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In course of some little discussion it was
recalled t h a t at last census, that of 1911, of
a population in Banffshire of 61,402, only 378
were returned as able to speak Gaelic as well
as English, and none as speaking Gaelic but
not English. Of these 378, only 89 were born
within the county, while 118 were born in
Inverness-shire, 66 in Ross and Cromarty, 102
in other Scottish counties, 2 in England, and
1 in Ireland. Reference was also made to
the paper on tlhe subject by Rev. R. H. Calder,
Glenlivet, in which the gradual extinction of
the ancient tongue in Glenlivet and Kirkmichael is spoken of, Mr Calder'e conclusion
on the m a t t e r being t h a t "In Banffshire,
during the last fifty or sixty years, no young
persons have learned to speak Gaelic. The
language may now, therefore, be pronounced
to be dead in the county. Or if there be still
a few old people in Tomintoul who can converse a little in Gaelic, assuredly and inevitably the old language will die with them."
Mr Calder also mentions that the Gaelic service in Kirkmichael, the last place in "Banffshire where it survived, was finally discontinued about 1893. The cordial thanks of the
meeting were conveyed to Mr Cairns.

b

17

nf

fs
h

ire

Fi

el
d

prehistoric Burial.
There was also ' r e a d a paper by Rev. J.
Garrow Duncan, F.S.A.Scot., on the excavation
of a cairn at East Lyne, Kirkmichael. Mr
Duncan said—
For some years back I have been familiar
with a rumour t h a t there was a cairn on the
f a r m of East Lyne in the parish of Kirkmichael, t h a t it had been opened some years
ago and t h a t they had found in it an "urn,
which they had at once covered ud again.
In conversation with the factor for the estate
I mentioned the matter and asked if I might
some time examine it. Permission was at
once granted, but the war came on, and no
man was to be had to assist me. It was only
last year, therefore, t h a t I was able to undertake the work.
In August last, mv man and myself set out
with the necessary tools, obtained permission
of the tenants to deposit any material displaced on their fields, as well as every assistance they could afford, and within an hour
of starting had struck the cover and side of
the stone cist of a prehistoric burial, such
a s is usually attributed to the Bronze Age in
Britain. Let me describe our finds in detail:—
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The Cairn.
The cairn meaeureg now about 30 feet long
by 15 feet broad and 6 feet deep, where the
cist is situated. Originally, however, it must
have been 30 feet in diameter and formed a
very complete circle. The materials of which
it is composed are all water-worn stones,
which had been carried chiefly from the
river bed. The river is now about a quarter
of a mile away, but at t h a t time its course
may have been just at t h e bottom of the
field some 200 yards off, for t h e field ends in
a steep slope down to an ancient river-bed.
There had probably been no e a r t h added, or
very little, originally; for there is very little
still—sufficient, however, to nourish a stunted
birch tree apparently of recent growth.
The field on which the cairn stands was
put under cultivation by the ancestors of the
tenants who now occupy the farm, about 100
years ago. Previous to t h a t it had been U6ed
simply as rough pasture, it being the lower
declivity of the Cromdale Hill behind the
house. Thirty-five or 40 y e a r s ago the t e n a n t s
decided to remove this heap of stones, because
of the trouble of ploughing round it. When
they had removed about half of it and worked
in to the centre they came upon a very large
stone cist. This was the " u r n " spoken of
among the people here, and as they did not
wish to desecrate any place of burial they
stopped work at t h a t point, covering up the
cist again.
The steading, however, was undergoing repair and the mason was in difficulties about
a pair of lintels for the cart-shed doors. Not
being a man of delicate scruples nor of superstition apparently, and hearing of the large
slabs that formed the stone cist recently discovered in the cairn, he unearthed the cist and
must have removed every slab of it. The two
sides he used as lintels, in spite of the protests and advice of the people around, who
assured him " t h a t they would never rest
away from their proper place, but would
speedily find their way back as the Cross had
done, or break in pieces." The lintels lasted
some five or six years and assuredly did
break. I saw one niece lying there, and. at
once concluded t h a t they had belonged to
another cist
The tenants informed me t h a t I would find
a stone burial, but t h a t "one side of it had
been taken away 35 years ago for lintels."
The mason had quietened opposition by say-
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ing he only took a part of the cist, but he
removed it all. In any ease no portion of the
one I found is awanting, and the neighbours
tell me it is not the one which they saw at
t h a t time, and no trace of that one remains
in the cairn. The cairn being mosly stone is
very little denuded, and though such cairns
are often treated as dumps for stones
gathered off the field, there cannot have been
much added in t h a t way to this.
The Cist.
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Both cists had been placed almost in the
centre of the cairn and probably in line E. to
W. Had they gone another yard or two further in removing the cairn, they would have
found this second cist. The sides project each
15 inches beyond the end slabs.
The cist is composed of five slabs, two slabs,
each six feet long and four inches thick, well
sunk in the soil and with an inward slope at
the top of about three inches, form the sides.
Two smaller slabs of similar thickness and
similarly sloped form the ends. There is no
slab for the bottom. The burial had been
laid on the hard subsoil, the surface mould
evidently being removed. The covering stone
measures six feet in length, five feet in
breadth at the broadest part, and is about 12
inches thick at the centre, thinning down to
the edges, it being of a naturally rounded
formation so t h a t no water could lie on it.
It weighs about 10 to 15 cwts.
These stones had been picked up or dug up,
in the field, for on examination I found that
they had removed many other large slabs to
the edges of the field when they were trenching and preparing it for cultivation. The
sides are buttressed and kept in position by
thick, heavy stone slabs, of the same length,
laid flat with their edges hard on to the
sides. The ends are so carefully let into the
soil t h a t they need no support to keep them
in place, and the weight of the covering stone,
though it by no means fits closely, is sufficient guarantee against its being easily removed.
The Cist Proper.
The cist proper, or burial space, measures
3 ft. 7 in. in length at bottom, 2 ft. 10 in. at
top; and 2 ft. 3 in. in breadth at bottom,
2 ft. 1 in. at top. Each of the end slabs thus
slopes inwards about
inches, and each of
the side slabs about 1 inch. When cleaned out
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down to the clean subsoil the cist measures
about 2 feet in depth or little more.
The covering-stone is only 3 feet below the
present top leyel of the cairn so t h a t the
whole depth of the cairn is about 6 or61/2feet.
Orientation.
The cist is almost perfectly oriented. The
ends point almost due East and West, or
slightly ENE and WSW,. and the sides point
North and South.
The Burial.
The body had lain with its back to the
south side, and probably with the head to
the west and feet to the eaet. Though I examined the contents most minutely, I could
find nothing to prove definitely which end the
head had pointed to. The only guidance I
had was the discoloration due to the dissolution of matter upon the reddish subsoil. This
discoloration was most marked on the south
side, while the other side showed no traces,
except where the knees had lain. I t was
difficult to trace the position of the legs, but
the discoloration pointed to the feet having
been towards the East. That is to say, the
discoloration was very marked all along the
south side and right in to the centre. There
being no bones found (except perhaps one
small piece), it is difficult to say which corner
the head may have lain in. The remains of
matting found, referred to later, were all
picked out of the mould on the south side,
which confirms my idea of the position of
the body, if the matting was really used as
a covering.
The Contents.
Inside the cist there was about six or seven
inches' depth of very rich black mould, which
we carefully passed through a riddle, keeping
a watch for jet, or flints. Mixed with this
soil was a quantity of threads of rope matting, some pieces of two-ply rope-yarn being
found intact.
Most of it was broken into
short threads and mixed all through the
mould. This two-ply yarn resembles exactly
that which Mr Graham Callander speaks of as
having been used to trace the patterns on
one of the urns which he found at Forglen.
I have carefully preserved the pieces found,
though I am prepared for the suggestion t h a t
the ciet may have been opened and the yarn
inserted at a later date. The covering-stone
was not a complete fit. but left a corner open.
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so t h a t mould could drop in, as we found had
happened, the mould in t h a t corner being of
a different colour from the rest in the cist.
Only a small quantity had found its way in,
however, there being very little mould in the
composition of the cairn.
I have taken and preserved several pieces
of stone from under the body, well marked
by decomposed m a t t e r ; also a selected specimen of the rich black mould, so unlike the
mould in the cairn and around. In the northwest corner, close to where I think the head
lay we found what appears to be a flint arrow
head. It is leaf-shaped and apparently carefully worked; but it is so stained t h a t it Is
difficult without scraping to say if it is flint.
I t is certainly a very hard stone. It is probably only a naturally shaped pebble. Only
one piece was found which suggested a flint
chip, and it is quartz crystal too. Several flat
pieces of the same material from which such
pieces as the "above may have been cut were
also found. It is quite possible t h a t in a
district where quartz orystal is so abundant
and flint is not, t h a t the former material was
substituted for flint.
On one of the stones showing discoloration
from' decomposition I find another tiny chip
of charred wood embedded in the sand clinging to the stone. This stone was taken from
below five or six inches of mould and these
cannot be pieces of wood admitted later so far
as I can 6ee, but they are so small as to be
worthless for inference in the absence of more
evidence.
Among the dust brought home with the
stones I find two small black chips of what
appears to be charred wood. Only one little
piece of bone was found and it has crumbled
away to dust.
No trace of pottery of any description was
found.
I mentioned t h a t the SE corner of the
covering-stone was broken, and did not quite
cover the cist proper. There is a hole sufficient to admit one's hand and a r m : but nothing could have been done by that to alter
the contents much, beyond stirring up and
mixing the soil inside. Had vases or urns
been found I'd have heard of them long ago,
and probably seen them. The people describe
this cist as an urn, which shows they are
not familiar with pottery burial urns.
In 1894-5, while working with Dr Flinders
Petrie at Nagada in Upper Egypt, we unearthed about 3000 prehistoric contracted
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burials. The knees were doubled up towards
the chin, the head was often cut off and
placed- in the bosom, and the body was almost
always placed with head to the south and
face to the west. The body was placed in
this manner inside a sun-baked clay bos
about 3 feet by 21/2 or thereby, and then
filled up with sand—unless the sand was allowed to get in by early plunderers. Almost
always a reed mat was found under the body
—the fragments being mixed with t h e filling—
and both wood and m a t t i n g were found.
In other sections of the cemetery the body
was placed in this doubled-up position in a
corner of a large pit, while pottery vases
filled with various materials for food and
drink were ranged round the sides. Often
personal belongings of the dead were added,
and among these were found flint knives, flint
weapons for shooting at gazelles to cut the
tendon of the hind hoofs, and other flint implements. The similarity of position, size and
arrangement of the burial in this cist struck
me at once.
It is noteworthy t h a t the contracted form
of burial was used in Egypt, even when it
was deposited in a pit twelve feet by -ten,
where the size of the grave cannot have been
the reason for the contracted position of the
body. Similarly it would have been as easy
to make this cist a t East Lyne 6 feet long by
21/2 broad, as to make it only about 3 by 21/2, with
t h e ends of the slabs projecting beyond the
cist proper. Obviously contracted burials were
employed because t h a t was regarded as the
proper way to bury the dead. Very likely the
•custom arose from finding the body in this
position immediately a f t e r death—with knees
drawn up.
Mr Graham Callander. Director of the National Museum, tells me he does not know
of a single Scottish Bronze Age burial where
the body is not in a contracted position. The
burials referred to in Egypt are dated at 4000
B.C. The cist at East Lyne dates about 1500
to 1000 B.C.
Other Cists In the Vicinity.
I have already indicated t h a t there was
another and a larger cist in this cairn which
was removed, apparently by the mason, who
did not wish to h u r t the farmer's sensibilities
and led him to believe he had taken only one
side for lintels. I have, therefore, been unable to find any trace of t h e contents of t h a t
cist.
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While I was at work oil this one which I
found, the good lady of the neighbouring
f a r m told me t h a t on a field on Dalrachie
farm, two miles north of this, her father
turned up the lid of a stone cist some 30 or
40 years ago. It was composed of six slabs,
there being a slab bottom as well. It measured only about two feet square or 2 ft. by
14 ft., and about 18 inches deep, and contained
only ashes—there being no trace of pottery.
The slabs fitted closely together, and it was
much more neatly made than the East Lyne
one. It is one of the many instances of a cist
burial without a cairn, unless we suppose the
cairn had been removed, but it is obvious the
cist had been buried some depth in the soil,
and gradual attrition had at last brought the
cover within reach of the plough.
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The cross.
The cross above referred to is understood to
be what is described as a "Preaching Cross."
It is really one of those erected by the Culdee
Missionaries. It was erected usually at a
place selected as the most convenient and
central spot for the whole parish to assemble
for worship. It marked, however, the great
meeting-place of the people for business or
other pursuits as well: and it belongs to the
date when Christianity was first known in
the country. Where there is a cup hollow on
both 6ides of the junction of the arms, these
two, some say, represent the union or
fusion of the old religion with the new—
though this leaves the significance of the
single cup unexplained. These crosses were
made as a rule of rough material, and so
when they fell into disuse they were not considered worth preserving.
The cross here
(tradition says) was taken home by a farmer
who fancied it. but disaster after disaster fell
upon him, till in the end when his daughter
was at death's door, he attributed all his ill
luck to his profanation of this sacred relic
and removed it immediately to its own place.
His daughter recovered and his misfortunes
ended at once. This superstition attached to
it has been the means of the preservation of
this cross. It stands in the churchyard meantime.
The cordial thanks of the meeting were conveyed to Mr Duncan for his valuable contribution.
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Note.—Mr Graham Callander tells me he has
had the "threads of matting" analysed. They
are cocoa-nut fibre and therefore (he says) belong to a much later date than the cist. The
cist must therefore have been opened before,
which may explain the broken corner of the
covering-stone and the paucity of contents—unless experts are wrong as to the date when
cocoa-nut fibre was first introduced into this
country in the shape of rope or matting. This.
I think, is very likely.—J. G. D.
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