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WREN’S EGG
SYNOPSIS

The Wren’s Egg is located near the farmhouse of Blairbuie, ½ mile north of
Monreith. It comprises a single large glacial boulder, over 2m high, in the centre of
a field, with a pair of much smaller standing stones situated respectively 17m and
19m to its east. It was among the first ‘ancient monuments’ taken into state care
following the passing of the first Ancient Monuments Act in 1882. Then it was
thought to represent the remains of a large, double concentric stone circle.
Archaeological excavations in 1975 suggested otherwise – that the original
monument had comprised nothing more than the three surviving stones, and that
the Wren’s Egg itself had been moved from its original spot in more recent times.

CHARACTER OF THE MONUMENT
Historical Overview:
•
•

•
•
•

•

Late Neolithic / Bronze Age – The Wren’s Egg and its adjacent two
standing stones are erected.
1882 – the first Ancient Monuments Act passes into law. Shortly after,
Lieutenant-General Pitt Rivers, a leading figure in the movement to protect
Britain’s archaeological heritage, is appointed the first Inspector of Ancient
Monuments.
1887 – Pitt Rivers visits the site whilst staying with Sir Herbert Maxwell of
Monreith, MP. He sketches the monument, and subsequently adds it to his
‘schedule’ of Ancient Monuments.
1890 –The Wren’s Egg stones are taken into state care.
1908 – J Fitzgerald, Inspector with the Office of Works, visits and records the
removal of ‘many stones’ from around ‘this huge monolith’, suggesting that the
site was formerly a stone circle. The RCAHMS reiterate this view in its
Inventory, published in 1912.
1975 – Lionel Masters, of Glasgow University, carries out an archaeological
investigation for the Ministry of Public Building and Works in an attempt to cast
more light on the enigmatic monument.

Archaeological Overview:
The Wren’s Egg stones were once thought to be the vestigial remains of a
large, double concentric stone circle of late Neolithic or Bronze Age date
(RCAHMS 1912), with the Wren’s Egg itself forming the centre stone, not
unlike the situation at Torhouse Stone Circle, near Wigtown. To test this
hypothesis, Lionel Masters, of Glasgow University, was invited to investigate
the monument in 1975. He excavated the Wren’s Egg itself and an area around
the pair of standing stones.
The Wren’s Egg itself was found not to be in its original position. A large pit
was found partly underlying the boulder, containing animal bones and a shirt
button of modern date. Furthermore, iron chains found around the base of the
boulder probably represent a farmer’s failed attempt to move it to the edge of
the field.
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Regarding the two smaller standing stones, the west stone appeared to be in a
slight hollow with packing stones under and around its curved base. The east
stone was set in a more well-defined hole, packed with boulders and a small
slab. Nothing else of archaeological interest was found to suggest that there
had ever been a stone circle at the site. The few artefacts recovered included a
flint knife, scrapers, flakes and an unworked pebble flint, mostly found in the
plough soil. No finds were recovered from the stone holes.
An almost identical pair of granite stones, standing 1m high and set 2m apart,
exists 400m SSE of the Wren’s Egg, on the north slope of Milton Hill, but what
their relationship, if any, is to the Wren’s Egg is not known.
Architectural/Artistic Overview:
The Wren’s Egg itself is an impressive glacial boulder. Nothing more need to
be added.
Social Overview:
Other than being a minor visitor attraction, the Wren’s Egg currently plays no
social role.
Spiritual Overview:
Whilst it is conceivable that the Wren’s Egg served some form of spiritual/ritual
role in late Neolithic / Bronze Age times, today the monument currently plays
no such role.
It is thought that the name ‘Wren’s Egg’ may derive from the ancient
Gallovidian ritual whereby young men hunted a wren around the midwinter
solstice, creating much havoc in the process. The ritual, recorded as still being
practiced in the 18th century, is no more.
Aesthetic Overview:
The property as a whole exudes little in the way of aesthetic qualities, although
the eponymous Wren’s Egg itself has a certain quirky charm, as evidenced by
its name.
What are the major gaps in understanding of the property?
• If the monument was indeed erected in the late Neolithic / Bronze Age, what
form did it take, and what purpose did it serve? Further archaeological
excavation may shed further light, but the results of the 1975 excavations
suggest otherwise.
• Why was Lt Gen Pitt Rivers so convinced of the Wren’s Egg’s antiquity that he
added it to his ‘schedule’ of monuments of national importance? That he chose
the Wren’s Egg and not Torhouse Stone Circle, one of the best preserved
stone circles in the British Isles, is puzzling.
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ASSESSMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
Key Points
• If the Wren’s Egg stones are of prehistoric origin, they may have further
potential to inform an understanding of ritual and belief in the late Neolithic /
Bronze Age eras.
• The Wren’s Egg stones occupy an important place in the history of ‘ancient
monumentry’, courtesy of their association with Lt Gen Pitt Rivers, a key figure
in the post-Darwinian interest in the origins of human development.
Associated Properties:
(other locally related places) – Drumtroddan Standing Stones; Milton Hill stones;
Torhouse Stone Circle
Keywords:
standing stones; Pitt Rivers
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