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THURSDAY, December 17, 1885. 

MEETING AT BANFF. 

A MEETING of members of the Banffshire Field Club 
was held in the Academy Buildings, Banff, on Thurs-
day evening. There was a considerable attendance. 
On the motion of Bailie Wat t , Sheriff Scott Moncriefif 
was called to the chair. 

Mr YEATS, the Secretary, read minute of former 
meeting, which was approved. 

STONE CIRCLES. 

Rev. JOHN MILNE, M . A . , K i n g - E d w a r d , r ead t h e 
following paper on Stone Circles:— 

The north-east of Scotland, more than any other part 
of the world, abounds with sculptured monoliths and 
rude stone circles, mysterious legacies from the past, 
whose purpose, age, and builders are alike unknown to 
us. Plainly they are telling us something, could wo 
but understand their language. In the following short 
paper I shall state the conclusion I have come to 
regarding their design. At Biffie, in the parish of Deer, 
Aberdeenshire, there is a stone circle which, though 
not now complete, may be taken as a good specimen of 
these works of a forgotten race. I t crowns the summit 
of a small hill above the stance of Aikey Fair, and 
though now hidden in a wood, it had no doubt been 
placed where i t is tha t it might be well seen. The circle 
is ra ther under 50 feet in external diameter, and over 
150 f t . in circumference. On the south side there is a 
block of diorite, 14 f t . 9 in. long, 5 f t . 9 in. broad, and 
5 f t . 9 in. deep. I t lies east and west. On either side 
stood two broad stones. The one to the east, still stand -
ing, is 6 f t . broad at the base, and 7 f t . 6 in. above the 
surface of the ground. The ono to the west has fallen 
and is broken in three pieces. I t had been 6 f t . 8 in. 
broad and 9 f t . high. Eight other standing stones, 
making ten in all, had completed the circle. Of these, 
only four are now erect. As is usual in other stone 
circles, the best stones—that is those having most show, 
the broadest and tallest—are placed on the south side, 
and the worst on the north. The second from the 
central horizontal block to the east, fallen, is 4 f t . broad 
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and 9 f t . long; the second t o the west, standing, is 3 f t . 
6 in. broad and 6 f t . 6 in. high. Probably i ts fa l l length 
is as great as t ha t of the corresponding one on t h e other 
side. The two worst stones are lying, and measure only 
about 4 f t . 6 in. long. They had stood on the north 
side, and had apparently been ra the r nearer each other 
than the o ther and bet ter stones. The two stones on 
ei ther side of the central block are very close to i t . 
The distance between the standing stones is about 12 f t . , 
a t a l i t t le distance f rom the ground. A low wall, now 
much overgrown with grass, connected t h e standing 
stones, and completed the circle. I t is about 3 f t . broad, 
and is formed of a double row of smaller blocks, set on 
edge, the space between being filled up with small field 
stones. 

The standing stones are all glacial boulders, 
smoothened and rounded ; some are diorite, one a t 
least is granite, bu t most are gneiss, which is t he rock of 
the place. Granite is found within half-a-mile, but 
there IS no diorite rock visible in the neighbourhood, 
though ice-borne blocks may be seen in the fences of the 
fields around. 

The gathering together of such blocks of stone as the 
circle is composed of must have been a great under-
taking for our ancestors, with few mechanical appliances 
at command. I t would be regarded as a formidable 
task even by the modern Aberdeenshire farmer, expert 
though he is in removing huge boulders from 
his fields. Set a farmer of the present day to 
transport the central horizontal block, he would 
perhaps use no means bu t what his ancestors bad 
employed. His plan would probably be t o dig a hole 
beside the boulder, and place in i t a s t rong sledge made 
of undressed trees, and then with levers tu rn the stone 
on the sledge. He would carefully prepare a way, and 
choosing a time of f ros t with snow upon the ground, 
drag i t to i ts place by s t rength of men and horses ; and 
such, probably, was the way in which the block was 
moved. In whatever way it was done, the erection of 
the stone circle must have called for the united action 
of the inhabitants of the surrounding distr ict . And it 
becomes a question wbat object could have induced so 
many people to combiue for a work t h a t seems to us 
almost beyond the power of savage man to accomplish. 
But i t would be a mistake t o regard the early inhabi-
tants of Scotland as u t t e r barbarians. The country, 
certainly, was not wooded—though the contrary is 
usually asserted—and could not have supported many 
inhabitants by hunt ing and fishing, especially in winter. 
The occurrence of charred barley and oats and of flint 
knives in graves, over which are placed, up-side-down, 
stones for rubbing down grain to meal—these same 
rubbing stones bearing marks of dressing with metal 
picks—shows tha t t he early inhabitants of Aberdeen-
shire, while using stone implements, also cultivated the 
ground, used metals, and, without doubt , had horses 
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and cattle. Therefore, though in a modified degree, 
the same means of transporting huge stones were at 
their command as would be employed by the modern 
inhabitants. 

As to the purpose for which stone circles were erected, 
i t has been variously conjectured that they were strong, 
holds for defence in case of sudden attack by enemies, 
places of worship, places where tribes met to consult 
upon important events, and sepulchral monuments. 
Having visited many stone circles in various parts of 
the country, and compared them with one another, I 
have seen reason to believe that they are sepulchral 
monuments. There are objections to every other sug-
gested purpose. They w e r e not places of defence, for the 
stones of the south side are always larger than those of 
the no r th ; and in a circle a t Hatton, in Auchterless, 
some of the stones are polished round boulders, clearly 
as large as when first placed in position, not a foot in 
height above the ground. Thongh the largest blocks 
obtainable were always taken, yet any stone, however 
small, sufficed where better could not be got. Though 
often placed on hill tops, where they could be defended, 
they are found in river valleys, as in Nairn, or on slopes, 
as in Rothiemay, where they are commanded by higher 
ground. Most commonly they are regarded as places of 
worship, and are often called Druidical temples, the 
horizontal stone being styled the altar on which it is 
supposed t ha t human victims were wont to be offered. 
But, though no doubt places sacred in the eyes of those 
who erected them, it would appear that their successors 
did not regard them as sacred. In the valley of the 
river Nairn there may be seen one circle uncere-
moniously encroaching on another, showing that no 
odour of sanctity attached to them. As for the offering 
of victims upon the supposed altar stone, thongh I have 
often searched for it, I never have found trace of fire 
upon the top of the altar, such as may be seen upon 

Roman altars. The very unequal distribution over the 
country militates against the idea that they were either 
places for parliament or places for worship, In some 
places they are not found at all, in others they are 
numerous and very near each other. 

Many circumstances favour the supposition that they 
were sepulchral monuments, and there are no serious 
objections to this idea. Most likely they wore, like the 
pyramids of Egypt, erected by chiefs or kings during 
their lifetime, to be their place of interment and to 
commemorate them after their death. Tho Albert 
memorial was erected after the death of him whom it 
commemorates, but the grandest sepulchral monuments, 
all the world over, whose history is known, were erected 
by their occupants themselves. Instead of being tributes 
of affection by sorrowing friends, they were more likely 
erected by the forced labour of the oppressed subjects 
of a tyrannical ruler. A circle in the Nairn valley, al-
ready mentioned repeatedly, had, besides the outer open 
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row of tall stones, an inner wall, closely built, enclosing 
a central covered chamber, to which a low covered way 
gave admission. On being opened, i t was found tha t 
the chamber was ful l of clean river gravel, and on 
throwing this out, the re was found in the centre of the 
floor a sepulchral urn. This gives a key to the whole. 
The covered chamber had been constructed for the 
reception of the ashes of i t s builder, and covered 
all over with small loose stones, bu t lef t empty, 
and round the heap the stone circle had been 
set up. On the death of the person whose tomb 
i t was to be, the urn containing his bones 
had been taken into the chamber by the low covered 
way, and then a great quanti ty of clean river gravel had 
been poured into the chamber through an aperture at 
the top. The chamber a t Maeshowe in Orkney has a 
similar covered entrance, and i t too may have been 
filled f rom the top af ter its three side receptacles 
received thei r contents. But in most stone circles 
there had been nothing inside the outer circle of stand-
ing stone, and the urn containing the ashes of the body 
had been placed in a shallow grave in the centre. Most 
ancient graves found in the fields in Aberdeenshire are 
remarkably shallow. The simplest form of grave is a 
small round hole scooped in the subsoil, perhaps only a 
foot deep. In to this had been pu t t he ashes of a body 
burned apparently close by, for there are often burned 
stones and charred bits of wood along with the ashes. 
There usually is no uru, but only three or four common 
field stones above the ashes, with only a few inches of 
soil for a covering. In some graves are found flint 
knives or flint saws, small articles of bronze, charred 
oats and barley, earthenware vessels too small to have 
been urns, and possibly therefore drinking vessels used 
by the occupant of the grave when in life. The shallow, 
ness of ancient graves accounts for t h e fact t ha t urns 
or burned hones are but seldom found within stone 
circles. Most likely being so near the surface the 
graves have been rifled long long ago, and examined 
repeatedly at intervals in search of valuables or out of 
mere curiosity. 

There are points of resemblance between the grandest 
of all stone circles—Stonehenge—and the rude stones 
of Aberdeenshire. Ours are mostly unworkable diorite 
boulders. At Stonehenge there is, I think, only one 
diorite stone, and another is limestone. All the rest 
are of sandstone, which i t is easy to hew and shape. 
Stonehenge has therefore a finish about i t t h a t is never 
a t tempted in the Scottish circles. There is a rude 
inner circle, probably very old. but the outer circle 
looks like the work of men who had learned masonry, 
perhaps against the i r will, under Roman masters. The 
outer circle consists of a row of pillars of uniform 
height, surmounted by a continuous ring of lintels. To 
bind them together and prevent them from falling, 
each pillar has two tenons projecting upwards from i ts 
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upper end, and each lintel has two holes on the under-
side, one at either end. The tenons o£ the pillars fit 
into the holes of the lintels. This has prevented the 
pillars from falling sideways, bat not from falling out-
wards, and there are many gaps in the once continuous 
ring overhead. The outer circle of Stonehenge, unlike 
our stone circles, is of uniform height, but inside the 
circle there is, as with us, manifestly greater impor-
tance attached to the south side than to the north. 
At the south there is the so-called altar stone, and i ts 
semi-circle of trilithones, of which the highest are 
nearest the south. The trilithones are pairs of tall 
pillars connected on the top by lintels, to help to give 
them stability. 

I t is possible tha t other works of the ancient inhabi-
tants of Scotland, often regarded as intended for strong-
holds, may have been sepulchral in their origin. The 
tower of Mousa, in Shetland, has apparently conveni-
ences for accommodating a great many people on an 
emergency; but there are other towers on the same 
plan, whose galleries could not be used for reception of 
men or even children. Such towers would have been 
utterly useless as places of defence; but the gallery 
arrangement might be of use for giving stability to a 
building made of small stones not cemented by mortar. 
The circular enclosure within may have been a place of 
interment, and the surrounding hollow wall the monu-
ment. The great height at which the door seems to 
have been originally placed looks as if the building had 
not been intended as a place of habitation by the living, 
but would not be so unsuitable for a place of sepulture 
seldom, if ever, to be entered. 

Several questions were asked by members, and 
answered by Mr Milne. Considerable conversation took 
place on points raised in the paper. 

Mr JOHN ALLAN, solicitor, proposed a vote of thanks 
to Mr Milne for his paper, which was cordially adopted. 

FOSSILS FROM PLAIDY. 

Mr Milne then exhibited a collection of fossils from 
the clay beds at Plaidy, King-Edward, and also a num-
ber of glacial shells from the same distriot. The fossils 

consisted mainly of Beleumites and Ammonites. Mr 
Milne gave a very lucid explanation of the position in 
which the fossils and shells were found. 

The members examined the specimens with great 
interest, and expressed their obligation to Mr Milne 
for the trouble he had taken in exhibiting and explain, 
ing them. 

Mr GARDEN M. HOSSACK moved a vote of thanks to 
Sheriff Scott Moncrieff for presiding. 
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