, Guyana, 22360 

• Wooden clubs, Guyana, 20470 + 20314.002 

 

History of the collection   
Nairn Museum collection was founded in 1858 when Dr John Grigor (1814-1886), a medical 

practitioner and former provost of Nairn, began acquiring objects from individuals with 

Nairnshire connections. The first museum was established in 1860 on Nairn’s High Street. 

The collection was moved at the start of the Second World War when the army requisitioned 

the building. After the war, it was moved to the current site, a Georgian mansion that was 

formerly the town courthouse. The museum collection largely relates to the town and its 

history.     

 

Overview of the collection 

 
Africa 

According to current records, around 60% of the African material at Nairn Museum is from 

western Africa, 15% southern Africa, 10% northern Africa, 10% eastern Africa, 1% central 

Africa, and 4% is unattributed.  

 

Over half of the African collection is recorded as Nigerian. Objects include Hausa swords, 

knives, and spears; drums; various types of basketwork; domestic utensils; and an object 

described as a ‘hornbill decoy’. Many of these are recorded as being donated by a David 

Douglas in 1940. The western African material also includes two combs and a fibre hat from 
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