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THE EXTINCT URUS—UNIQUE BANFFSHIRE
FIND.
A further paper was contributed by Mr
Wm. Barclay on a unique find that had
been made in Banffshire of the head and a
large part of the skeleton of the urus,
which has been extinct for many centuries.
Mr Barclay said—
On the farm of Bogton, Fordyce, on the
Seafield estates, tenanted by Mr George
Masson, a discovery has been made that is
unique in the county of Banff, and one
that, of its kind, represents probably the
most complete specimen ever found in
Scotland. I t is a somewhat remarkable
fact that it was on the same estates, in
the adjoining parish of Deskford, on the
farm of Leitchestown, a century and a
quarter ago, there was found, six feet below the surface, one of the treasures of
Bang Museum in the form of a boar's headin bronze which has been attributed variously to the Early Iron Age and the Celtic
Period, but the history and significance of
which seem hitherto to have baffled the inquiries of antiquarians.
Of the boar's
head we know little. Of the Urus, extinct
many centuries ago, a skeleton of which
has been found at Bogton, we do know
something, and a few words said thereon
may introduce the narrative of the find.
I t is generally accepted as fact that from
at least three distinct species or races
there have derived the domestic cattle of
Europe. The cattle you see to-day grazing
in the fields claim as their common ancestors, through the descent of centuries,
these three virtually extinct European
species—Bos primigenius, B. longifrons,
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B. frontosus. The remains discovered at
Bogton belong to the
first-named.
The
name Urus was applied to it by the Romans and was derived from Ur, which
simply means "original" or " p r i m i t i v e . "
But untold ages before Rome gave i t a
name, uncountable centuries before her
legions crossed to England over the narrow
seas from ancient Gaul, the U r u s was
among the fauna of these Islands. When
the last great Ice Age was over, in the
closing centuries of the long Palaeolithic
Period, the Giant Ox was to be found in
the South of Scotland, having migrated to
England from Europe when the land had
not yet subsided and B r i t a i n was still
joined to the Continent. I n vastly later
days J u l i u s Caesar encountered i t in
herds in Germanic territory and two thousand years ago he wrote of i t as being almost as large as an elephant but with the
form and colour of a bull. " G r e a t is their
strength and great their speed," wrote
the famous soldier-author ; "they spare nor
man nor wild beast on whom they may cast
their eyes." Fifteen centuries passed on
and Hebestein wrote of i t as still, in Cent r a l Europe, the favourite beast of chase.
H e was an enormous beast, this Urus. H e
easily stood six feet high at the shoulder,
and bones of him t h a t have been discovered
prove his mighty strength. H i s colour
was probably a dark reddish brown verging on black ; the magnificent and powerf u l horns were pale horn-colour with black
tips, and as horns of skulls t h a t have been
recovered in Scotland have lost their
horny sheaths, only the cores being left,
these, large, and thick, and eminently fit
for battle as they are, are of course shorter
and thinner than the complete horns were.
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Discoveries in Scotland of the remains of the
extinct Urus have not been numerous. They
have been most common in the valleys of the
Lowlands, and, until the present Banffshire
discovery, the only northern records are from
Aberdeen, where a skull was found a t Belhelvie; a t New Spynie, Moray, where bones were
found, and in Caithness, where remains have
been found in several localities. In the case
of the Fordyce find, all these a r e transcended
in the completeness of the skeleton that has
been recovered. There are records also of four
skulls and some other bones having been found
by farmers digging for marl near Pitlochry,
and three of these skulls are still to be seen
to-day. One has found a home in the British
Museum—it measures a yard in length, while
the span of the horn cores is 3ft. 6in., and the
two others are at Blair Castle, the home of
the Duke of Atholl. It is matter of controversy whether the famous so-called wild cattle
of Britain t h a t had long associations with
such places as Cadzow Forest, Chillingham
Park, Lyme Park, Chartley, &c., are to be accounted as the unsubdued although degenerate
descendants of the mighty Urus, or merely the
offspring of a domestic breed run wild which
have reverted to ancient type. But whatever
be the finding on such a point of lineage those
who may be able to see the Bogton find will
appreciate more than ever the appropriateness
of Scott's allusion to the alleged original of
the race as potentially a fighter of a magnificent order—
"Mightiest of all the beasts of chase
That roam in woody Caledon,
Crashing the forest in his race
The mountain bull goes thundering on."
Those who examine the skull, the horns, the
mighty thigh bones, or the powerful neck
bones of the Fordyce skeleton will agree that
assuredly he must have been a first-class
fighter, sparing neither man nor wild beast,
as Caesar wrote, on whom he might cast his
eyes.
The Bogton Discovery.
Some few days ago draining work was in
progress a t Bogton in part of a field lying be-
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tween the railway and the Portsoy-Cullen
turnpike. One of the workmen turned u p with
his spade a stag's antler, evidently of great
age. The disoovery was brought to the knowledge of Mr Samson, F.S.A. (Scot.), Old Cullen,
whose interest in scientific m a t t e r s of the kind
is very great, and he had the a.ntler submitted to Dr J . Graham Callander, director of
the National Museum of Antiquities of Scotland, for report on its probable age.
There
were submitted as well samples of the peat
soil from the spot where the antler was found
so t h a t an analysis might be secured of the
particular pollen in each, f r o m which there
may be determined the period in which the
respective layer deposits were made.
Having encountered such a find, t h e workmen in their further operations n a t u r a l l y
kept in view the possibility of other discoveries being made. The circumstance was in
fact realised and it is very f o r t u n a t e t h a t the
utmost care had been exercised, for it was an
exposure of only a couple of inches of bone on
the margin of the excavation of the drain t h a t
led to the discovery of the skull and ultimately
of practically the whole skeleton of a n a n i m a l
of enormous size. A few of the bones are
missing but much, happily, had remained undisturbed, which is in the circumstances really
something of a marvel, for a rough stone
drain, judged to be about a century old, had
been actually constructed right t h r o u g h the
middle of the skeleton, most of the bones, however, having been thrown back into the t r a c k
in the progress of the work of a hundred years
ago. Mr Samson, notified of w h a t h a d been
discovered, took immediate steps to secure the
find in the most complete condition possible.
Under the supervision of Mr Mackenzie,
ground officer on the estates, every particle of
the skeleton t h a t could be discovered was carefully removed and brought t o the Estate
Offices in Cullen, and there p u t in solution to
preserve them from atmospheric effects a f t e r
their centuries of interment, so t h a t now its
characteristic features are so to be recognised
t h a t a complete picture of t h e Giant m a y already be had in mind. With the approval of
the estate proprietors, the Seafield Trustees,
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Mr Samson invited Professor James Ritchie of
the N a t u r a l History Department of Aberdeen
University t o examine the skeleton remains
and also the site where they were found. The
Professor has pronounced the discovery to be
one of very g r e a t scientific interest, the skeleton representing one of the most important
finds yet made in Scotland of the Great Extinct Ox or Urus (Bos primigenius). The interest of the discovery is the greater, he says,
since no trace of this fine animal, the only
wild ox t h a t ever lived in Scotland, has hitherto been found in Banffshire. When he has had
an opportunity of p u t t i n g together and measuring the bones in detail Professor Ritchie
says he will be able t o tell pretty accurately
the dimensions of t h e Banffshire specimen,
but limb-bones preserved in the University of
Edinburgh suggest t h a t it was a creature
which stood easily six feet high a t the shoulder. I t lived in Scotland towards the end of
and after t h e close of the Ice Age and its remains a r e generally found in the lower layers
of peat-bogs or in t h e marl-clay below the
peat. But it survived long enough to be associated with the men of the New or Polished
Stone Age, and its bones are said to have been
found even in the "brochs" of a later age.
Professor Ritchie's final conclusions on the
subject, including analysis of a complete vertical section of the peat and clay, will necessarily be matter of keen scientific interest.
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One is a p t t o wonder of course how this
giant animal met his end when, a t all events
in the 20th century, the crown of his head was
found only about 18 inches below the surface
of the cultivated soil, whatever may have
been the depth of peat t h a t closed over him
on the tragic day, centuries ago, when he met
his doom. There is no mark of arrows as
there is in the skull of one of the Pitlochry
finds, and one explanation is t h a t he got
bogged, got "laired," as we Scots say, and was
unable to extricate his huge bulk from the
mire and moss of what is for us prehistoric
days, a suggestion t h a t is given added weight
by the fact t h a t his head was not recumbent,
as it would probably have been had he died
from wounds, but was vertical. The bones were
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found within an area of about ten s q u a r e feet.
The skull forms a magnificent picture with its
long f r o n t a l bone and thick, powerful horns.
From the brow to the end of the u p p e r jaw it
measures 30 inches; t h e width of t h e h o r n s is
39 inches; the skull between the horns is level
and has no crest or poll as cattle have to-day,
in itself a n evidence of extreme a n t i q u i t y , and,
adjoining the skull bone, the horn measures
151/2inches in girth—that is the measurement of
the core, the horn sheath having of course disappeared with its centuries' old burial. One
side of the upper jaw has its set of teeth complete, huge and well preserved, and there have
been recovered six similar teeth which can be
fitted in readily to the other side.
Below the cultivated soil, largely of peat
humus, there was solid peat f o r a b o u t 18
inches and here were found t h e a n t l e r and,
separately, the top of the skull and horns of
t h e Urus; next followed clay with a mixture
of sand, then two inches of p u r e blue clay,
next some inches of peat, and then a b o u t f o u r
feet of clay, with a n admixture of tiny f r e s h
water shells, all perfectly preserved in glowing
white.
The bones a s they are being laid o u t on a
table in one of the buildings a t Old Cullen as
they a r e removed from the preservative solution provide a wonderful picture of power.
W h a t a mighty beast this Urus m u s t have
been—take his skull and these bones a n d t h a t
is the thought t h a t occurs inevitably. The
massive thigh bones, the bones of the fore-leg,
the vertebrae, the neck bones which go to
show t h e enormous pressure exerted by the
head, the broad blades above the thigh bone,
all go to represent a picture of m a j e s t y and
power and individual strength, m a k i n g of
their owner an unconquerable denizen of the
primitive Age Period in which he lived and
roamed. In the form of his skeleton he has
now given the name of Bogton, Fordyce, intimate association with scientific inquiry of a
very interesting n a t u r e indeed.
On the call of the Chairman Mr Barclay was
thanked for his contribution.

