
 

  

The Tain Silver Collection 
Heritage Lottery Fund Collecting Cultures 
 
 The Heritage Lottery Fund Collecting Cultures  Tain Silver 
Collection project  developed the collection of 18th and 19th 
century silver made in Tain and held in the care of Tain & 
District Museum. The project was undertaken to promote the 
museum, help in creating a sustainable future and because the 
aims of the Collecting Cultures Project dovetailed with one of 
the museum’s aims: “preserve, exhibit, interpret, make 
accessible and augment its collection for all sectors of society”. 
This was done by acquisition, research and publication, display 
and interpretation, volunteer training and through developing 
closer relations with other organisations. The project resulted 
in an  increased range of objects and makers marks, better 
understanding of the chronology and context of the silver, an 
upgraded display area, the production of a catalogue, films, 
new web material, more visitors engaging longer with the silver 
display, public talks and demonstrations of silver making along 
with training for, and experience gained, by the volunteers.  
The final result is a collection which stands comparison with any 
in Scotland, a museum more equipped to deal with the 
pressures inflicted on the sector today and at the same time 
inspired to build on work achieved by the Collecting Cultures 
Tain Silver Collection project. 
 
Morag Bremner 
11/26/2013 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In 2008 the Heritage Lottery Fund launched a ground-breaking scheme allowing museums to seek out and 

purchase what they needed to develop and build their collections strategically. The scheme was called 

Collecting Cultures and Tain & District Museum was one of three museums in Scotland to receive funding 

through this exciting initiative. "The Tain Silver Collection" project was to develop the collection of 18th and 

19th century silver made in Tain. 

1) BACKGROUND 

Tain & District Museum held its first silver exhibition in 1997, at that time there were just 17 items in the 

collection, all of which had been donated. Figures 1 & 2 show the silver in 1997 split by type and maker. There 

had been little active collecting at this stage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Between 1997 and the start of the Collecting Cultures project we added 78 items to the Tain silver collection. 

Figures 3 & 4 show 95 items split by type and maker. This was the result of starting to collect much more 

actively. There were major additions to the body of work of all the makers, except the elusive John Sellar. The 

bulk of the collection was still flatware. The additions in the other categories, although small in number, were 

very significant including two extremely rare early 18th century cups.  During this time the museum received 

generous donations of more than 50 items, mostly Alexander Stewart flatware. It purchased 22 items, with the 

assistance of the Art Fund, The National Fund for Acquisitions, the Incorporation of Goldsmiths of the City of 

Edinburgh and Tain Common Good Fund. 
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Unfortunately we had two major misses during this period. One was a Hugh Ross snuffbox which went to a 

private collector in Germany for £32,000. We were in a position to bid up to £30,000 but had to stop there - 

and rightly so. The second item was another Hugh Ross snuffbox, one that had been exhibited at the Empire 

Exhibition in 1938. This time a larger and much more important museum wanted to go for it so we had to 

stand aside. Sadly they didn’t get it, but the price was not unreasonable and could have been within our grasp. 

We still don’t have a Hugh Ross snuffbox. 

 

2) PROJECT AIMS 

2.1) OUR AIMS 

2.1.1) COLLECTION DEVELOPMENT 

The Heritage Lottery Fund Collecting cultures project was as an opportunity for Tain & District Museum to 

work in partnership with a national organization to develop their collection of local silver. The collection was to 

be developed by acquisition, research and publication.  

We saw improving the quality of the collection by increasing examples of the local silversmiths work as a way 

to better allow us to understand the development of the history and development of the craft in Tain. In 

addition further research was needed to try and answer some of the questions thrown up by previous 

investigation. Finally, all this work would mean little if it could not be presented to the public for future 

reference. 

2.1.2) BUILD CLOSER RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHER MUSEUMS 

Building and maintaining close working relationships with other institutions and professionals is desirable for 

the exchange of knowledge and also for the development of new and exciting plans for the future.  

2.1.3) DISPLAY AND INTERPRET THE COLLECTION. 

A spoon is just a spoon if its story and context is not explained but once it has it can become a portal to 

understanding our past on a local, national or even international scale. The expanded collection would require 

improved display space to accommodate new pieces and it had to be set in context for the understanding of 

our visitors. We also wanted to give access to those who could not visit the museum in person.  

2.1.4) VOLUNTEER TRAINING 

The Tain Silver Collection is looked after by a dedicated band of volunteers. They were keen to improve or 

refresh their skills in the care and interpretation of the collection. It is vital that all matters pertaining to the 

physical well being of the collection are understood in order to ensure its preservation. Our volunteers wanted 

to present the collection to the public in a way that would lead to their better enjoyment and understanding of 

Tain Silver.  
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2.2) HERITAGE LOTTERY FUND AIMS 

The aims of the Heritage Lottery Fund Collecting Cultures project meshed well with our own:   

2.2.1. A marked improvement, through purchase, in the quality and range of a collection 

2.2.2. An enhanced – and appropriately documented and interpreted – understanding of the collection’s 

significance, and its relationship to other collections of the same kind 

2.2.3. Development of professional knowledge and skills in relation to the practical aspects of acquisition 

through purchase 

2.2.4 Benefits for the wider museum sector through consultation, collaboration, evaluation and sharing of 

expertise and learning. 

2.2.5. Development of professional knowledge and skills in relation to the special subject area concerned. 

2.2.6. Greater public participation and learning based on the collection 

 

3) METHODOLOGY  

 
We kept the public informed about the project through reports made on the museum website: 
http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/news_2012_g.asp?page=187 
http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/news_2013_g.asp?page=189 
Articles were sent to the local press    Figure 5 shows some examples. 
 

 

Figure 5: examples of articles published in local press 

 

3.1) PURCHASE SILVER  

Volunteers investigated upcoming silver sales at various auction houses with a view to discovering suitable 

pieces. As the project progressed members of the public also alerted us to opportunities. Auction house silver 

experts directed us to potential acquisitions – not necessarily from their own auction house. Two pieces were 

purchased through private sale; one via an auction house and the other because the seller knew we held the 

collection for Tain Silver. Ebay proved a source for one find. 

 

 

http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/news_2012_g.asp?page=187
http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/news_2013_g.asp?page=189
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3.2) RESEARCH AND PUBLICATION 

Research was conducted in the early years of the project. This involved a review of research previously carried 

out including both published and unpublished material, a further investigation of the museum’s own archives, 

a thorough search of potentially relevant material held by the National Archives of Scotland and a new survey 

of Tain silver held in other museums and private collections. 

A catalogue was produced, research notes added to the website and a list of all known Tain Silver held in other 

collections was compiled and added to the website. 

3.3) VOLUNTEER TRAINING 

This involved training for evaluation, care of the collection, presentation of the collection to the public, a visit 

to another silver collection and a silversmithing workshop. 

3.3.1) Evaluation training 

One volunteer attended four workshops held by Evaluation Support Scotland in Glasgow: Telling my story, 

Collecting information for report on outcome, Approaches to evaluate your project, What are my outcomes? 

She worked with Grahm Leekie of Evaluation Support Scotland to draw up an evaluation plan. 

Twenty five volunteers attended a workshop in Tain with Graeme Leekie focusing on the importance of 

evaluation and what was required for the project. 

3.3.2) Care of the Collection  

Those volunteers (5) directly responsible for the care of the collection attended a training session, the 

objectives of the day being: 

 To enable the volunteers to understand issues involved in preventive conservation. 

 To demonstrate appropriate housekeeping and management practices, including cleaning 

 To explain the role of the specialist conservator. 

 To discuss the particular security issues affecting the collection, and ways of minimizing security risks. 

3.3.3) Presentation of the Collection.  

This training session was delivered by authority on Tain silver, Estelle Quick, and was attended by twenty-five 

volunteers. The objectives of the day were: 

 To enable the volunteers to explain the background to silversmithing in Tain and its wider Scottish 

context 

 To familiarise them with the silversmiths, their dates and other information about their lives 

 To enable them to identify and highlight items of particular rarity or interest 

 To develop stories and anecdotes relating to the silver or silversmiths, clearly distinguishing between 

fact and conjecture 

 To enable the volunteers to suggest further sources of information should they be required by visitors 

 To explore different methods of interacting with visitors in the museum context   

3.3.4) Practical silversmithing workshop  

Five volunteers undertook two days of training with silversmith Alan Baillie. They learned how to “raise” 

“anneal” and “chase” the metal as well as discuss various other techniques.  
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3.3.5) A visit to another collection 

Eleven volunteers journeyed to Aberdeen to see "Silver - the Aberdeen Story", an exhibition held in Aberdeen 

Art Gallery. This trip allowed our volunteers to see other methods of display and interpretation as well as 

expand their knowledge on Scottish silver. 

 

3.4) PUBLIC ACTIVITIES 

3.4.1) Improved exhibition space and design of brand 

We worked with local artist Grant Boyd to create an overall look for the exhibition and catalogue. Refurbishing 

of the designated area within the museum involved the installation of new cases to better display the Tain 

Silver Collection and the realisation of Grant’s vision through redecoration and reorganisation. 

3.4.2) Interpretation boards  

Four boards were designed in-house for the silver exhibition space. Three pull up portable banners containing 

a condensed version of the information available to museum visitors were created for loaning out to other 

places of learning. 

3.4.3) Display cases  

A manufacturer had to be chosen and then the cases designed to accommodate the new pieces to the 

Collection.  Museum space is at a premium so extra care had to be taken in ensuring the cases were suitable 

for their new environment. 

3.4.4) Two films commissioned    

These were commissioned to be displayed in the refurbished exhibition space. Cameraman Mike Herd worked 

with playwright Peter Whitely and Estelle Quick to create two films. The Art of the Silversmith shows how 

silversmith Allan Baillie produces a finished article starting from a flat sheet of metal. The resulting silver cup, 

modeled on one in the collection, has become part of the display. The Story of Tain Silver covers aspects of the 

history of Tain Silver.  

 3.4.5) Talk by a silver expert 

The public phase of the project began on the 29th of September 2012 when George Dalgleish, National 

Museums Scotland opened the new exhibition. That evening he toasted the success of the project with a dram 

of Glenmorangie whisky supped from the silver cup which is the subject of the film "Art of the Silversmith". He 

then went on to deliver a talk on Scottish Silver. The evening closed with the two films being shown to the 

public for the first time.  

3.4.6) Silversmith demonstrations 

Two open days were held at the museum on the 6th October 2012 and 1st June 2013 where silversmiths Alan 

Baillie and Lucy Woodley provided demonstrations of silversmithing techniques. A further demonstration 

opportunity was provided on the 20th October 2012 at The Stables, Cromarty, working with Cromarty Arts 

Trust. The public were encouraged to try raising the metal and also to cut out pieces of silver. 
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3.4.7) Community talks  

Two illustrated talks have been developed by volunteers to be delivered by them to local community groups. 

The first of these introduces the subject of Tain silver to new audiences while the second provides a more in-

depth discussion of the subject. 

3.4.8) Education pack 

An education pack has been developed to make the silver collection relevant to younger museum users. 

3.4.9) Wider public access 

To make the Tain Silver Collection more accessible to the wider public the new silver acquisitions were added 

to the museum website. Each item was displayed with a photograph and description, along with an image of 

the makers mark. 

3.4.10) Legacy  

This report by Tain & District Museum of the HLF Collecting Cultures: Tain Silver Collection project will be 

made available to various relevant organisations and is available for download in PDF form from our website. 

Hard copies can be provided on request. 

4) RESULTS 

 
4.1)  Forty pieces were added to the collection. These include spoons, snuff mulls, ladles, a fish slice, nutmeg 
grater, luckenbooth brooch and tot cup. These can be viewed online at:   
http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/objects.asp?intent=listbytheme&themeid=7 
Or in the Tain Silver Collection in Tain & District Museum catalogue 
Or see Appendix A  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

HR AS JS WI RMW

2013: 133 items, split by maker

2013

2008

1997

0

20

40

60

80

Donated Purchased

2013: 133 objects, how acquired

2013

2008

1997

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

Hollow-ware Flatware Other

2013: 133 items, split by type

2013

2008

1997

Figure 7: items split by type 

Figure 8: how objects were acquired 

Figure 6: items split by maker 

http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/objects.asp?intent=listbytheme&themeid=7
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The coverage of all the makers, but particularly the Hugh Rosses, has increased substantially, and two 

examples of John Sellar’s work have been added to the collection, see figure 6. The amount of hollow-ware in 

the collection has increased by 37%, see figure 7. One item was donated during the project, see figure 8. There 

were no items identified as desirable for the collection that we were not able to purchase during this project. 

 
4.2) A catalogue was produced incorporating the findings from research carried out as part of the project, see 
figure 9. The catalogue can be bought from the museum or online at 
http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/shop.asp?page=8&intent=listbytheme&themeid=8 
Research notes have been made available online: http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/library.asp?page=100 

 

 

Figure 9: silver catalogue 

Over 130 catalogues have been sold to members of the public. Letters complimenting the quality of the 
publication have been received. All our volunteers received a copy of the catalogue to allow them to discourse 
knowledgably with visitors. All those who assisted with the compilation of the catalogue by allowing the use of 
images received a copy. 
 
4.3) Training was completed by Tain & District Museum volunteers in evaluation, care and presentation of the 
collection, practical silversmithing and a visit was made to another silver collection. 

Evaluation: this report has been written as a result of training received and information gathered by the 

volunteers once it was established what would be required for this project. 

Care of the Collection: 
The importance of the collection meant that it was already subject to a high standard of care and security. 
Although hands-on care and documentation will remain the responsibility of a small group of staff and 
volunteers, everyone at the museum now has a great understanding of the issues and considerations involved 
in looking after a collection of this type as a result of the training carried out during the project. 
 
Presentation of the Collection: 
The volunteers produced a F.A.Q. sheet and a list was compiled of their favourite pieces along with points to 
be discussed with visitors. Each volunteer has a copy and it is also available in the volunteers’ handbook kept in 
the museum. 
 
Comments from the volunteers’ observation sheets show that as well as the FAQs they have been discussing a 
wide range of other subjects related to the silver from manufacturing techniques to the linking of use of silver 
in society to poetry and literature of the 18/19th century.  
Comments in the visitors’ book show the volunteers’ knowledge is appreciated: 
20th Sept 2013 “Excellent explanations by the custodian” 
30th Oct 2012   “Thank you Philip for a memorable guided tour” 

http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/shop.asp?page=8&intent=listbytheme&themeid=8
http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/library.asp?page=100
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Silversmithing workshop: Five volunteers produced a raised vessel, figure 10, of varying degrees of 

competency and states of completion. A design was “chased”, figure 11, on a piece of copper then cut out to 

make a pendant by each participant. Figure 12 shows Alan Baillie, silversmith, volunteers, Jason Ubych, Estelle 

Quick and Sheila Munro with some of the results of their work. 

 

Figure 10: Estelle Quick and Jason Ubych learning how to “raising” metal. 

 

Figure 11: Jason Ubych decorating metal using the “chasing” technique.

 

Figure 12: The results of their labours. 
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Upgrade to display space: interpretation boards, display cases, TV, 2 films. 

In 2008 the silver was displayed in two cases, one of which was not up to modern security standards, figure 13. 

 

 

Figure 13 Silver display 2008 

It was decided to dedicate one of the two rooms in the museum to displaying the silver collection. Two display 

cases were installed, 4 interpretation boards fitted and 2 films made to show to the visitors, figure 14 & 15. 

 

Figure 14: Volunteer Russell Corsie ready to welcome visitors to the refurbished display area 
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Figure 15: two of the new interpretation boards 

Public Access and Participation: 

An education pack was created by a professional in order to engage with younger museum users. The pack is 

currently being evaluated by a local primary school.  It will be ready for use by local schools by January 2014. 

Three pull up portable and bilingual banners have been created, see figure 16. These contain a condensed 

version of the information available to visitors to the museum in English and Gaelic and allow access to people 

who cannot visit the museum in person.  The banners were lent to Cromarty Court House for 2 weeks in 

October 2013, along with 5 pieces of silver, 2 of which were purchased with funds from this project. These 

were appropriately acknowledged with labels. 540 people saw this mini exhibition including 131 who attended 

the Open Doors opportunity where they could also see a lead/silver working demonstration organised by 

Cromarty Court House. 

 

Figure 16: 3 bilingual (English/Gaelic) pull up banner 
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There have been 1684 visitors to the silver exhibition since it opened to the public in September 2012 to 

October 2013, figure 17. 

 

Figure 17 George Dalgleish, NMS, opened the silver exhibition September 2012 

There were 236 visitors more than in 2012 (18%), 77 more than in 2011(5%) and 213(15%) more than in 2010.  

 

Figure 18. Visitor numbers to the museum 2010 – 2013. 

Visits from local people increased in 2013, figure 19. There were 67 more visits in 2013 than 2012(21%); 196 

more than 2011 (107%) and 258 more than 2010(213%). 
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Analysis of the volunteer observation sheets and survey forms: 

63 survey sheets were returned from 1052 visitors during June-August (6%)  

Visitors were asked to rate how useful they found the upgraded silver exhibition in helping them find out more 

about Tain Silver. The respondents had the opportunity to identify themselves as silver enthusiasts or as 

someone with a general interest, figure 20. 

11 identified themselves as silver enthusiasts and all found the exhibition useful – extremely useful. 

39 identified themselves as having a general interest and all bar one found the exhibition useful – extremely 

useful. The one visitor who did not find it useful at all did qualify his rating by writing in “I am not particularly 

“au fait” about it”. 

 

Figure 20: Survey question:  How useful has the upgraded exhibition been in helping you find out or learn more about Tain Silver? 

Visitors were asked “which was your favourite exhibition case in the museum and why”. 21 out of 63 (33%) 

found some aspect of the Silver Exhibition had appealed to them most, be it the display as a whole or 

individual pieces within it.  

Visitors were asked to rate various aspects of the museum from excellent to very poor. 79% of respondents 

rated the silver exhibition as excellent, 17% as good and 1% as fair, figure 22. 

 

Figure 22: Silver Exhibition rating 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

Silver enthusiast

General interest

Not asked - 9

DNA - 4

0
5

10
15
20
25
30
35
40
45
50

Series1



Tain & District Museum 

15 
 

Time spent at the silver exhibition in 2012: 72% of visitors stayed 0-5minutes, 26% stayed 5-10 minutes and 2 

% stayed between 10-30 minutes, figure 23. 

 

Figure 23: Time spent at silver 2012 

Time spent at the silver exhibition rose dramatically in 2013 with 9% staying 0-5 minutes, 14% staying 5-10 

minutes, 61% staying 10-30 minutes and 10% staying 30-1hr and 1 % staying over 1 hour, figure 24. 

 

 

Figure 24:  Time spent at silver 2013 
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Return or particular visit to see silver 

Volunteers noted those who made a return visit to see the silver or were making a particular visit because of 

an interest in Tain Silver. Figure 25 shows an increase by a factor of 5.  

 

Figure 25: return or particular visit to silver 

The talks and demonstrations provided by this project have been well attended with a total of 310 people 

having participated: 110 to 2 public talks about silver by George Dalgleish and Estelle Quick respectively; 125 

to 4 demonstrations/open days and 75 to volunteer delivered talks.  

27th September 2012 Lecture on Scottish Silver by George Dalgleish. George toasted the success of the project 
from the silver cup whose creation was filmed for Art of The Silversmith and presented to the museum by Mrs 
Joan Ross in memory of Wallace Ross, figure 26. The cup is now part of the Collection. 
 
79 people attended the lecture, 19 people returned the short questionnaire (24%). 100% indicated that the 
evening had inspired them to learn more and that they would visit the Tain Silver Collection as a result of the 
talk. Respondents were also given a chance to add their own comments about the evening, 9 chose to do so. 
“Brilliant – well done. More more more!!” and “Thank you for an informative evening” give a flavour of the 
very positive comments made. 
 

 

Figure 26: Alan Baillie and Joan Ross with the silver cup used by George to toast the success of the project 
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Demonstrations 

Open Day on 6th October at Museum with 2 silversmiths demonstrating in Collegiate Church. 

68 people visited with 15 returning survey forms (22%) Figure 22 

100% indicated the demonstrations had been helpful or extremely helpful in understanding more about the 

silver making process. 

When asked to indicate how helpful they had found the interpretation boards, films, display cases and 

catalogue to their understanding of Tain Silver 11 marked extremely helpful  (73%). 4 others found them most 

helpful but out of that group 1 person found the display cases and the catalogue not particularly helpful in 

their understanding.  

Comments were invited and 10 of the 15 people chose to do so: 

“The exhibitions and demonstrations were superb and I had a most enjoyable and enlightening afternoon – 

thank you.” 

“Very friendly and helpful. Lucy Woodley was very inspiring and encouraging to my young daughter and 

myself. Thank you.” 

“Very informative and hugely enjoyable.” 

“Excellent – might even go on a course.” 

These comments show people enjoyed their visit to the Tain Silver Exhibition and even inspired one person to 

consider pursuing the interest sparked by their visit to the demonstration. 

 

Figure 27: Silversmith Lucy Woodley guides Agnes Fairgieve as she cuts a piece of silver 
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Silver making techniques demonstration on 20th October, 2012 at The Stables, Cromarty, working with 

Cromarty Arts Trust. 

 18 participants: mixed age range from children (3) to senior citizens. 9 returned the questionnaires (50%). 9/9 

indicated they found the day extremely helpful (100%) 

 

Figure 28: Participants at Cromarty demonstration October 2012 

They were asked to say in what way they found it helpful. Some had began to appreciate the art of the 

silversmith. 

“Really interesting demonstration how much time and effort required, therefore definitely appreciate a piece 
of silver much more.” 
 
“For general knowledge of the process & appreciation of the work that goes into the making and creation of 
such individual pieces. 
 
The audience appreciated the practical demonstration and the smith’s ability to answer their questions. 

“The practical demonstration was fantastic, especially being able to try the hammering and test techniques. 

Alan was extremely good at explaining everything and answering questions”. 

All respondents left a positive comment. “Thank you for a brilliant and inspiring demonstration” reflects this 

best. 

 

Figure 29: Member of the public Jenny Verburg learning how to “raise” flat metal. 
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Community talks 

There have been a total of 4 talks given to local organisations in 2013 with 75 people attending. 3 groups were 

local WRIs and they enjoyed the talk so much that it inspired the sale of 11 catalogues. They also encouraged 

visits to the museum to see the silver: from the volunteers’ observation sheets we can see 2 ladies stayed 

“One and a half hours in morning and returned for half an hour in afternoon. Visited as a result of Estelle’s talk 

on Saturday. Purchased 4 silver catalogues” 

One group was a special interest group organised by the Art Fund. Volunteer Estelle Quick delivered a talk and 

then the group was able to visit the museum in person to see the silver. An email from organiser and Art Fund 

representative Anne Sutherland indicated the day had been a success: 

“Thank you to everyone at the museum for making the Art Fund members so welcome today. They all said 

how much they enjoyed the day” 

Website:  
 
All items bought as part of the project have been added to the website and can be found at 
http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/objects.asp?intent=listbytheme&themeid=7 

Comparing figures from April - August 2012 with figures from April – August 2013 we see 

Visits April – August 2012-13 = 2976 

Visits April – Aug 2013-14 = 9388 

Research material was added to the website and can be found 

http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/library.asp?page=100 

1813 John Watson - TANDM4238.1-2, Chronological list of Tain Silversmiths, HR museum marks, Letter HR to 

KW, Tain Silver in other collections. 

Documents weren’t added to the website until July 2013 – no data available. 

Conclusion: since the HLF project has been added the visits to the objects page have increased by 315%. 

 

Enquires about silver and visits in person: There had been no visits in person or enquires about the silver 

between 2008-2011.  Once the public phase of the project began in October 2012 there were 9 people who 

visited in person with pieces of silver to be identified or for more information to be given on them. Three 

people sent pictures via email. There were also several phone calls enquiring about buying a catalogue which 

resulted in lengthy discussions about the silver. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/objects.asp?intent=listbytheme&themeid=7
http://www.tainmuseum.org.uk/library.asp?page=100
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5) EVALUATION  

1) HLF: A marked improvement, through purchase, in the quality and range of a collection 

2) HLF: An enhanced – and appropriately documented and interpreted – understanding of the 

collection’s significance, and its relationship to other collections of the same kind 

3) HLF: Development of professional knowledge and skills in relation to the practical aspects of 

acquisition through purchase 

The primary aim of the project was to develop the silver collection by acquisition, research and publication. 

Tain & District Museum did not start actively collecting Tain Silver until 1997, at that point it had 17 pieces, all 

of which had been donated. The following 11 years saw an addition of 22 purchased pieces as well as some 

generous donations, it also saw some painful misses when monies could not be raised quickly enough or the 

silver went for more than anticipated. The Collecting Cultures project, 2008-13, marked a step change in the 

development of the Tain Silver Collection with the addition of 40 pieces, a four-fold increase in the acquisition 

success rate. The range of maker’s marks was extended, particularly for the Hugh Rosses, and we were finally 

able to add items by the maker John Sellar to the collection. In the final months of the project we were able to 

acquire 3 very special pieces: a Hugh Ross luckenbooth brooch, a Hugh Ross nutmeg-grater, both unique and 

with no other known examples in existence, and a Hugh Ross thistle cup, of which there are 2 other known 

examples, one of which is in the Tain Silver Collection. 

The actual acquisition of the silver was a steep learning curve for most of the volunteers apart from one 

experienced buyer who guided the others in the various processes from seeking out silver pieces through 

auction house websites to bidding, transporting successful acquisitions and applying to other funding agencies. 

There are now at least two other volunteers capable of going through the whole process in its entirety. 

An unexpected and pleasing result of the project has been local people informing us of potential pieces; most 

we had identified ourselves but it demonstrates that the public were aware of the project and wanted to 

assist. 

Research and publication: It was originally envisaged that the research results would be presented in the form 

of a report to be posted on the website but the opportunity to work with the fine arts auction house, Lyon & 

Turnbull presented itself. Utilizing their expertise in the production of high quality sales catalogues we 

collaborated with them to publish “Tain Silver Collection in Tain & District Museum”, the definitive 

catalogue/book on Tain Silver. This allowed the author scope to lay out new research in a much more 

encompassing format and make the catalogue more than a list of objects in the collection. The author was able 

to set the collection within its historical context, adding all that is presently known about the various makers 

and illustrating the story with the professionally photographed Tain Silver Collection pieces along with many 

Tain Silver pieces held privately or in other collections.  It became an enormous labour of love.  

A complete list of all known Tain Silver pieces held in other museums was added to the museum website. The 

catalogue and list provide a complete picture of all publicly available information presently known about Tain 

silver in easily accessible form. 

A recent development is the collaboration with The Incorporation of Goldsmiths of the City of Edinburgh. 

Images of the Tain Silver marks and some of the objects will be displayed on their website and database of 

marks, thus increasing access to information about Tain Silver. 
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4) Benefits for the wider museum sector through consultation, collaboration, evaluation and sharing 

of expertise and learning. 

The second aim to build closer relationships with other museums developed in a different way than was 

anticipated. It was thought that discussion with other museums about the silver held in their collections would 

lead to the building of better links and relationships with them. We did receive courteous assistance with 

images from various museums (all of whom have been acknowledged in the catalogue) and we were most 

grateful for the warm reception from staff at Aberdeen Art Gallery when we visited their marvelous exhibition 

on Aberdeen Silver; curator, Viki Duncan, took time to share her expertise with the group. 

But we relied on existing relationships, particularly with the National Museums Scotland, for advice and 

assistance and other relationships were developed with auction houses, antiques dealers, private collectors 

and also the Incorporation of Goldsmiths of the City of Edinburgh.  

Initially we had intended to include Tain Silver from other museum collections in the display but it became 

obvious that the success of the buying phase meant this would have been over gilding the lily.  The new 

contacts developed through the project have opened up the possibility of holding a silver exhibition in 2015/6 

with some very interesting pieces from abroad being lent to the museum.  

On a more local level we anticipate that our experience of running this project will be of use to other museums 

within the Highland Museums Forum area. A presentation to the group is planned for 2014. 

On a national level this report will be made available to Museums Galleries Scotland where they will highlight 

this project as a Case Study. (2014) 

 

5) HLF: Greater public participation and learning based on the collection 

The third aim was to display and interpret the collection.  

Visitors to the museum were in short supply in April and May 2013 due to the appalling weather conditions so 

it was pleasing that by the end of the 2013 season there had been 18% more visitors than in 2012, 5% more 

than in 2011 and 15% more than in 2010.  The Silver Exhibition drew more people to the museum.  

It was particularly pleasing that we continued to attract more local people to the museum. Volunteers have 

been working hard to make the museum more relevant and attractive to the local community and the steady 

increase in numbers indicates that they are succeeding. It is significant after the extra effort of the preceding 

years that there is still a 21% increase for 2013 and this can be attributed to the activities and publicity 

surrounding the project. 

The volunteers’ observation sheets and surveys illustrate that the new exhibition is useful, and in most cases 

extremely useful, in understanding more about Tain Silver. It is obvious from the increase in time spent at 

the Silver Exhibition; more than 61% of visitors stayed 10 to 30 minutes in 2013 as opposed to 72% who stayed 

for between 0-5 minutes in 2012, that it has become a much more important part of the visit to the museum 

and, clearly, more engaging. Indeed, there was an increase in those returning to see the silver display or who 

were making a particular visit to see the silver.  

 It would have been an interesting exercise to time the entirety of the visit to the museum and not just to the 

silver to judge if by spending more time at the silver our visitors then spend less time in the rest of the 

museum. 
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The publicity surrounding the project drew people to the museum seeking information about their own pieces 

of silver, not necessarily Tain silver, and some sent requests for information via email. The museum was 

recognised as a source of expertise which could be easily accessed. 

The response to the talks and demonstrations illustrate how keen the public have been to learn from and 

participate with the project. The surveys tell us people learned from the events and enjoyed them too. The 

interest in the practical demonstrations opens the possibility for the museum to provide practical silver making 

classes in the future. 

T&D Museum: Train volunteers in its care and interpretation 

6) HLF: Development of professional knowledge and skills in relation to the special subject area 

concerned. 

Training delivered as part of this project has been to the point, useful and fun. The training sessions where 

most of the volunteers attended (evaluation and presentation of the collection, visit to another collection) 

acted as excellent team building occasions. The manager and assistant manager have observed that the 

volunteers are more prepared to talk to visitors about the silver collection and the volunteers’ observation 

sheets indicate they are talking about different aspects of the collection. 

The silversmithing workshop for volunteers was particularly useful; as well as helping to understand the 

practical aspects in producing  items it allowed  the volunteers to ask the smith more detailed questions about 

pieces in the collection and understand their construction better.  

 
What we would do better or differently 
 
There are very few things we would do differently but there are definitely things that, knowing what we do 
now, we would do better if we were to do them again. 
 
Photographing silver for catalogue purposes is a particular skill so we would recommend choosing a 
photographer with the relevant experience. 
 
Script writing for filming purposes is a very particular skill. We tried to put too much information into too small 
an amount of time with the “story of Tain Silver” film. It took a lot of rewriting and skillful editing to bring it 
back into a workable film.  
 
Gentle and constant reminders to the volunteers encouraging filling out of survey sheets would be a good 
idea. 
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6) CONCLUSION 

The Heritage Lottery Fund Collecting Cultures Tain Silver Collection project has been a considerable 

undertaking for the volunteers at Tain & District Museum. It has been challenging, exciting and incredibly 

worthwhile. The project aims have been met; apart from the obvious benefits to the museum of a silver 

collection that can now stand comparison to any in Scotland, that has been researched, displayed and 

interpreted to a high standard, the skills and experience gained by the volunteers in the process of bringing 

this project to fruition cannot be underestimated; tackling grant applications, organising projects,  purchasing 

silver, ordering display cases, commissioning films, designing interpretation boards, organising and publicising 

public events and a myriad of other little things that are no longer as daunting as they once may have seemed. 

Friendships and contacts made through the project have sparked possibilities for the future – an exhibition, 

practical workshops, inter-museum loans and loans from private collections. It has ignited other aspirations: 

more display cases equipped to modern standards, a space to provide workshops, a website that can cope 

with all the information we wish to present to the public. The most important thing the Collecting Cultures 

project has done for Tain & District Museum is to have provided the volunteers with the skills to find ways to 

make these aspirations happen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Tain & District Museum 

24 
 

APPENDIX A  

HLF Collecting Cultures: The Tain Silver Collection - Purchases 2008 – May 2013 

Tandm What Marks 
Maker 

Inscription Purchased from Date 
acquired 

3466 Salt spoon R.W, thistle  Bonhams, 22 Queen St, 
Edinburgh. 
www.bonhams.com 

27th Aug 
2008 

3604 Tablespoon HR x3 ET Thompson Roddick Scottish 
Auctions, Carnethie St, Rosewell, 
EH24 9AL 

24th Sep 
2008 

3605.1 Teaspoon AR  Wooley & Wallis, 51-61 Castle St, 
Salisbury, Wiltshire 
www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk  

27th Jan 
2009 

3605.2 Teaspoon Alexander 
Stewart 

JBS As above  

3605.3 Tablespoon Hugh Ross Mrs JG  As above  

3606.4 Tablespoon Hugh Ross MR   

3605.5-6 2 x teaspoons John Sellar BB   

3605.7-9 3 x teaspoons Alexander 
Stewart 

BB   

3605.10 Teaspoons Alexander 
Stewart 

 AJS  

4038.1-2 2x 
tablespoons 

??  Lyon & Turnbull, 33 Broughton 
Place, Edinburgh, EH1 3RR 
www.lyonandturnbull.com 
 

17th Aug 
2009 

4039 Sugar tongs W.I  Bonhams 18th Aug 
2009 

4040 Masking 
spoon 

AS? AMG/IMK Wooley & Wallis 28th Oct 
2009 

4254 Wine Label AS PORT Lawrences, Somerset 20th April 
2010 

4238.1-2 2 X 
tablespoons 

AS Gift from the staf Serjts 
ERRLM to J Watson their 
Qr Mr 1813 

 21st July 
2010 

4255    ring AS   August 
2010 

4271 Snuff Mull AS  Wooley & Wallis, 51-61 Castle St, 
Salisbury, Wiltshire 
www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk 

Oct 2010 

4388 Toddy ladle George 
Innes 

JJ front of bowl Wooley & Wallis, 51-61 Castle St, 
Salisbury, Wiltshire 
www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk 

19th July 
2011 

4383.1 3 pronged 
fork 

AS Crest of a dexter hand 
holding an upright 
dagger – is the crest 
recorded for Donaldson, 
McCaskill, reoch and 
others 

Lyon & Turnbull, 33 Broughton 
Place, Edinburgh, EH1 3RR 
www.lyonandturnbull.com 
Provenance: originally offered for 
sale as a set of 9 in “Scottish 
Provincial Silver from the David 
Morris Collection” Christies, 3rd July 

1984, lot 59. Subsequently sold singly 

through Phillips, Edinburgh. 

16th Aug 
2011  
 

http://www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk/
http://www.lyonandturnbull.com/
http://www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk/
http://www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk/
http://www.lyonandturnbull.com/


Tain & District Museum 

25 
 

4383.2 Tablespoon 
Hanoverian 
pattern 

HR 
(conjoined) 

Engraved foliate initials 
IC to terminal 

Lyon and Turnbull 16th Aug 
2011  

4383.3 Tablespoon 
Old English 
pattern  

HR Engraved foliate script H 
R E 

Lyon and Turnbull 16th Aug 
2011 

4384 Fruitwood 
handled toddy 
ladle 

HR 
(conjoined) 

 Bonhams, 22 Queen St, 
Edinburgh, EH2 1JX 

16th Aug 
2011 

4385 Shell ladle HR 
(conjoined) 

Old English pattern. 
Handle engraved with 
script initials GM over 
MR 

Steppes Hill Farm Antiques 
The Hill farm, Stockbury, Nr 
Sittingbourne, Kent, ME9 7RB 
www.steppeshillfarm.com 

15th 
August 
2011 

4386 Fish slice RW Scottish fiddle pattern – 
“G” engraved on top 
front of handle 

Steppes Hill Farm 3rd 
October 
2011 

4387.1-2 Pair of 
teaspoons 

AS BE over 3 
BE over 8 

Via ebay  10th Nov 
2011 b 

4413 Pair of  fiddle 
pattern 
teaspoons 

WI WI Tain 
B 

R L Christie Works of Art 13th July 
2012 

4414 Old Scottish 
fiddle pattern 
teaspoon 

HR E.S Wooley & Wallis, 51-61 Castle St, 
Salisbury, Wiltshire 
www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk 

23rd July 
2012 

4415 Luckenbooth 
brooch 

HR M.K over I. MK 
St Duthus (S&D) 
Fear God 

Bonhams, EH2 1JX 29th Aug 
2012 

4416 Old Scottish 
fiddle pattern 
teaspoon 

HR E.S Bonhams, EH2 1JX 29th Aug 
2012 

4417 Hanoverian 
tablespoon 

HR H.R , Tain, L, wee 
semicircular mark 
Dread God, N 

Private seller (Wales) 
 

18th Sept 
2012 

4418 Cowrie Shell AS  R.L.Christie, EH7 4ET 11th Sept 
2012 

4439 Wine label WI Holland Wooley & Wallis, 51-61 Castle St, 
Salisbury, Wiltshire 
www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk 

22nd Jan 
2013 

4440 Wine label WI Madiera Wooley & Wallis, 51-61 Castle St, 
Salisbury, Wiltshire 
www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk 

22nd Jan 
2013 

4441 Nutmeg grater HR  Wooley & Wallis, 51-61 Castle St, 
Salisbury, Wiltshire 
www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk 

22nd Jan 
2013 

4459 HR thistle cup HR  Lyon & Turnbull, Edinburgh 13th May 
2013 

 

 

http://www.steppeshillfarm.com/
http://www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk/
http://www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk/
http://www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk/
http://www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk/

