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New Headquarters for the Federation
From 1st January 2015 the headquarters of the Robert Burns World 

Federation is 3A John Dickie Street, Kilmarnock,KA1 1HW.  
Telephone number remains  01563 572469.
The freshly refurbished office suite is conveniently located in the heart 

of Kilmarnock emphasising the Federation’s traditional links with the town 
and the importance of Kilmarnock in Burns’ life.

Easy access is obtained straight off John Dickie Street, with onstreet 
parking and public car parks close at hand.  The office has a clear outlook 
to the Laigh Kirk where Tam Sampson, Rev. John Robertson and Rev. James 
Mackinlay lie interred with other Burns contemporaries.  It is a short step to 
the fine neoclassical Burns / Wilson statue in the King Street precinct and 
the probable site of Star Inn Close which housed John Wilson’s printing 
shop whence the Kilmarnock edition emerged.

The spacious headquarters have administration offices, retail space, 
meeting and exhibition rooms. The imposing frontage and town centre 
location should attract fresh interest and footfall to the Federation 
headquarters. This important relocation signals a new era for The Robert 
Burns World Federation in Kilmarnock.
Map of:

John Dickie Street
Kilmarnock, Scotland

Notes

©2014 MapQuest, Inc. Use of directions and maps is subject to the MapQuest Terms of Use. We make no guarantee of the accuracy of their content, road conditions or route
usability. You assume all risk of use. View Terms of Use

200ft
100m

©2014 MapQuest  -  Portions ©2014 "Map data © OpenStreetMap and contributors, ODbL" | Terms | Privacy
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“Dear Burns”:  
Editing the Other Side of Burns’s Correspondence1

Patrick Scott  and Joseph Durant
For the past two years, we have been working on the first scholarly 

collected edition of the letters written to Robert Burns. These letters 
have never previously been fully collected or edited as a whole, and, 
even when individual letters or groups of letters have been published, 
they have sometimes been difficult to keep track of.  The edition, titled 
Letters Addressed to Robert Burns, 1779-1796, is admittedly preliminary, 
a first version based primarily on printed sources, that we expect in due 
course to be refined and superseded, but in the meantime it should prove 
useful in making these significant sources more accessible. On completion, 
the edition described here will be available both on the Web and as an 
inexpensive paperback.    

The project was originally the brainchild, fifty years ago, of the late G. 
Ross Roy, of the University of South Carolina, who had hoped to include 
the letters written to Burns in his revised edition of Burns’s own letters.  
When he first proposed this, his publishers rejected the idea, but in the 
late 1980s, after he had completed the Letters of Robert Burns, he revived 
the project, joining forces with Kenneth Simpson, who had independently 
been planning a new edition of Burns’s correspondence with Mrs. Dunlop.  
Though Dr. Simpson visited South Carolina several times, both scholars 
were committed to other research, and little progress was made. In 2008, 
in preparation for a planned visit by Dr. Simpson in spring 2009, Patrick 
Scott became involved in the project, supervising a student, Lauren Deuell, 
who drew up a preliminary spreadsheet of available sources, assembled 
photocopies, and did the first rough work on print sources to create 
editable files.2 In the event, health problems prevented Dr. Simpson’s visit, 
and plans to include the letters in the projected larger Glasgow-based 
collected Burns edition changed the context for this project.  Once it 
became clear, in the fall of 2012, that the original editors would not be able 
to carry things further, Patrick Scott recruited Joseph DuRant, first to help 
restart the project, and then as co-editor.  

Some of the issues to be faced in editing the letters addressed to Burns 

1  Joseph DuRant’s participation was supported by an Explorer Scholars grant from the South Carolina 
Honors College and a Magellan Scholarship from the University’s Office of Undergraduate Research.

2  OCR [Optical Character Recognition] works relatively well on straightforward modern printed 
texts or typescripts, but on earlier material, or material  in complex page-formats, the digital text it 
produces can require extensive checking and reformatting. 
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differ from those in editing the letters he wrote himself.  Most important, 
letters by other people are much less likely to be preserved or traceable 
than Burns’s own letters, which have long been collected by individuals 
and libraries.  Burns was a marvelous letter writer, thoughtful, playful, 
provocative, and often self-revealing.3  He became famous very quickly, 
and he died relatively young, and the letters he wrote were often treasured 
by their recipients.  Over eight hundred of the letters he wrote survive, and, 
though additional letters still turn up, the main corpus is well mapped, 
with a modern scholarly edition to provide authoritative guidance to the 
letters themselves and as a starting point for locating the extant sources.4

Neither Burns himself nor the first generation of Burnsians was as careful 
to preserve the letters other people wrote to him. Indeed, even when he 
had kept the letters, after his death some correspondents retrieved their 
letters from his executors, and some seem to have destroyed them.  But 
a surprising number of letters written to Burns do survive—493 in total, 
with some 235 at length and another 258 in contemporary extracts—, and 
a longstanding need in Burns scholarship has been for this other side of 
the correspondence to be collected.  As Professor Roy wrote when seeking 
a publisher, “letters from the poet consisted of only half the story, because 
… without his correspondent’s letter the reader cannot make sense” of 
what Burns wrote.5 More recently, James Mackay commented that: 

The supreme drawback about the Oxford and Burns Federation editions 
of the poet’s letters … is that they are both so one-sided. … Even now, 
remarkably little is known regarding the correspondence which Burns 
received.6

For instance, Robert Burns’s autobiographical letter to Dr. John Moore 
is one of the most studied letters of the poet, and is widely available.  But, 
though the longest and most important, it is only one of eight letters that 

3  On Burns as letter-writer, see J. DeLancey Ferguson’s introduction, in The Letters of Robert Burns, 2 
vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1931), I: xxix-xxxix, partially reprinted in Roy, Letters, I: xliii-lx; and 
two essays by Kenneth Simpson, “The Impulse of Wit: Sterne and Burns’s Letters,” in The Art of Robert 
Burns, ed. R.D.S. Jack and Andrew Noble (London: Vision; Totowa, NJ: Barnes and Noble, 1982), 151-
190, and “‘Epistolary Performances’: Burns and the arts of the letter,” in Scott and Simpson, eds., 
Robert Burns and Friends (Columbia: USC Libraries, 2012), 58-67, at:  http://scholarcommons.sc.edu/
ssl/vol37/iss1/7/.

4  G. Ross Roy, ed., The Letters of Robert Burns, 2nd ed., 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985).

5  G. Ross Roy, “Proposal for an Edition of Letters to Robert Burns,” fax to unidentified recipient, January 
3, 1994, G. Ross Roy Papers, University of South Carolina Libraries.   

6  James Mackay, “Beyond the Letters of Burns,” in Robert Burns & America, A Symposium, ed. G. Ross 
Roy (Columbia, SC: Thomas Cooper Library; Kirkcaldy: Akros Publications,  2001), pp. 6-7 (from a talk 
given to the Robert Burns World Federation meeting, Emory University, Atlanta, GA, July 2001).  
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Burns wrote to Moore, and Moore in turn addressed at least seven letters 
to Burns with suggestions and advice for his poetry as well as his personal 
life, but the two sides of the correspondence have not been available 
together.     

Some of the letters that Burns received, including some significant 
series of letters, have of course long been available.7  When Dr. James 
Currie compiled the Works of Robert Burns (1800), he included some 
sixty-nine letters from others to Burns, usually in extracts and sometimes 
heavily edited. The most extensive letter series in the Currie edition was 
of Burns’s own letters written to the song-editor George Thomson, but 
as discussed below Currie used the letters Thomson wrote back only 
selectively.8 Two other major correspondence series were subsequently 
collected for fuller publication as stand-alone editions:  the “Clarinda” side 
of the correspondence between the poet and Mrs. Agnes M’Lehose, was 
first published by her grandson in 1843,9 though that edition raises textual 
problems, and the correspondence between Burns and his aristocratic 
patron Mrs. Frances Dunlop was published in 1898.10  Over the past two 
centuries, over forty other single letters to Burns have been included in 
biographies or editions of the works or in the Burns Chronicle.  But the 
letters written to Burns have never been collected so that they can be read 
in one sequence alongside the letters he wrote himself.

The first phase of work after the project restarted centered on creation 
of the main text that would make up our edition. Joseph Durant checked 
the previously OCR-ed text against the photocopies and reformatted the 

7  On the story of how Burns’s letters got into print, see Ferguson’s introduction (I: xxxix-xlix), partially 
reprinted in Roy, Letters, I: liv-lx, with Roy’s introduction (I: lxi-lxv); J. C. Ewing’s introduction to Robert 
Burns’s Literary Correspondents (1938; see n. 20 below); and two essays by G. Ross Roy: “Editing 
Robert Burns in the Nineteenth Century,” in Burns Now, ed. Kenneth Simpson (Edinburgh: Canongate 
Academic, 1994), 129-149; and “Editing Burns’s Letters in the Twentieth Century,” in Robert Burns: 
Some Twentieth-Century Perspectives, ed. R. H. Carnie (Calgary: Calgary Burns Club, 1993), 21-27. 

8  R. D. Thornton, “James Currie’s Editing of the Correspondence of Robert Burns,” Studies in Scottish 
Literature, 35 (2007): 403–418, at: http://scholarcommons.sc.edu/ssl/vol35/iss1/30. Because Currie 
added further material in the second edition (1801) and fourth edition (1803), Professor Roy preferred 
the fourth edition, as being the last of Currie’s life-time (Letters, I: vii); R. D. Thornton suggested that 
only the added material came from Currie, so that any subsequent variants in material first printed 
in 1800 were probably introduced by the typesetters.  Further letters were also added in 1820. For 
this project, we used the earliest published text for letters from the Currie editions.   

9  William M’Lehose, ed., The Correspondence between Burns and Clarinda with a Memoir of Mrs. 
M’Lehose (Edinburgh: W. Tait, 1843).

10  William Wallace, ed., Robert Burns and Mrs. Dunlop; Correspondence Now Published for the First Time, 
with Elucidations (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1898), with additions in the New York edition (2 
vols., New York, Dodd, Mead, also 1898).
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letters to a standard template. We had originally hoped to follow the format 
of the 1985 Roy Letters, which had followed very closely Ferguson’s format 
from 1931; following discussion, we established a format more likely to 
match the needs of the Glasgow edition, based on the format in other 
recent collected scholarly editions of letters by Scottish writers, including 
the Carlyles, Stevenson, and particularly James Hogg. 

Three special issues required research: conflicts of date, variants of 
text, and annotation.  Sometimes, in different sources, letters would be 
given different dates, and even different texts, either slightly different or 
with large chunks appearing in one source that were not elsewhere, or 
large chunks clearly rewriting the equivalent passage in another.  This 
necessitated comparing every resource available through the University’s 
G. Ross Roy Collection, or that we could track down elsewhere, as for 
instance in Peter Westwood’s multivolume set of facsimiles; in the Scottish 
collaborative digital resource, BurnsScotland, formerly the National 
Distributed Burns Collection; or in other on-line resources.11  The source we 
have used for each letter is clearly identified in the first note after the text, 
and where we know of important textual variants between sources, or the 
whereabouts of the manuscript, we record that information.  

The second phase of research involves annotating the letters. Joseph 
also began drafting annotations for notable individuals, places and events, 
as well as any literary allusions that the letter writers made, especially to 
Burns’s own poetry, the classics of English literature, and the Bible.  As 
Robert Thornton and John Robotham have shown, Burns’s reading was 
quite wide-ranging, so that many allusions that earlier editors perhaps 
thought would be recognized by everybody are increasingly opaque even 
to academic specialists.12  While the allusions in Burns’s poems are often 
fully annotated in modern editions, there is already a problem for students 
with the very sparse annotation in the standard editions of Burns’s 
own letters, and very few of the letters written to Burns have ever been 
annotated at all.  However, once we had identified a phrase as a possible 
literary or Biblical allusion, tracking it down has been made easier with the 
availability of on-line resources.  Annotating these allusions now will make 
Burns more accessible to future readers and students. 

11  Peter J. Westwood, comp., The Definitive Illustrated Companion to Robert Burns, 8 vols. in 15 parts (n. 
p.: Distributed National Burns Collections Project, 2004). 

12  Robert D. Thornton, The Reading of Robert Burns as Reflected in his Letters and Poems (unpublished 
thesis, Wesleyan University, 1938); John S. Robotham, “The Reading of Robert Burns,” Bulletin of the 
New York Public Library, 74, no. 9 (1970): 561-576, repr. in Critical Essays on Robert Burns, ed. Carol M. 
McGuirk (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1998): 281-297. 
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The other aspect of annotation, the identification of people and places 
mentioned in the letters, has proved more difficult. A boiler-plate paragraph 
recycling a standard biographical reference source for every person 
mentioned would be overkill and would soon get repetitious. Ferguson 
and Roy both resolved the problem by having a separate biographical 
appendix, giving paragraph-length accounts of all Burns’s regular contacts 
(Ferguson, II: 336-376; Roy, II: 436-488). Ideally, annotations would point 
out the aspect of the person’s life or relationship to Burns most relevant to 
the particular letter, and in due course Burns scholars will no doubt catch 
these points of relevance, but they are difficult to recognize in the early 
stages of a big project.  Though we have not taken a final decision, our 
provisional decision is to give only very brief identifying notes, a phrase or 
two at most, leaving readers who want to know more to refer to the Roy 
appendix, the Burns Encyclopaedia, or similar tools. 

 In gathering materials for the Works, Currie had needed the cooperation 
of Burns’s friends and correspondents, both to get back Burns’s letters from 
those to whom he had written, and for permission to publish the letters 
others had written to Burns. In some cases, as with Clarinda, cooperation 
was refused; in others, there was hard-nosed bargaining. From September 
1792, when Burns was contributing to the first parts of George Thomson’s 
Select Collection of Original Scottish Airs for the Voice, he and Thomson 
frequently exchanged letters, with Burns contributing entirely new sets 
of words as well as edited texts.  Their correspondence was substantially 
published by Currie in his fourth volume, but not before Thomson had 
selected and improved the version Currie could work from. Burns’s side of 
the exchange, totaling over fifty letters, has since been carefully reedited 
to modern standards, but the thirty-one surviving letters from Thomson 
to Burns, heavily edited and rearranged to make Thomson seem more 
professional and literary, remain problematical. So the trustees could get 
their hands on Burns’s letters to Thomson, John Syme had given Thomson 
back his own letters, and Thomson himself reworked the edited text that 
Currie would print. In the text and letter-sequence that resulted, Thomson 
will refer to something Burns will not mention till a later letter, or a Thomson 
letter will fail to ask a question that Burns replies to in the next letter of the 
published series. Unlike Burns’s letters, Thomson’s original letters do not 
survive to help sort out these questions.  Though the manuscript of one 
original Thomson letter has recently been discovered, Thomson seems to 
have destroyed almost all the letters he got back.   

Both of the other major sets of correspondence also raise textual issues.  
Almost all the original manuscripts for the one hundred letters that Mrs. 
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Frances Dunlop wrote to Burns are preserved in the Morgan Library, New 
York. The 1898 edition, edited by William Wallace, was in general very 
reliable as to actual wording, but Wallace ‘normalized’ the presentation 
of the text, rather than reproducing the full eccentricity of Mrs. Dunlop’s 
spelling and punctuation. One of the few points of disagreement between 
Ross Roy and Kenneth Simpson was how best to deal with Mrs. Dunlop’s 
letters.  In general they had planned to edit the letters to Burns by the 
same methods and to the same standards that Professor Roy had used 
for the letters Burns wrote. For Burns’s side of this exchange, he had re-
collated Wallace’s text against the Morgan manuscripts, to present exactly 
what Burns wrote, words and presentation alike.  Dr. Simpson, however, 
felt that this would distract readers from recognizing the literary merit of 
Mrs. Dunlop’s letters; he had planned to check Wallace’s text against the 
manuscripts, to ensure that Wallace’s wording was accurate, but not to 
restore the vagaries of Mrs. Dunlop’s spelling.  For practical rather than 
aesthetic reasons, this preliminary edition will follow Dr. Simpson’s plan, 
but a future full scholarly edition is likely to follow Professor Roy’s editorial 
methodology.

Perhaps Burns’s best-known letter-series is his correspondence with 
Agnes M’Lehose, for which they used the pennames Sylvander and Clarinda. 
The correspondence makes a coherent story and so has been reprinted 
several times by itself.13  The bulk of the letters fall in a period of only a 
few months, from December 1787 to March 1788, but within that period 
the pair sometimes exchanged multiple letters in a day.  Mrs. M’Lehose 
had retrieved the originals of her letters, and as in other exchanges Burns’s 
letters far outnumber the twenty-five Clarinda letters for which we have a 
record.  Some of Burns’s letters were first printed in 1802, in an unauthorized 
edition that Clarinda  managed to get withdrawn, but the remainder and 
her own letters were not published till 1843, after her death.14 The original 

13  The first and defining edition was by William M’Lehose in 1843 (n. 9 above), reprinted New York: 
Bixby, the same year, but cf. also: Amelia Josephine Burr, ed., Sylvander and Clarinda: the Love Letters 
of Robert Burns and Agnes M’Lehose (New York: George H. Doran, [1917]); Raymond Lamont-Brown, 
Clarinda: the Intimate Story of Robert Burns and Agnes MacLehose (Dewsbury: Martin Black, 1968);  
Donny O’Rourke, ed., Ae Fond Kiss: the Love Letters of Robert Burns and Clarinda (Edinburgh: Mercat 
Press, 2000).

14  Robert Burns, Letters Addressed to Clarinda (Glasgow: Niven, 1802), repr. with intro by G. Ross 
Roy, Columbia, SC: Univ. of South Carolina Press, 2009), available at:  http://library.sc.edu/digital/
collections/sldp/clarinda.html. On the early publication history, see James C. Ewing, Robert Burns’s 
Letters Addressed to Clarinda: a History of its Publication and Interdiction with a Bibliography 
(Edinburgh: for private circulation, 1921), and cf. Pauline Mackay, “‘Prudes, pirates, and bills of 
suspension,’ the correspondence of Burns and ‘Clarinda’,” Burns Chronicle (Spring 2005), 11-14.  
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letters were then sold off quite cheaply at auction, either as separate items 
or in small lots, so they are widely scattered among different libraries 
and collectors; the Roy Collection has two original letters from Burns to 
Clarinda, and one from Clarinda to Burns that was not included in the 1843 
edition.15  Clarinda herself, and later biographers and editors treating the 
Sylvander-Clarinda relationship, have sometimes changed dates and re-
ordered letters within the correspondence, without the reason always 
being obvious.  It is hoped that returning the Clarinda letters to the larger 
biographical context will help resolve some of these questions.

One additional group of sixteen Clarinda letters, printed in the 
1850s as an appendix to a one-volume reprint of Cunningham’s edition, 
supposedly came from the library of the eccentric English bibliophile Sir 
Egerton Brydges (1762-1837).16  This appendix gives significantly different 
versions of half the Clarinda letters, with letters re-dated and with the 
text rewritten in attitude and style.  The Brydges collection also contains 
what purports to be the first letter in which Mrs. M’Lehose suggested the 
pennames under which the rest of the correspondence would be written; 
this letter is so helpful to biographers that it has frequently been quoted 
as authentic, but it occurs in no other source or archive.17 The Egerton 
Brydges appendix therefore poses bizarre problems for the modern 
editor.  Brydges had been dead some time before the earliest appearance 
of letters in Burns bibliographies, but he had owned his own press and 
for over forty years he had issued reprints of literary source-materials for 
collectors in limited editions. 18 Repeated searches have found no trace of 
such earlier publication.  The versions from the Brydges collection seem 
like intentional re-writes and re-dating, perhaps by a publisher or editor 
to get around copyright restrictions on the versions published in 1843, 
or perhaps Clarinda’s own rewriting after Burns’s death, for an edition she 
never produced, that she intended to bolster her image for posterity.

As the letters written to Burns were not preserved with as much 
diligence as the letters of the poet himself, many letters addressed to 
Burns survive only in printed fragments. In January 1797, as James Currie 

15  This and other Burns manuscripts in the Roy Collection are now accessible on the Web at:  http://
library.sc.edu/digital/collections/sldp/burns-manuscripts.html..

16  Allan Cunningham, ed., The Poetical and Prose Works of Robert Burns … with original pieces from the 
collection of Sir Egerton Brydges, Bart. (London: Charles Daly, [1855]); see Mackay, as in n. 13, and J. C. 
E., “Letters of Clarinda to Sylvander, A Burns Mystery,” Burns Chronicle, 2nd ser., 9 (1934), 72-77. 

17  Cunningham, p. 548.

18  Mary Katherine Woodworth, The Literary Career of Sir Samuel Egerton Brydges (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1935); Tony Appleton, The Private Press of Lee Priory (Brighton: n. p., 1978). 
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began work on his edition, he was faced with “a huge and shapeless mass” 
of papers, and he got an amanuensis to make an inventory of just over 300 
“letters addressed to Robert Burns and in the poet’s possession at the time 
of his death.” This inventory, which not only recorded the correspondent 
and date, but also gave brief notes on the content of each letter, arrived in 
due course in the Burns Birthplace Museum. As can readily be seen from 
the digitized version, by then it had suffered significant water damage, so 
that parts of each page are lost and the extracts are therefore tantalizingly 
incomplete.19  Despite these gaps in the text, the list was transcribed by J.C. 
Ewing for publication in the Burns Chronicle in 1933, issued separately in 
1938, and reprinted as an appendix to the Roy Letters in 1985.20 For some 
258 letters written to Burns, the summaries in the Currie list are now the 
only surviving record, and we took the decision to include them in the 
main chronological letter sequence, rather than segregating them in  an 
appendix. 

Currie’s list has unique importance, not only because of the number 
of letters it includes, but because of the range of Burns’s correspondents 
that it records—well-known figures like Dr. Moore, or Graham of Fintry, or 
Glencairn’s sister, Patrick Millar of Dalswinton, or the Earl of Buchan, but 
also many individuals who are otherwise completely unknown in Burns 
scholarship; for instance, there are extracts from business letters from a 
stonemason and a draper.  There are also relationships of recognized 
importance in which we would otherwise only have Burns’s voice, as with 
the fifteen letters to Burns from the Edinburgh bookseller Peter Hill, or the 
thirteen letters to Burns from his Edinburgh publisher William Creech, all 
preserved only in the Currie list. And there are wonderful one-off finds, such 
as the single letters to Burns from the poet and ornithologist Alexander 
Wilson or the actor-poet Gavin Turnbull or the Dumfries actor-manager J. 
B. Williamson (“Esopus”). The fragmentary nature of the Currie summaries 
makes annotation difficult, but even the fragments can fill in much about 
Burns’s life if appropriate connections are recognized.   

As mentioned above, before his death, Dr. Roy had been invited, and 
agreed, to collaborate in editing Burns’s letters for the new multi-volume 

19  James Currie, “Inventory of letters addressed to Robert Burns …,” MS, Burns Birthplace Museum, 
Alloway: at http://burnsscotland.com/items/m/ms-inventory-of-letters-addressed-to-robert-burns-
and-in-the-poet%E2%80%99s-possession-at-the-time-of-his-death.aspx.

20  J.C. Ewing, “Burns’s Literary Correspondents, 1786-1796,” Burns Chronicle, 2nd ser., 8 (1933): 18-77, 
reprinted with additional material as J. C. Ewing, ed., Robert Burns’s Literary Correspondents, 1786-
1796: a chronological list of letters addressed to the poet, with precises of their contents (Alloway: Burns 
Monument Trustees, 1938); Roy, Letters, II: 399-433 (Appendix I). 
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edition of Robert Burns, based at the University of Glasgow, and published 
by Clarendon Press.  The intention is that the Glasgow edition will in due 
course bring both sides of the correspondence into a single, three-volume 
sequence.  

We are collaborating with this plan and have already shared with the 
Glasgow project our preliminary digital texts of the letters written to 
Burns.  Because the correspondence volumes are planned for publication 
later in the Glasgow series, we plan also to make the letters written to 
Burns separately available in preliminary form, both in print-on-demand 
hard copy and in digital form.  We still have a fair bit of proof-checking 
and further annotation to do before that, but we hope this report, and the 
release of the preliminary edition, will spur the discovery of further letters 
that have so far escaped attention, and of manuscript sources for the many 
letters to Burns that are at present only known from early printed sources 
or as extracts in the Currie list. 

Contribution of articles for inclusion in the Burns Chronicle should 
be emailed to chronicle@rbwf.org.uk in a word document or similar.  
Illustrations should be included separately as jpeg or similar. Deadline for 
the next, 2016, edition is June 30th 2015 and all articles should be submitted 
by that date.   Early submissions at anytime will be most appreciated by the 
Editor.   An acknowledgement of receipt of an article from the Editor should 
not be taken as a signal that the article will be included in the Chronicle.  
The Editor cannot give any prior undertaking that anything submitted 
will be included. Articles may be referred to other advisors for qualified 
opinion, and will be edited for publication.
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Robert Burns; - Without the Kilmarnock Edition
Bill Dawson

This article gives a few thoughts on where Robert Burns was before his 
most famous edition and, where he would be today had there not been a 
printed edition, posing questions rather than giving of an insight.

The following theoretical thoughts stem from the 225th anniversary 
celebrations of the printed edition in 2011. During the celebrations 
in Kilmarnock a worthy gentleman opined that without the printed 
Kilmarnock edition of 1786 the world of today would be oblivious to the 
works of Robert Burns.  My ‘off the cuff’ and far too glib response was that 
“today we have the works of John Barbour from an age before printing” 
and “that Burns had been aware of the works of several classic Scots Makars 
from a time when printing had been much rarer then it would be fair to 
assume that the 18thC Ayrshire Bard would be similarly acknowledged in 
some way in the 21stC”. 

The recognised earliest Burns composition is the song Handsome Nell 
at age 15 in 1774. At least this is the position to which Burns later avows, 
it is reasonable that prior to this there had to be a bit of trial and perhaps 
some error, and maybe there were several rhymes from the younger Robert 
which have not survived. This, Handsome Nell, is perhaps when he realised 
he was producing something of value that should be written down and 
preserved and of some entertainment and interest to others as opposed to 
simply writing for his own satisfaction and personal enjoyment.

Burns later establishing the Bachelors’ Club to develop his debating 
skills among his peers of the parish and his joining the freemasons to 
which he quickly became dedicated were not entirely new adventures or 
practices for Burns, he previously, even in his teenage years, had formed 
friendships that provided a vehicle for expanding his word skills, and he 
was always looking for contemporaries and friendships with whom he 
could develop his rhetoric and his writing talents. Burns did not commence 
Poet to get into print but simply for the enjoyment of his immediate social 
circle and for his own satisfaction.

Printing only arrived in Ayrshire in 1780-81. Burns had been writing 
poetry for around six years before there was a printing press anywhere 
remotely near to him. Printing would not, could not, have entered into his 
reckoning.  Peter McArthur, Kilmarnock’s first printer, indeed Ayrshire’s first 
printer, quickly moved on to other parts and John Wilson took over the 
operation. The first we have from the press of John Wilson are reprints of 
religious texts and early sermons and other similarly styled works up to 
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the time of Burns’ Poems. At this time there were only a few printers active 
in Scotland, two or three in Glasgow, one in Paisley, one around Greenock, 
and if it had not been for Macarthur’s enterprise bringing the press to 
Ayrshire, followed by Wilson’s business acumen, there would have been 
little chance for Burns to get into print.   

In 1783 at age 24 Robert commences his first Commonplace Book, 
signalling that writing poetry, composing songs and writing letters was 
becoming a significant part of his life, yet we only have around twenty 
compositions from the time before the Commonplace Book,  and most of 
those are from texts transcribed into the Commonplace Book, so I wonder 
had those twenty shaped Burns ambition, or were there many more; he 
declared on page 3 of the Commonplace Book, that since Handsome Nell,

 “Rhyme and Song were, in a manner, the spontaneous language of my 
heart” 

Yet we only have these few pieces from 10 years, there must have been 
many more that were maybe discarded or otherwise have not survived 
in manuscript and are therefore lost.  The Commonplace Book is written 
for the chance discovery by someone at some unknown future time, but 
written certainly with an ambition of posterity, Burns valuing holograph as 
a vehicle towards lasting appreciation.

Perhaps a little time after this period, with growing confidence in 
his abilities, Burns adopted another practice for distributing his output 
without any ambition of getting into print. Of around 85 poems written 
by the end of 1785 several have sheet manuscript copies extant, and, for 
around 30 of these poems, multiple mss.  Does this demonstrate a practice 
of active distribution of his works among his circle?

Gilbert suggests the notion to publish first came to Robert in summer 
1784 and more than a year later, winter 1785-86, he is minded to try his luck 
in print. Of compositions from that period, Handsome Nell to Mary Morison,  
we have  30 poems or songs over approximately 10 years, drawing  the 
distinction there, because the Mossgiel period from March 1784 is where 
we really start to have a record of Burns writings;- 87 pieces in less than two 
years.  Among these several major gems; Epistle to Davie, Holy Willie’s Prayer, 
Death & Dr Hornbook, three Epistle to Lapraik, The Vision, Man was made to 
Mourn, To a Mouse, The Holy Fair, The Twa Dogs, The Cotter’s Saturday Night, 
Hallowe’en. That is not to say that the others from that period are unworthy 
of note. This plethora of quality pieces were all written by the end of 1785, 
and perhaps just a little after that Burns is writing to James Smith that he 
is thinking about going to print, maybe to raise finance for emigration to 
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Jamaica, possibly to escape away from an irate James Armour.  
 Of the poems selected for the Kilmarnock edition, there were eight 

from the early years, the rest from the period March 1784 – December 
1785. Of the 85 or thereby known works written to that time only these 
few plus a collection of epigrams and epitaphs made it into print, so my 
speculative question is “what was Burns doing with his work, to circulate 
within his circle, to the audience he sought prior to proceeding into print?

Of the poems to that date, 28 have more than one manuscript extant; 
that is sheet manuscripts and not counting entries in commonplace books 
and the like.  

Developing the speculation on this; of the 612 copies of the 
Kilmarnock edition printed better than 10% survive. Manuscripts being 
significantly more vulnerable, does survival of two or more suggest a 
number significantly larger originated? Logic suggests that where there 
are two currently extant, there were perhaps more than twenty, perhaps 
even forty, circulating in 1785? By way of illustration, The Holy Fair and 
The Cotter’s Saturday Night, there are four known manuscripts of each. 
It is quite understandable that these popular poems should be copied 
frequently for circulation among friends and acquaintances, yet only four 
survive. There are several autograph manuscripts of Holy Willie’s Prayer, a 
poem written particularly for the amusement of the people of Mauchline; 
this would have been incredibly sought after, and copies much in demand.  
There are also some other copies in the hand of others, did Burns employ 
an amanuensis to produce copies, or did friends in Mauchline copy the 
text for further dissemination?   This work was being distributed some 
months before the thoughts of a printed volume and the poem was not 
included in the Kilmarnock edition. Did Burns consider that a substantial 
number of manuscript copies in circulation in Mauchline and surrounds 
had satisfied the market for this locally themed satire and including it in a 
volume being subscribed by his Mauchline friends would have been short-
changing them? Was the exclusion of other poems from this early period 
a sign that the Mauchline / Ayrshire audience had seen these prior to the 
Kilmarnock edition?

The appearance of Poems Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect in Guid Black 
Prent did not end Burns practice of circulating works in manuscript among 
his friends.  A number of his later poems have more than one MS extant, 
although less frequently, bearing in mind much of Burns later output was 
for Johnson’s Scots Musical Museum or Thomson’s Select Collection and 
therefore shortly to be published by these gentlemen.  In a letter to Agnes 
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McLehose of December 1787, after his second edition had been issued, 
Burns writes;

“I inclose you a few lines I composed on a late melancholy occasion.  --- I 
will not give above five or six copies of it at all, and I would be hurt if any 
friend should give any copies without my consent”  (The lines referred to are 
“On the Death of Lord President Dundas”)

This surely shows that the ad hoc circulations to friends continued, but 
note the restrictions Burns places, he considered five or six copies a limited 
circulation, and therefore it can be deduced that wider circulation in 
greater numbers had been, and was still at that time, his common practice. 
He is also aware that others may copy the poem for further distribution.

If Burns had been writing a decade or so earlier or if Macarthur’s printing 
business had ceased in Kilmarnock without Wilson taking it over and on 
to publishing success, would Burns have become published and therefore 
known to the 21stC?   It is reasonable to speculate that his talents as a poet 
in manuscript form could have carried him into the notice of 21st Century 
critics and scholars. Burns’ manuscript distribution probably would have 
at some stage landed before Rev Lawrie at Loudon and perhaps he would 
have forwarded this to his Edinburgh friend Dr Blacklock but without 
Burns’ 1786 edition there would have been no review to propel him to 
Edinburgh for his second edition and therefore no liaison with James 
Johnson or with George Thomson and it was his songs for their volumes 
which really launched his posthumous wider popularity and therefore the 
global adulation of today.

Had it not been for Burns in “Guid Black Prent” there would not have 
been the mass popular adulation and celebrations interest of Robert Burns 
life and works, but his output of poems and song in manuscript would 
have endured to achieve the notice of scholars and literature academics in 
universities of the 21st century and they would surely have Robert Burns as 
a major figure in their studies.



20 Burns Chronicle 2015

Following In Father’s Footsteps
Campbell Dickson

Burns enthusiasts will know that Robert Burns toured the Highlands and 
North-East of Scotland (Burns Fatherland) in the company of Edinburgh 
High School Latin teacher, William Nicol.1 The friends left Edinburgh on 25th 
August 1787 and reached Inverness on Tuesday 4th September.  They left 
the town on Thursday 6th September to breakfast with Mrs Elizabeth Rose 
at Kilravock Castle (located between Inverness and Nairn) and later dined 
in Nairn that evening.  Burns usually travelled with letters of introduction 
from friends who had local connections and this tour was no exception.  
Two of his Edinburgh acquaintances had family links with Nairn.  The first, 
Henry MacKenzie, lawyer, literary critic and author of the novel, The Man 
of Feeling, a book Burns “prize(d) next to the Bible”,2 was also the then 
Provost of Nairn (doubtless largely in absentia)3 as well as a cousin of Mrs 
Rose, 18th Chieftain of Kilravock.  The family of the second, William Dunbar, 
‘rattlin, roarin Willie’,4 lived in Boath House on the outskirts of Nairn.  
Dunbar was an Edinburgh lawyer (a Writer to the Signet), Colonel of the 
Crochallan Fencibles – the convivial Edinburgh tavern social club which 
counted Burns among its members – and also Depute-Master of Lodge 
Canongate Kilwinning which Burns had visited in early 1787.  In a letter to 
James Johnson, Burns had asked Johnson to tell Dunbar when he saw him 
“that I left Edinr with the idea of him hanging somewhere about my heart.”5

Almost 60 years later two of the poet’s surviving sons, Colonel William 
Nicol and Major (later, Lieutenant-Colonel) James Glencairn, decided to 
tour the Highlands.  Just like their father they also travelled with a friend, 
in their case John M’Diarmid (1790–1852).6  M’Diarmid was a newspaper 

1 Robert Burns: Journal of a Tour in the Highlands, London and Glasgow, Gowans & Gray Limited, 
1927, with Introduction and Transcript by J. C. Ewing.  Robert Burns’s Tour of the Highlands and 
Stirlingshire 1787, Raymond Lamont Brown, The Boydell Press, Ipswich, 1973.  

 Details of the Tour can also be found on Inverness Burns Club’s website www.invernessburnsclub.
org.uk, in the section ‘About the visit of Burns to Inverness’.

2 Letter to John Murdoch, 15 January 1783, The Letters of Robert Burns, Second Edition, Clarendon 
Press, Oxford, 1985

3 Appendix, List of Provosts of Nairn: 1785–1787, Henry Mackenzie, “Author of the Man of Feeling”, 
History of Nairnshire, George Bain, Printed at the “Telegraph” Office, Nairn, 1893

4  The Poems and Songs of Robert Burns, Ed. James Kingsley, I, p.407, Oxford, 1968).

5  Letter to James Johnson, 4 May 1787, The Letters of Robert Burns, Second Edition, Clarendon Press, 
Oxford, 1985

6 Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004-14 (accessed online through High 
Life Highland Libraries).
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editor, born in Glasgow, the son of Hugh M’Diarmid, minister of the city’s 
Gaelic church.  After school he became a clerk in an Edinburgh counting-
house before working in the head office of the Commercial Bank in 
Edinburgh until 1817.  He devoted his leisure time to study, attending 
several classes in the university, and for two years spent his evenings as 
amanuensis to Professor John Playfair, who gave him access to his classes 
and his library.  He also formed friendships with Sir Walter Scott and his 
circle.  In January 1817 M’Diarmid joined Charles Maclaren and William 
Ritchie, founding editors of The Scotsman newspaper, in preparing its first 
number and later in the same month he moved to Dumfries to become 
editor of the Dumfries and Galloway Courier, which he edited until his 
death.  After his move to Dumfries he had met and married Anne McKnight 
in 1819.

M’Diarmid was to prove a true friend to the Burns family.  He became a 
confidant and trusted adviser of the Poet’s widow, Jean Armour Burns, until 
her death in 1834 and was also a witness to her will.  More importantly, 
M’Diarmid and his wife also cared for James Glencairn’s daughter, Sarah 
Elizabeth Maitland Tombs Burns, who had lived with her late grandmother 
in Dumfries since 1822 following the death in India of her mother, Sarah 
Robinson, shortly after her birth the previous year.  The M’Diarmids 
assumed this important responsibility until Sarah was reunited with her 
father, her step-mother (James’ second wife, Mary Beckett), and her half-
sister, Annie (born in India on 21st September 1830) when her father retired 
and returned to Britain in 1839.7 

Unlike the Poet, the party did not travel overland following the old road 
to Inverness.  Instead, they chose a sea cruise to see some of the Inner 
Isles.  No doubt the brothers would have had good ‘sea legs’ after their 
experience of the long sea voyage to India where they had served in the 
East India Company’s armies.  In addition, William had also made a voyage 
to India as a midshipman after leaving Dumfries Grammar School.8  The 
party was likely to have left from the Broomielaw in Glasgow, probably 
on board the ‘Shandon’(built by John Wood & Co in 1839, length 135ft., 
186 gross tons), operated by the company of G. & J. Burns - an interesting 
coincidence of company name although there was no connection with the 
Poet’s family.

From Glasgow they would have sailed to Ardrishaig and there 

7 Peter J. Westwood, Jean Armour–Mrs Robert Burns, Creedon Publications,1996, p.161.

8 Peter J. Westwood, William Nicol Burns–Patronage of Sir James Shaw and Lord Keith, Burns Chronicle, 
The Robert Burns World Federation Limited, 2000, pp. 128-9.
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transferred to a ‘track boat’ (i.e. a barge pulled by horses) to travel along the 
Crinan Canal to Crinan Village where they would have again transferred 
to another boat for the next part of their trip to Iona and Staffa via Oban, 
most likely the ‘Dolphin’ (a paddle steamer built by Robert Napier in 1844, 
length 161ft., 121 gross tons).  They had originally intended to continue on 
to Skye after seeing Iona and Staffa but bad weather had forced a change 
of plan and so they travelled direct to Inverness.

On their return to Oban, they would probably have transferred to the 
‘Inverness’ (built in 1832 by Robert Barclay, length 82ft, 70 gross tons) 
for the trip to Banavie/Corpach9  where we know that they boarded the 
‘Culloden’ (built in 1845 by Caird & Co., 145ft. length, 149 gross tons) for 
the journey up the Caledonian Canal to Inverness.

At Banavie the party would probably have marvelled at ‘Neptune’s 
Staircase’, where in a quarter of a mile of continuous masonry and huge lock 
gates, 8 ‘staircase’ locks raise the canal 62 feet.  The poet Robert Southey, 
a friend of Thomas Telford’s, described the immense flight of locks as the 
greatest work of art in Britain.  Although not strictly art in the conventional 
sense, the locks are a tremendous engineering achievement. 

After a shorter set of 5 ‘staircase locks’ at Fort Augustus, they would 
also have seen the old fort which gave its name to the village, whose 
Gaelic name is Killichuimen.  The fort was well sited beside Loch Ness on a 
peninsula formed by the Oich and Tarff Rivers, but with the defeat of the 
Jacobite uprising of 1745-6, its job was done.  A garrison remained until the 
Crimean War period, but the old fort was finally demolished in 1876 and a 
Benedictine Abbey was built on the site - now itself closed and converted 
into residential accommodation.

We know from the Inverness Courier of Wednesday 13 August 184510 
that the brothers and M’Diarmid had arrived in Inverness the previous 
week after their cruise (probably on 4th August).

News of the arrival of the Poet’s sons in Inverness came to the notice 
of the then Town Council.  A Council Minute records: “The Provost, having 
brought to the attention of the Town council that Colonel and Major Burns 
were now in Inverness, the council availed themselves of the opportunity of 
presenting them with the freedom of the burgh, and request the Provost and 

9 Personal communication from Ian McCrorie, CalMac historian and author of a book about 
Caledonian MacBrayne’s ships, Ships of the Fleet (Caledonian MacBrayne Ltd., 1977).  Ian is a Burns 
enthusiast and President of Gourock Burns Club

10 The Freemen of Inverness, Compiled and Written by Ex-Provost W.J.Mackay, J.P., The Highland 
Herald, Inverness, 1975.
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Magistrates and such of the Town Council as may find it convenient to present 
them with the usual tickets, and they instruct the clerk forthwith to prepare 
Burgess tickets.”11

Digital copy of Inverness Burgh Council Minute, 4th August 1845.  
(Ref GB0232/Bl/1/1/18) kind permission of Highland Archive Centre, Inverness.

However, it soon became widely known in the town that the sons were 
to be made freemen and pressure grew for a public dinner to mark the 
presentation.  An advertisement duly appeared in the Inverness Courier 
of 6th August announcing a Public Dinner that evening “to the Military 
Sons of Burns” to be held in the town’s Caledonian Hotel at 5.00pm, with 
tickets costing 7/6d (37.5 pence for those who don’t remember old pre-
decimalisation money!), with the Burgh’s Provost in the chair.  

Old Caledonian Hotel, Inverness (since demolished)
David Whyte Collection, ref: PAW_CALEDONIAN_HOTEL  

by kind permission of Highland Photographic Archive, Inverness Museum.

11 Inverness Courier newspaper, 13th August 1845 (microfilm copy, Inverness Library Reference 
Section)
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The Courier of 13 August contained a lengthy report of the dinner – 
nearly 3000 words! – describing in great detail all the many toasts that 
evening.10  Colonel William Burns expressed his and his brother’s thanks for 
the honour accorded to them and his younger brother, Major James Burns, 
sang “Of a’ the airts the wind can blaw” – the song composed by their father 
“out of compliment” to their mother.

One of the other guests present was Colonel Alexander Mackintosh 
of Farr who proposed the health of the Provost, Magistrates, and Town 
Council of Inverness.  The Colonel used that opportunity to say that he felt 
“proud to inform the company that he had served in India in the same army 
with Colonel William Burns, having had the pleasure of being acquainted 
with him in his youthful days”.

While in the Inverness area the party paid visits to Kilravock Castle, 
Culloden Battlefield, and the Falls of Foyers - all places visited by their 
father in 1787.  The Courier reported that the Poet’s sons, while standing 
on the Green Point at the Falls of Foyers, drank a toast “to the sons and 
daughters of Caledonia,” as their father had done fifty-eight years before.10

         

 Kilravock Castle  Falls of Foyers, 
Images  by kind permission of Am Baille, Highland High Life Libraries

Inverness Burns Club is proud of the association of Robert Burns with 
the city of Inverness through his 1787 Tour with William Nicol, and through 
the poems and songs inspired by the scenes he saw.  The visit of two of 
his surviving sons in 1845 showed that this visit was not to be the Poet’s 
final connection with Inverness and the Highlands and, hopefully, his 
sons returned home buoyed up by happy memories of a warm Highland 
welcome and of visits to some of the beauty spots that their father had 
visited so many years before them.
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Post-Script
In 2009 Inverness Burns Club commissioned a plaque to be located near 

the site of the former Ettles Hotel in Bridge Street (formerly known in the 
18th century as Brigg Gait) where the Poet Burns and Nicol had lodged to 
commemorate both his visit to Inverness in 1787 and the 250th Anniversary 
of the his birth.

The Caledonian Canal is 60 miles in length, made up of 22 miles of man-
made waterways and of 38 miles of natural lochs (Lochs Lochy, Oich, Ness 
and Dochfour) with a total of 29 locks, 4 aqueducts, 8 road bridges and 2 
rail bridges.  Its Principal Engineer was the Dumfries-shire born shepherd’s 
son, Thomas Telford.  The Canal was intended to serve two unrelated 
purposes.  The first was the provision of a safe passage between the North 
Sea and the Atlantic coast without the need to navigate the dangerous 
Pentland Firth and Cape Wrath.  The second was to provide employment 
for Highlanders in order to reduce depopulation through emigration.

Ironically, one of the most obstructive landowners along the proposed 
route was Alastair MacDonell of Glengarry, who complained that 
passing boats would invade his privacy and who demanded extravagant 
compensation.  His tactics delayed the work although his claims for 
compensation were rejected.  The irony is that he was one of the great 
landowner members of the Highland Society, satirised by Robert Burns in 
his Address to Beelzebub, who met to “concert ways and means to frustrate 
the designs of FIVE HUNDRED HIGHLANDERS  who …. were so audacious as 
to attempt an escape from their lawful lords and masters whose property 
they are emigrating from the lands of Mr McDonald of Glengary to the wilds of 
CANADA, in search of that fantastic thing – LIBERTY”.12

The above information about the Caledonian Canal owes much to 
the superb account of A. R. B. Haldane.   Haldane modestly states in his 
Introduction that “it would seem more natural that the story of the building 
of roads, bridges and Canal should be written by an engineer rather than by a 
lawyer.”  Anyone with a love of Scotland and, in particular, of the Highlands, 
owes a debt of gratitude to the author who discovered large quantities 
of ‘lost’ paperwork in the Record Office of the House of Lords in London 
and in the offices of The Hope Trust in Edinburgh.  His great admiration for 
Telford – the man, the engineer and also sometime poet - shines through 

12  Photographs and a report of the plaque unveiling ceremony can be found in the Burns Chronicle, 
The Robert Burns World Federation Limited, 2009, pp. 86 – 92.  Inverness Burns Club members and 
guests were joined at the unveiling by a party of American Burns enthusiasts from the Burns Club of 
Atlanta, Georgia, USA
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his masterly narrative.13 Haldane’s story is complemented by another 
excellent later account by A. D. Cameron whose third edition benefitted 
by the discovery in 1992 of maps, plans, wage books and masses of typed 
documents, much of which had “lain out of sight for decades”.

I am also happy to acknowledge my debt to a good friend, Clifford 
Parr – fellow Past President of Inverness Burns Club and founder of The 
Enthusiasts’ Burns Club of Inverness (No.1138), of which I am proud to be 
a member.  It was Cliff who first told me about the freedom of Inverness 
awarded to two of the Poet’s surviving sons and about the Inverness 
Burgh Council Minute of 4th August 1845.  Cliff is generous in sharing ideas 
and books from his extensive library.  I am happy to plagiarise Burns in 
expressing my high regard for a good friend:

“My heart-warm love to guid auld Cliff, The ace an’ wale of honest men”

13  The Poems and Songs of Robert Burns, Ed. James Kingsley, I, p.254, Oxford, 1968).
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Kilmarnock and the Kilmarnock Edition
John Burnett

Introduction
Why was the first edition of Robert Burns’s poems printed in Kilmarnock, 

rather than in a larger town with a longer history of book production?  To 
answer this question, we will examine the character of the growing town 
of Kilmarnock, the nature of the book trade in Scotland and Britain in the 
1780s, the role of the stationer in a medium-sized town, and the process 
of publishing by subscription. The background to all this is the restless 
tumbling sea of Burns’s life in 1786, when he wanted to marry Jean Armour, 
fell in love with Highland Mary, thought of emigrating to Jamaica, and in 
December was reborn in Edinburgh as a literary lion.

The Kilmarnock edition has an unusual place in the history of eighteenth-
century publishing.  The distinguished American historian, Richard Sher, 
made a list of the 115 leading writers in the Scottish enlightenment, and 
tabulated the characteristics of 360 books which they wrote between 
1746 and 1800.  One only of them had been first printed in a town with a 
population under 10,000 – Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect.
Kilmarnock

Kilmarnock had ceased to be a village – on paper, at least – when 
Thomas, 5th Lord Boyd, had it raised to the status of a Burgh of Barony 
in 1591.  Its population in the 1790s was about 5700 (compared with 
4700 people in Ayr (including Newton-on-Ayr, which was then a separate 
burgh) and 5600 in Dumfries, for example, according to Sir John Sinclair’s 
Statistical Account).  Kilmarnock’s governance was based on five trades, the 
shoemakers, bonnetmakers, tailors, weavers, and glovers.  Nevertheless, 
it first became widely known for the production of cutlery.  The traveller 
John Macky had written in 1729 that it was ‘famous for all Kinds of Cutlers 
Ware.’  Robert Wodrow, minister of Eastwood in Renfrewshire, quoted his 
colleague of John Livistoun on the performance of English clergymen, 
‘their sermons wer like their knives, very beautiful to look to; “but,” says 
he, “ther are some of your Kilmarnock whittles, that, tho they look not so 
fair as your English knives, yet have a better edge, and will cut as weel and 
much longer then they will doe.”’  There was thus a local resonance when 
Burns wrote to John Goldie, ‘Then back I rattle on the rhyme, As gleg ’s 
a whittle.-’  ‘As gleg as a Kilmarnock whittle’ was a familiar phrase.  Skill 
in metalworking must helped the growing, and increasingly mechanised, 
textile trade in Kilmarnock.
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In the eighteenth century, Kilmarnock was best known for various 
branches of the wool trade.  The most conspicuous part of it was the 
weaving of coarse carpets.  Burns was probably writing of carpet weavers 
when in ‘The Holy Fair’ he saw: 

………….  a batch of Wabster lads,
Blackguarding frae Kilmarnock
For fun this day.

Headgear was also made in the burgh, nightcaps called ‘Kilmarnock 
cowls’, and the broad, blue Kilmarnock bonnet.  The cloth for both was 
waulked in mills whose waterwheels were driven by the Kilmarnock Water.  
Kilmarnock cowls were exported to the Netherlands, where they were 
popular with seamen.  One local farmer, John Howie of Lochgoin, today 
remembered chiefly as the author of Scots Worthies (1775), a collection 
of lives of Covenanting heroes, indicated how important bonnets were 
in the local imagination.  He wrote about portents of the Jacobite rising 
of 1745, describing the apparent sight of armies fighting in the clouds, a 
phenomenon reported from various parts of Europe in troubled times.  On 
Fenwick Moor he and his family saw blue Kilmarnock bonnets falling from 
the sky ‘so near to them that they saw the very shagg and colour of their 
rings. – They fell over a little precipice, and ran a few yards on the ground, 
and then vanished.’  He added that others had seen ‘bonnets falling in 
showers.’  

In the second half of the eighteenth century, Kilmarnock began to shift 
from the manufacture of carpets into more profitable luxury products.  
In 1778 there were 240 looms for silk there.  The woollen weavers were 
moving upmarket, too.  Ebenezer Picken, the Paisley poet, advised a wooer 
to take ‘wabs o’ gude Kilmarnock plaidin’ if he wanted to be successful.  
Farmers were making possible the improvement in quality by importing 
new breeds of sheep from England, like Burns’s Mailie:

She was nae get o’ moorlan tips,
Wi’ tauted ket, an’ hairy hips;
For her forbears were brought in ships,
Frae ’yont the Tweed:
A bonier fleesh ne’er cross’d the clips
Than Mailie ’s dead.

Kilmarnock was growing.  Its second kirk had been built in the early 
1730s – the High Kirk, where John Russell was later minister – and the 
burgh was to be divided into two parishes in 1811.  It had achieved 
notoriety when its laird, the Earl of Kilmarnock, went to the scaffold in 
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1746, and it had sought to improve its reputation the following year by 
offering jobs to twenty men who had left the army after the suppression 
of the Jacobite rising.  Kilmarnock was thus beginning to play a part, albeit 
a small one, in national events.  The first bank opened in 1775, making it 
part of a country-wide network.  Kilmarnock’s industries were beginning 
to shape activity in other parishes. Shoemakers in Galston worked for the 
Kilmarnock merchants, for example.  Thornhill, forty miles away at the top 
of Nithsdale, was a source of yarn for the carpet weavers.  Kilmarnock’s 
influence was felt in another way: once there had been salmon in the 
Fenwick Water, but the growth of the tan yards and dye works drove them 
away.  The whole character of the town was industrial. Professor Smout has 
made the comparison between Dumfries in the 1790s, where 110 master 
shoemakers employed 84 journeymen, and Kilmarnock, where 56 masters 
employed 408 men, pointing to workshops and efficiency produced by 
division of labour.

Kilmarnock was in contact with places beyond Scotland.  Shoes 
were sent to Irvine by road, and on to Greenock by water, before being 
exported to Nova Scotia, Quebec and the West Indies.  As early as 1761 
two Kilmarnock ship owners, John and James Wilson, were trading across 
the Atlantic. Ten years later the Corsican patriot, Pasquale Paoli, was made 
a freeman of the burgh.  This must have been through the influence of 
his friend, James Boswell, and the granting of the honour gave status to 
Kilmarnock.

Other Scottish towns were growing in this period, and beginning to 
make contacts abroad.  There were variants, like Ayr which had been a 
major burgh but went into steep decline and was recovering its strength, 
partly due to the growth of coal mining nearby.  Dumfries was a more 
curious case, for its international trade had withered, and industry was yet 
to grow there.  Nevertheless, it was ‘remarkable as a provincial town for 
elegance, information, and varied amusement’: unlike Kilmarnock it was 
able to support a weekly newspaper and from 1792 a theatre.  The growth 
of Ayr and Dumfries was hampered by the collapse of Douglas, Heron & Co 
(‘The Ayr Bank’) – Kilmarnock may not have been so badly affected.

Although Kilmarnock was a lively, growing town, it was still small 
enough for the leading manufacturers, merchants and traders to be 
personally familiar with one another, not only through meeting at inns 
for a dram or dinner, but through frequent encounters in the street.  We 
know that Burns and his friends gathered at howffs like Begbie’s, but he 
must also have encountered them in the open air, particularly at the Cross, 
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where seven thoroughfares meet, and where the double statue of Burns 
and John Wilson now stands.
The Book Trade

A writer living in Scotland, wishing to have a book printed, had several 
options.  He or she could approach a bookseller or stationer in London: 
these people were used to dealing with clients at a distance.  Alternatively, 
he could deal with similar traders in the Scottish cities.  Or he could go to 
a local printer.

An author might judge that a London publisher would be likely to be 
best at selling his books.  Many of the leading Scots authors, such as Adam 
Smith and David Hume, were published there, as was George Douglas, 
teacher of mathematics at Ayr Academy, whose edition of Euclid’s Elements 
was issued by John Murray in 1776.  Setting a text in the Scots language 
cannot have provided a significant challenge, because compositors were 
used to setting in whichever language was presented to them, without 
necessarily understanding it.  A number of books in Scots had been printed 
in the metropolis, such as Allan Ramsay’s The Gentle Shepherd in several 
editions from 1730 onwards, and David Davidson’s Thoughts on the Seasons 
was to appear there in 1789.  Provincial stationers had agents in London, to 
whom they sent books and who distributed the latest publications.  John 
Smith, the Glasgow bookseller, said in 1781 that he had new books, ‘Just 
come to hand by the coach from LONDON’.

After London, Edinburgh was the most important centre in Britain 
for the production of new books.  In the second half of the eighteenth 
century, a larger number of titles was issued in Dublin, but many of these 
were reprints.  William Creech offered Burns lucrative terms for the second 
edition of his Poems, which a London publisher would not have bettered, 
and enabled him to make many contacts among lairds and writers.  
Glasgow, in terms of the book trade, was significantly smaller and like 
Dublin produced many reprints, particularly for export to America.  It did 
have one very high quality printer, Andrew Foulis, who produced beautiful 
books and whose edition (1788) of The Gentle Shepherd Burns admired, 
and most of the others were more than competent.  For an Ayrshire poet, 
Glasgow would have been a realistic place to have his poems printed, 
though the city’s booksellers specialised more than any others in Scotland 
– or Britain – in theology.

All over Britain, printers started to become more widespread after 
1770.  South-west Scotland was no exception.  Printing, which would have 
included the production of letterheads and notices (‘jobbing printing’) 
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as well as books had a continuous history at Paisley from 1769, Dumfries 
from 1773, and Kilmarnock from 1780.  In other parts of the country, 
printers appeared, for example, at Falkirk from 1774, Kelso from 1782, and 
Montrose from 1784.  These local printers were to be grateful to Burns, for 
they produced the books of variable-quality Scots language poetry which 
his verse stimulated.

The book trade had arrived in Kilmarnock arrived decades before the 
beginning of printing there.  The first known name is that of Matthew 
Duncan, who was described as a bookbinder, but presumably sold books 
too.  He was in trade from 1695 to 1718.

The most significant stationer in eighteenth-century Kilmarnock was 
not John Wilson but James Meuros (sometimes Meurose, c.1720-96), who 
was in business by 1745, when he subscribed for a copy of a Glasgow 
reprint of The Spectator.  By 1760 he had a circulating library, with a branch 
in Ayr.  William Burnes subscribed for a copy of one his publications, 
Thomas Stackhouse’s History of the Bible (1765), in 6 volumes, which Gilbert 
Burns mentioned in the letter he wrote to Mrs Dunlop (1797), describing 
the Burnes household at Alloway.  Meuros had a list of the subscribers for 
the Stackhouse printing.  It is impressive, including about 1400 individuals 
in Britain and 400 in America, reinforcing the point that various kinds of 
things were exported from Kilmarnock.  In this period Meuros was making 
large investments in his books.  His edition of Thomas Salmon’s Grammar 
of Geography (1767) had 30 plates which Meuros said had cost 200 guineas 
to be drawn and engraved.  He was Treasurer of the town of Kilmarnock in 
1773-77.  Meuros died on 15 June 1796, and his grave slab can still be seen 
beside the High Kirk, close to that of John Wilson.  His death was noticed in 
the London papers (for example, The Oracle, 29 June 1796).  He was known 
in London because he had been one of the successful defendants in a 
copyright case which was finally decided in the House of Lords in 1774.  
With his wide circle of contacts, he could have helped Burns to have his 
poems printed in Glasgow.  However, he had gone bankrupt in 1784, and 
at the crucial moment may not have been able to help the poet.
The Role of the Stationer

The basic facts about John Wilson, the printer of the Kilmarnock edition, 
are well-known, and are helpfully summarised by James Mackay in the 
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.  Wilson was born in Kilmarnock in 
1758, went into trade as a printer and bookseller in the early 1780s, acquired 
from Peter McArthur a printing press which was already in the town, and 
printed his first book in 1782.  Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect was 
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printed at Wilson’s press in July 1786.  Wilson moved his printing activities 
to Ayr in 1790 and took his brother Peter into partnership, keeping a shop 
in Kilmarnock until 1810.  In 1803 they started the Ayr Advertiser which 
after some years became a financial success.  Peter died in 1809, and John 
Wilson died in Ayr in 1821 and was buried in Kilmarnock.  His grave can still 
be seen beside the High Kirk.

Professor Patrick Scott has pointed out in a valuable two-part article on 
Frank Shaw’s website, “Robert Burns Lives!” (http://www.electricscotland.
com/familytree/frank/burns.htm, 

chapters 151 and 152), that John Wilson printed and published mostly 
books of conservative theology.  Some of these books were Wilson’s own 
initiative, like the edition of ‘Paradise Lost’ which he produced in 1789.  
Daniel Reid of Falkirk, who specialised in small, cheap books and pamphlets 
which could be sold in large numbers, advertised in an edition of one of 
Richard Cameron’s sermons (1776), ‘a great variety of Bibles, Testaments, 
Confessions of Faith, Books in Divinity … Sermons, Catechisms and Ballads.’  
Wilson was aiming for the same market as Reid.  Wilson’s religious output 
included the sermons and other devotional works by local ministers, 
like William Dalrymple of Ayr.  Wilson may have had no financial stake in 
producing them, for the minister’s stipend was sufficient for him to have 
been able to bear the risk of publishing himself.  As Patrick Scott puts it, the 
author was merely buying a service – printing – from Wilson.

Stationers like Wilson sold far more than books and paper.  A poem 
about this appeared as a chapbook at Glasgow in 1797, from the publishing 
house of Brash & Reid – who published Burns’s work in the collection 
Poetry – Original and Selected (1797).  It was written by Lewis Meryon of 
Rye, in East Sussex – The idea that Meryon could be Merry-One is a red 
herring – The Meryons were a Hugenot family who were well-established 
in Rye and one of them, probably the son of the author of the poem, was 
personal physician to the exotic traveller in the Middle East, Lady Hester 
Stanhope.  The poem lists the highly diverse contents of a stationer’s shop.  
It starts with the kinds of thing one would expect, newspapers, magazines, 
maps and prints.  Then there are objects which enabled the production 
of texts, ‘Quills and pens on beauteous show,  From the turkey, goose 
and crow’, and sealing wax, pocket knives, sand, paint, and slates to write 
on.  However, Meryon has also a wide range of other stock, such as toys, 
shuttlecocks, cribbage boards, telescopes, fishing rods, sheet music, and 
musical instruments; blacking for shoes, ‘Scissors, nail-nippers, nutmeg-
graters,  For those who are not nutmeg-haters’, buttons, studs, buckles, and 
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combs.  More surprising, however, is that Meryon sold perfumes: 
Nature’s gifts from every clime,
Orange, lemon, musk and thyme

and patent medicines.  Patent medicines were particularly heavily 
advertised, and were particularly profitable.  

In Scotland, patent medicines are known to have been sold by various 
stationers such as John Mennons, the well-known Glasgow printer, and 
the man who published the Glasgow Advertiser which in 1803 became 
the Glasgow Herald.  Solomon’s Cordial Balm of Gilead, the most heavily 
promoted medicine of its time, could be got in 1797 from (among others) 
the printers James Palmer in Kelso, Robert Morison & Son in Perth, and 
William Anderson in Stirling, as well as Menons.  A large bottle cost a 
guinea.  We can safely assume that all stationers engaged in this lucrative 
trade, including John Wilson.

Handbills and newspaper advertisements emphasised that the 
medicines came from London: one role of the provincial stationer was to 
move metropolitan taste to the rest of Britain, quickly.  It applied to all of 
his goods, for London was both the leader in fashion and the place where 
many skilled craftsmen worked.  Thus Hill & Son of Dumfries said in 1805 
that they had copies of Views of North Britain, Illustrative of The Works of 
Robert Burns published in London with engravings by James Storer & John 
Greig, ending their paragraph by saying that they ‘have on hand a fresh 
assortment of perfumery.’  Most of the trades in expensive goods centred 
on the metropolis.  Dumfries cabinetmakers said they were supplied by 
Broadwood of London.

The role of the small-town stationer had limits.  He was experienced 
at bringing printed books to the town, but not selling them far beyond.  
Meuros stands out as unusual because he took a role in the national and 
international book markets.  Wilson was more typical, and was not able 
to help Burns to sell his poetry outside Ayrshire.  His lack of enthusiasm 
for a second Kilmarnock edition suggests that he thought that the local 
market was nearly saturated with Burns’s poems, and he did not have the 
outward-looking vision to see their much wider appeal.

There were two parts to the stationer’s business, on one hand the high-
risk, high-profit provision of luxury goods, and on the other the safer sale 
of newspapers and paper, and jobbing printing.  When an author appeared 
with a manuscript, willing to organise the collection of subscriptions to 
fund the printing of a book, the stationer could be certain of a comfortable, 
but not particularly large, profit.  It seems a safe judgement that Wilson 
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would have wanted to deal with a poet who was backed by well-organised 
friends.

Burns’s friendships in Kilmarnock included merchants who like Wilson 
dealt in small, expensive things with distant origins.  As well as books, 
medicines and perfumes, these included plants for the garden and the 
vegetable patch (and probably also seeds, for which London was the centre 
of the wholesale trade for the whole of Britain), sold by Tam Sampson, 
and wine supplied by Robert Muir, who subscribed for 72 copies of the 
Kilmarnock edition.  A man like Muir had a circle of clients and knew that 
they would take up copies of Burns’s poems – and that they could afford 
three shillings.

Publishing by Subscription
Where did the idea come from, of raising subscriptions for Poems, 

Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect?  Many books were produced by subscription, 
though the method used was usually for a bookseller to advertise, in 
newspapers and on handbills, his intention to publish a named book by a 
named author, and then to send the manuscript to the press when he had 
sufficient responses.  For the Kilmarnock edition, Burns and his friends took 
the initiative of making personal contact with potential purchases.  

It is well-known that the multi-talented entrepreneur and intellectual, 
John Goldie, met Burns at the time of the harvest in 1785, and persuaded 
the poet ‘To try my fate in guid, black prent;’ Burns was lucky to have met a 
man ideally placed, by temperament and experience as a published author, 
to help him.  Goldie must have known Meuros, but when he wrote his 
Essays on Various Important Subjects (1779) he made his own arrangements 
for publication, placing on the title page the words ‘Glasgow: printed for 
the author, and sold by him at Kilmarnock.’  He extended this book with 
another five volumes which were again ‘printed for the author’ at London 
in 1784 as The Gospel Recovered from its Captive State.  He was probably 
sufficiently wealthy to be able to bear the risk of publishing them, because 
none of his books suggest that they were funded through subscriptions.  
Goldie clearly knew how the book trade worked and one suspects that 
he advised Burns on how to seek subscriptions in advance of publication.  
There are, however, other possibilities.

One example which Burns may have followed is that of Thomas 
Blacklock (1721-91), the blind poet, although the two did not meet until 
after Burns’s book had appeared.  He seems to have funded the publication 
of his Poems on Several Occasions at Glasgow in 1746.  His friends and 
admirers arranged a subscription edition to be produced in London in 
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1756, a handsome volume of which some copies were printed in a special 
large-paper version.  Their aim was to raise as much money as possible for 
the afflicted poet, and they seem to have used personal persuasion as a 
way of gathering subscriptions.

Another possibility is that Burns found a model in the form of another 
locally-printed book of poems.  The life of John Marjoribanks had notable 
parallels with that of Burns. He was born about 1759 – the precise date is 
uncertain – and died five months after Burns.  He spent the years 1784 to 
1787 in Jamaica, not as a slave driver but as an army officer.  His poetry, 
written in English, is technically competent and some of it engages in a 
Burns-like way with everyday experiences; indeed, it is the main source of 
information about Marjoribanks’s life.  Perhaps his most vivid work is a long 
poem, written in Jamaica, about his loathing of slavery.

For the present discussion, the significant point is that Marjoribanks 
published his poems by subscription, in 1784 and in an enlarged edition in 
1785, both printed for him at Kelso.  He was the son of a minor laird from 
Berwickshire who left him sufficient debts to bankrupt him and enforce 
the sale of his estate.  He had no cash, so a circle of friends persuaded their 
contacts to buy the book, exactly as Burns and his Ayrshire allies worked 
together.  Unlike Burns, Marjoribanks printed a list of his subscribers, and 
most are from Berwickshire and Edinburgh, as one might expect.  However, 
four Ayrshire names stand out: the Earl of Eglinton, William Fullarton 
(presumably the retired army officer who published a General View of the 
Agriculture of Ayr in 1790), the Earl of Glencairn and ‘Sir John Whiteford, 
Bart.’ (the spelling of Whitefoord which Burns usually used in his letters).  
Glencairn and Whitefoord were to be central to Burns’s introduction 
to Edinburgh society at the end of 1786.  It is possible that Glencairn’s 
patronage started before that point, and that he showed Burns, or told him 
about, Marjoribanks’s book and the way in which it had been funded.  It is 
more likely, however that Burns knew of Marjoribanks through Whitefoord, 
who was Master of the Lodge St James, at Tarbolton, of which Burns was 
Depute Master in 1784-88.

Burns could have gone to a printer other than Wilson, but there would 
have been no funds to pay him without his Kilmarnock friends.   Their 
support was vital.   It may be that they, through local patriotism, or from 
the wish to support a local man, encouraged Burns to approach Wilson.

We must not underestimate John Wilson’s role: he owned the printing 
press, employed the compositors and press men who produced the 



36 John Burnett Burns Chronicle 2015

physical book.  It was Burns, though, who decided on the style and the 
size of the edition: ‘I threw off six hundred copies’, he wrote to John Moore 
in 1787.  About 8th October 1786, he told Robert Aikin that he had settled 
with ‘Wilson, my printer.’  The publisher of the Kilmarnock edition was 
Robert Burns, and the thought that this might be an instance of what we 
now know as ‘vanity publishing’ is mistaken.  The poet made a profit.
Robert Burns and the Kilmarnock Edition

As paymaster, Burns was able to shape the physical appearance of 
the book.  For example, the Kilmarnock edition is printed with quite large 
spaces between the lines of print, and quite wide margins, like a good-
quality piece of work from London or Edinburgh, aimed at purchasers who 
expected books to be laid out thus.  We might suspect that Burns, who 
probably thought this would be his one opportunity to appear in print, 
wanted the book to look as well as it could – and he was paying for the 
paper.

The title-page, with its decorative frame like a baroque mirror, is 
unusual.  Wilson used it again, particularly for books of poetry, but parallels 
produced by contemporary printers are rare.  Professor Ross Roy pointed 
out in a note in Studies in Scottish Literature in 2001, that it was almost 
identical to the title page of A Select Collection of Poems from the Most 
Approved Authors, which had been published by Alexander Donaldson 
in Edinburgh in 1768.  Donaldson used the same design for a number 
of books in 1767-68, including three editions of Milton, eight volumes 
of Pope, as well as prose works by Rousseau and Montesquieu.  It seems 
certain that Burns chose to copy one or more of these title pages, perhaps 
because he wanted associate himself with one of these authors.

It was common for eighteenth-century books to have printed errata 
in them.  Typically, they were needed because the body of the book was 
typeset and the sheets printed, before the material on the preliminary 
pages and at the end of the book were set, and the errata were listed on 
one of these pages.  This means that the author, or whoever was making 
corrections for him, had seen the sheets only after the body had been 
printed; or perhaps had seen one set of proofs but had been too distant to 
go through several successive sets in order to make the text perfect.  The 
Kilmarnock edition is free of errata because the author was able to correct 
the proofs until he was satisfied with them.
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In the ‘Epistle to James Smith’ are the lines:
This while my notion ’s taen a sklent,
To try my fate in guid, black prent;
But still the mair I’m that way bent,
Something cries, “Hoolie!
‘I red you, honest man, tak tent!
Ye’ll shaw your folly.”

Kelly’s book of proverbs (1721) says ‘Hooly and fair, goes far in a day’, 
roughly the same as ‘slow and steady.’ Burns is saying to himself, ‘Slow down!’ 
– he is aware that he is taking a huge step, and must not expect too much.  
He compares himself with other poets ‘far seen in Greek’ whose poetry has 
not been well regarded – ‘’Now moths deform in shapeless tatters, ‘Their 
unknown pages.’’  In other words, the issue is language.  Thomas Crawford 
observed that in the ‘Epistle to James Smith’, Burns ‘is anxious to place 
himself in the vernacular tradition, which ... the upper classes have tried to 
strangle; for that is surely the implication of his statement that a tenth of 
what the Edinburgh gentry were accustomed to waste at cards would have 
been sufficient to keep Fergusson from destitution.’  Burns is aware that the 
power and originality of his poetry comes from it being written in Scots, 
but he fears that the use of his own language will stop it being read by the 
arbiters of taste who review new publications in the monthly journals, and 
by the people with a little money who might buy his book.

This brings us to the central reason why Robert Burns went to Wilson, 
the Kilmarnock printer. Burns had clear views on Scots language and the 
way it should be printed, and these views could only be realised on the 
page if he had direct contact with the compositors.  He shows concern 
in what must be one of the least-often quoted sentences in his book: ‘the 
participle present, instead of ing, ends, in the Scotch Dialect, in an or in, in 
an, particularly, when the verb is composed of the participle present, and 
any of the tenses of the auxiliary, to be.’  Burns wanted to get all of this right, 
which meant that he wanted to have close contact with the printer, and 
more specifically with the compositors and perhaps also Walter Graham, 
who worked the press.  Glasgow, Edinburgh and London were too distant 
from Mossgiel.   It was to be different for the second edition, which Burns 
corrected in William Smellie’s printing office, when the poet could afford to 
stay in Edinburgh.  
A loose end: 

Frances M. Thomson said in The Bibliotheck in 1967 that she had seen 
a ledger of Wilson’s for the period 1803-06, which listed the work going 
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through his printing shop and the number of men employed.  It was then 
in the hands of W.H. Dunlop, managing director of the Ayr Advertiser.  Does 
anyone know where this ledger is now?
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An American Trove of Burnsiana:
William R. Smith’s ‘Scrapbook’ Collection

Arun Sood
In 2008 a catalogue of the William R. Smith Collection, housed in the 

Library of the Supreme Council, 33°, Washington D.C., was published 
in anticipation of the 250th celebration of Robert Burns’s birth.  The 
bibliography resuscitated interest in a vast personal collection of Burns’s 
literary works that had been dormant since 1912, remaining relatively 
unknown beyond Masonic circles and dedicated Burns bibliophiles.

While the William R. Smith Collection is not the largest compilation 
of ‘the literary works of Robert Burns and Burnsiana in America’1, it’s 
nevertheless an impressive trove of books and memorabilia.2  In addition 
to the published writings of Burns, the collection also boasts numerous 
chapbooks and other miscellaneous ‘Literary Works about Scotland’.3  Thus, 
the bibliography, edited by Larissa P. Watkins and containing over 5000 
entries, does much to provide due exposure to an extremely interesting 
collection. 

One fascinating aspect of the collection that was not included in 
the bibliography, however, is the sixty-plus ‘scrapbooks’ of ephemera 
also located in the Library of the Supreme Council. Thought, although 
not proven, to be compiled by William R Smith and his wife Anna4, the 
‘scrapbooks’ include letters, photographs, clippings, stamps, pamphlets 
and postcards mostly related to Burns.  A quick browse through them not 
only sheds light on Smith’s passion for Burnsiana and feverish dedication 
to collecting but also, crucially, reveals something broader about the 
American iconography of Burns that had developed down tothe turn 
of the twentieth Century.  Interestingly, Watkins, who has worked at the 
Library of Supreme Council for fifteen years, maintains that only a handful 
of scholars have ever viewed the ‘scrapbooks’. 

1 Larissa P. Watkins, ed. Burnsiana: A Bibliography of the William R. Smith Collection in the Library of the 
Supreme Council, 33°, S.J. (Oak Knoll Press & Library of the Supreme Council, 2008) VII  

2 In a review of the bibliography, Frank Shaw rightly argues that The G. Ross Roy Collection at the 
University of South Carolina is in fact the largest Burns collection in America. See http://www.
electricscotland.com/familytree/frank/burnsiana.htm

3  The second chapter of the bibliography, titled ‘Literary Works about Scotland’ is primarily connected 
to Burns but also contains other literary and historical works relating to Scotland. 

4 Smith biographer Kevin Stone Fries has noted that, despite the personal nature of the ‘scrapbooks’, 
there is an absence of personal signatures.  It’s possible, therefore, that someone may have compiled 
them on his behalf.
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William Robertson Smith (1828-1912)
In order to better understand the content of the ‘scrapbooks’ and their 

broader relevance, it’s important first to consider the life and motives of 
the collector, William Robertson Smith.  In his biography of Smith, Master 
Mason Kevin Stone Fries begins by stating: 

William Robertson Smith (1828-1912) was born in Scotland, 
among the ripples of revolution in Europe, during the War for Greek 
Independence and shortly before the French July Revolution of 1830.  
He entered this world, he would tell reporters, with a love of the liberty 
of human spirit.  With a passion for an earthy divinity, Smith collected 
the poetry of Robert Burns for most of his eighty-four years.5

While Fries later touches upon their Masonic connections, this 
introductory statement reveals that it was more than just the ‘mystic tie’ 
that initially inspired Smith to become an avid collector of Burns.  Born 
to a humble family in Athelstaneford, Smith later studied horticulture at 
Kew Gardens in Surrey and subsequently emigrated to Philadelphia to find 
work as a gardener.  By 1856, he had arrived in the nation’s capital, during 
the same period that Congress had voted to construct a botanic garden 
on the Capitol grounds with samples of flora gathered by Charles Wilkes.  
Clearly flourishing as a horticulturalist, Smith soon published A Catalog of 
Plants in the National Conservatories and became superintendent of the 
newly built U.S. Botanic Gardens, where he went onto to give more than 
fifty years of service.  

 Running parallel, but not unconnected, to his career a 
horticulturalist, Smith was ardently collecting Burns’s work and sharing 
poetry with his wide social circle in the District of Columbia.  Smith was 
a Freemason at Washington Centennial Lodge No. 14. and a founding 
member of the St. Andrew’s Society of Washington.  Through both his 
professional and social pursuits, Smith grew to become a notable resident 
of the nation’s capital.   While Fries noted that Smith was drawn to Burns 
through a ‘love of liberty’, it seems his life-long dedication to botany also 
influenced an admiration for poets.  In an address to the Ninth Annual 
Convention of American Florists in 1893, Smith drew on several literary 
figures to convey the importance of horticultural practice:  

5  Kevin Stone Fries, ‘A Dream of Liberty: William Robertson Smith and His Rediscovery of Robert Burns’ 
in Larissa P. Watkins, ed. Burnsiana: A Bibliography of the William R. Smith Collection in the Library of the 
Supreme Council, 33°, S.J. (Oak Knoll Press & Library of the Supreme Council, 2008) p. 1viii
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What are we here for?[…]To elevate the aesthetic soul of a people, 
to place before them things of beauty, joys forever, as Keats has grandly 
phrased it.  The occupation is worthy of the intellect it has secured.’6  
Clearly influenced by the vogue for American Romanticism within his 

own lifetime, Smith went onto cite Ralph Waldo Emerson’s conflation of 
nature with spirituality (‘Flowers were made for the service of the soul’)7, 
before reaching a crescendo in reciting the opening lines of ‘A Man’s a 
Man for A’ That’.  Just before quoting Burns’s hymn to equality, Smith 
triumphantly defended his occupation:

I love my occupation. I think no one should engage in it who does 
not. It is, as I have said before, one of the grandest pursuits on earth.  
The occasional sneer of gilt edge mediocrity that “he is only a gardner,” 
has been grandly answered by a gardener’s son, my prophet, priest and 
king – Robert Burns – in his glorious declaration of independence.’ 8 

It seems Smith’s interest in Burns extended beyond being a mere 
hobby and was intertwined with his worldly and professional vision.  In 
line with this, most of the books in Smith’s collection are pasted with a 
telling literary attribution on the title page: 

Inspired by thee, the gardner poor,
All soul-degrading meanness spurns;

Our teacher, savior, saint art thou,
Immortal ROBERT BURNS!9

The lines are a pastiche of ‘Stanzas on the Birth Day of Burns’, written 
by Perthshire poet and radical Robert Nicoll in the 1830s.  Interestingly, 
Smith replaces ‘the lowly hind’ with ‘the gardener poor’, further suggesting 
the kinship he identified between Burns’s agricultural origins and his own 
professional pursuits.   

Though Smith had been collecting Burns’s works since emigrating to 
America, it wasn’t until meeting Andrew Carnegie in the 1890s that he 
could expand his library to a greater extent.  Carnegie helped finance 
some of the more expensive purchases and came to be a patron to 
Smith’s collecting ambitions.  In fact, the Scots-American philanthropist 
eventually became trustee of the collection after Smith’s death in 1912.  

6  Proceedings of the Ninth Annual Convention of the Society of American Florists, 1893 (Daniel Gunn & 
Co. Printers, Boston, 1893) p. 7

7  Ibid.

8  Ibid. p.14

9  Watkins, ed.  Burnsiana p.4
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Carnegie also attempted, pertaining to Smith’s wish that his collection 
remained in America, to house the books at the Library of Congress before 
it was decided that the Library of the Supreme Council would become 
their permanent home.  Whether or not Smith could have known that 
his ‘scrapbooks’ would themselves become a valuable item in his trove 
of Burnsiana is questionable.  Yet, as we shall see, they offer an insightful 
glimpse into, not just the collector’s enthusiasm for Burns, but also the 
wider public interest, perception and adoption of the poet in the period. 
The ‘Scrapbooks’

While the main William. R Smith collection is housed in the lavish 
‘Robert Burns Library’ adjoining the main Library of the Supreme Council, 
the ‘scrapbooks’ are stacked in the underground vaults of the building.  
They are of various shapes, sizes and bindings, with the vast majority 
having previously been photo albums or unwanted books that were 
subsequently tacked and pasted over.  Some of them have a number typed 
on white paper affixed to the spine, indicating a possible attempt to order 
and categorise them.  With no apparent thematic patterns, these numbers 
may well have signalled the chronological order in which they were 
compiled.  However, the newspaper clipping dates do not correspond 
with the chronological sequence on the labels.  Therefore, it’s difficult to 
ascertain if the material was compiled gradually as the years went by or 
if they were assembled over a shorter period of time.  Kevin Fries noted 
that the type on the labels suggests the same typewriter used by Smith in 
his professional correspondence, yet this evidence alone is not enough to 
prove that he was the sole compiler.  

It’s worth mentioning that many of the ‘scrapbooks’ are as much about 
Smith and his collection as they are about Burns.  There is a horde of 
newspaper clippings, having originally featured in the Washington press, 
that concern the origins and development of his impressive collection.  In a 
book ‘labelled ‘No. 23’, an article titled ‘The Library Founded on a Smuggled 
Poem’ heavily romanticises the story of a young Smith crossing the Atlantic 
with a single copy of Poems, Chiefly in The Scottish Dialect, only for him 
to subsequently become the biggest collector of Burns in America.  Of 
course, the hyperbolic headline describes the collection as stemming from 
a ‘single poem’, when in fact it was the full volume of Poems, Chiefly in The 
Scottish Dialect that Smith owned.  Not only does the story depict America 
as ‘the land of opportunity’ where such dreams are made possible, but it 
also subtly conflates Smith with Burns.  They are both depicted as Scots 
from humble origins that grew to be influential in their respective lives.  A 
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similar story is pasted into one of the unlabelled ‘scrapbooks’, recognisable 
by its spine containing the original title ‘Digest of Appropriations 1898’.  The 
article, clipped from a 1908 edition of the Boston-based Sunday Herald, 
also comments on the evolution of Smith’s collection:

From a single volume, the collection of Burns’ works which he has 
now gathered about him numbers about 4000 volumes, included in 
which are more than 600 separate editions.  The whole is the most 
complete collection of Burns’ writings in the world.
Other newspaper clippings tend to focus on the latest developments 

and discoveries relating to Burns in the period.  There is an abundance of 
articles on the ‘Antique Smith’ forgeries, which seemingly made big news 
across the Atlantic just after the scandal broke in 1890s Britain. One article, 
pasted into ‘No.34’, poses a question that continues to hold a burning 
relevance: ‘How many supposed Burns manuscripts in American hands are 
the work of Antique Smith?’

The newspaper clippings also reveal the material iconography of Burns 
that had developed in late nineteenth century America. Several articles 
concern plans for statues of the poet, with the unveiling of the Burns 
statue in Washington Park, Albany, erected by Charles Caverly in 1888, 
being the primary feature for the entirety of scrapbook ‘No. 24’.  There is 
also much interest in Burns’s portraits, with an article in scrapbook ‘No.23’ 
providing a comparison of every known Burns image in order to better 
establish what the poet looked like.  Clearly, Smith, and the wider American 
reading public, were interested by more than just poetry and had been 
absorbed by a form of hero-worship.  In addition to newspaper clippings, 
the ‘scrapbooks’ also contain pamphlets, proceedings and advertisements 
associated with several Burns Clubs in America.   ‘No. 34’ contains a poster 
advertising Newhaven Burns Club membership details, as well as a 1907 
pamphlet by the Albany Burns Club and a full transcription of an 1852 
meeting of the Burns Club Milwaukee.  

One of the most interesting aspects of the ‘scrapbooks’ are Smith’s 
personal letters.  In a series of exchanges, Smith corresponds with a friend 
about an alleged Lincoln transcript in which the 16th President of The 
United States praises Burns.  While the manuscript could not be traced, 
their dedication in trying to find it reveals a fascination for the significance 
of Burns to prominent American figures.  This is further illustrated by a 
subsequent letter in which Smith imagines George Washington reading 
his copy of Poems, Chiefly in The Scottish Dialect ‘with great pleasure’.  In an 
unlabelled ‘scrapbook’ that appears to have once been a blue photo album, 
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there is a series of travel diary entries from Smith’s trip to Scotland, some 
of which were also printed in the Sunday Chronicle.  .  The travel anecdotes 
connote a sense of literary pilgrimage and are dominated by visits to the 
Burns Cottage, to view possible Manuscripts in Edinburgh, and reflections 
on the environment Burns grew up in. Tucked into the back of the book is 
a fragment of a bed curtain, thought originally to belong to Jean Armour.  
According to an accompanying hand-written note by Smith, a square of 
the same curtain was made into a sofa-cushion for American poet John G. 
Whittier.  In addition to notes and souvenirs from Smith’s trip, there is also 
a photograph of him with Jean Armour Burns Brown (Granddaughter of 
Burns’s oldest son) and several descriptions of Burns’s family descendants.  
Clearly, after a life of collecting and adopting Burns’s poetic sentiments 
into his own world view, the circularity of returning to Scotland as one of 
the biggest collectors in the period was a poignant moment for Smith and 
it seems he did all he could do remember  it. 
Conclusion

The sheer size and eclectic nature of the William R. Smith ‘scrapbooks’ 
cannot be done justice by any form of bibliography or literal description.  
In addition to being extremely interesting to browse through in the 
grandiose surrounds of the Library of the Supreme Council, the books of 
ephemera also hold a deeper significance for scholars interested in Burns’s 
reception and influence in America. 

As noted, the 2008 bibliography of the William R. Smith collection did 
much to draw attention to a little-known American trove of Burns’s printed 
works and chapbooks. Not only does the collection hold an impressive 
array of ‘American’ editions, but also allows us to explore the evolution of 
criticism surrounding the poet across the Atlantic, as well as determine 
the frequency with which he was being re-printed.  The ‘Scrapbooks’, 
however, offer slightly different insights. To some extent, they better 
convey the effect (rather than availability and critical reception) of Burns’s 
work in America.  They are, in some instances, a living document of the 
iconography that was attached to him in the form of posters, pamphlets, 
statues and dedicated social clubs. 

    Moreover, the manner in which the books were compiled – with 
Smith’s personal story frequently conflated with Burns’s – also reveals 
something about how the poet was appropriated in the period.  There is 
little doubt that Smith, the humble but successful ‘gardener’, saw a little 
of Burns in himself. Yet the same can be said for the Masonic Clubs or 
St. Andrews societies that had also adopted Burns for their own causes.  
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An example of this from the same era can be found in the Annual Burns 
Chronicle of 1892, in which Wallace Bruce published an essay titled ‘The 
Influence of Robert Burns on American Literature’.  Where Smith frequently 
referred to Burns’s independent spirit and agricultural origins, Bruce 
appropriates Burns as a poet of God who believed that American liberty 
was ‘reared at Christian firesides’: 

Burns saw that the American Republic, in its noblest conception, 
was the highest expression of the great truths of Christ’s Gospel […] 
as a teacher of Christian truth, Burns was greater than either Milton or 
Wordsworth.10

Bruce was, of course, also a Master Mason in Hudson Lodge No. 7 in 
New York. Thus, in talking about Burns, certain individuals may well have 
been reflecting on themselves and appropriating aspects of his poetry to 
their own ends. 

 Finally, with the merits, value and scholarly significance of the 
‘scrapbooks’ established, a project to digitize to them would undoubtedly 
be beneficial on various levels.  Digitization would not only increase 
accessibility to stacks full of insightful Burns materials but also, just as Larissa 
P. Watkins’s bibliography did for the print editions, draw wider attention 
to an extremely interesting facet of the William R. Smith Collection.  For 
the time being, however, it’s still worth making a trip to the vaults of the 
Library of the Supreme Council to see what can be found.11

10  Wallace Bruce, Here’s a Hand (Edinburgh, 1893) pp.254-258

11  All ‘scrapbooks’ referenced in this article were consulted at The Library of The Supreme Council 
between November 2013 – March 2014. 
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Photography by Jeri E. Walker.   
Courtesy of the Supreme Council, 33°, S.J., U.S.A.
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The First American Burns Suppers.
Clark McGinn,

Every January across each of the fifty states of the USA the sound of 
bagpipes, the flash of tartan and the smell of haggis signifies the annual 
arrival of Burns Night for hundreds of celebrations. These are not only held 
by communities who share Scots heritage or inclination, or for those who 
need a party to get through the cold weather around the Martin Luther 
King Day holiday. Many of the guests enjoying the night are Americans 
who see Robert Burns an early poetic proponent of the philosophy and 
humanity of Dr King himself and an avatar of the pioneering independent 
spirit that built their nation firstly by wresting independence from Great 
Britain and then through a pioneer process of hard effort. There are some 
who live in Scotland see this devotion as being ‘more Scottish than the 
Scots’ and who for many years probably felt it slightly risible, but that is to 
display a carelessness over a US tradition of holding Burns Suppers that is 
just short of two hundred years old. Dinners had been held in the poet’s 
memory in the USA for some years before venerable clubs like Dumfries 
and Irvine held their inaugural meetings. This short paper looks at the early 
traditions of Burns Supper celebration across America to recognise that 
this tradition is almost as old as the initial reception of Burns across the 
Atlantic Ocean.

That American readers took to Burns early is already well known.1 Within 
a few months of the publication of the Edinburgh Edition – effectively as 
soon as the first copy fell off the boat from Scotland in July 1787 – the 
Pennsylvanian Packet newspaper pirated individual songs and poems and 
these gained currency in several other publications through the States. By 
the next year, as Rhona Brown describes it, the Packet’s editor ‘present[ed] 
Burns as a friend to American ideology’ and a local publisher had issued 
the first local (albeit again pirate) edition of the Poems, with a New York 
printing (equally as careless of copyright) following a few weeks later.2  
So, relatively quickly, Burns had an established contemporary readership 
through the new USA which appears as strong in some respects as in his 
home market. With that established readership in place, his works began to 
become part of the performative element of the social life of the diasporan 
Scots beside their hearths, in their inns or at their feasts. These Caledonian 

1  See, for example, Donald Low, (ed), ‘Introduction IV The American Reception’, in  Robert Burns The 
Critical Heritage (London, Routledge & Keegan Paul, 1974), pp.44-46.

2  Rhona Brown, ‘“Guid black prent”: Robert Burns and the Contemporary Scottish and American 
Periodical Press’ in Sharon Aker, Leith Davis and Holly Faith Nelson (eds.), Robert Burns And 
Transatlantic Culture, (Farnham, Ashgate, 2012), pp.71 – 86, at p.79.
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migrants had founded St Andrew’s Societies initially as charities for the 
relief of fellow Scots fallen on hard times, starting with the Scots Charitable 
Society of Boston in 1657 which was an analogue of the Royal Scottish 
Corporation -or ‘Scots Box’ - of London (itself established on or before 1611). 
Sister societies arose through the North American colonies through the 
eighteenth century: Charleston St Andrew’s Society (1729) was followed 
by a similarly named association in Philadelphia in (1749), Baltimore 
(1750), New York (1756) - which formalised a wider obligation within its 
constitution of ‘promoting social intercourse amongst Scots’ equal to its 
mission of good works - and Boston (1768 – which subsequently merged 
with its earlier incarnation). 3 

Each of these societies held meetings through the year which 
culminated in the grand anniversary feast to ‘the pious memory of St 
Andrew’ each November. Burns’s poems are recorded as recitation pieces at 
the St Andrew’s Night dinner in Pittsburgh in 1790 (where ‘a part of Robert 
Burns, the Ayreshire plooman, [...] was chanted by Sawney Shaw’) and his 
works feature in regular quotation and song at many similar occasions 
over the next years. 4  Scots appeared hungry for news of a man who was 
gaining recognition as Scotland’s national bard and Burns’s early death was 
misreported in several papers in early 1789, (‘DIED – at Greenock, Robert 
Burns, the celebrated Argyleshire plowman and bard’ – which must be a 
record for the number of journalistic errors in fewer than a dozen words!) 
5 There was a constant run of poems, anecdotes and advertisements for 
new editions such that when he truly died in late July 1796 there was a 
huge coverage of his obituary and biography in the American papers and 
journals throughout the remainder of that year.6

Commemorating Burns in the twenty-year old independent USA really 
took off after his death when the extant American Scottish societies added 
the toast to Burns’s memory to their already extensive toast lists, effectively 
including him as one of the defining  attributes of being Scottish (alongside 
‘hamely fare’, fraternal bonding, a lot of whisky and tartan) and by 1804, 
newspaper reports of the Scots St Andrew’s feasts commonly included a 
toast – admittedly one of maybe two or three dozen of an evening - along 

3  Carol Thompson Gallagher, The Scots Who Built New York, (New York City, St Andrew’s Society of the 
State of New York, 2006), p.19.

4  Pennsylvania Packet 25 December 1790.

5  Salem Mercury, 3 March 1789.

6  State Gazette of South-Carolina, 26 February 1789; Hampshire Chronicle 11 March 1789; 
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the lines of ‘The Memory of Robert Burns, The Ayrshire Poet.’7 Interestingly, 
from time-to-time other national diasporic societies adopted Burns as the 
subject of a toast reflecting honour to Scotland as a sister nation within the 
British Isles. Several Irish associations not only toasted Burns but adapted 
his poetry to create an address as part of another national toast, as in this 
example from the Sons of Erin banquet in Pittsburgh, PA on St Patrick’s Day 
1807:

The Irish Potatoe [sic]: God bless the man who invented it. 
Ye Pow’rs, wha mak mankind your care,
And dish them out their bill o’ fare,
The Sons of Erin want nae skinking ware
                    That jaups in luggies;
But, if ye wish their gratefu’ prayer
                    Gie them POTATOES!’8 

There is also a single reference to the ‘Memory of Burns’ as being 
honoured at a St George’s Day dinner in Charleston, SC in 1832.9 With due 
reciprocity, the Scots regularly toasted Irish poets such as Thomas Moore 
or English writers from Shakespeare to the Lake Poets in November time. 

In some ways, the Scots adding Burns is hardly a surprise, giving a new 
and current dimension to the celebration of national identity at a distance 
from ‘home’. As Annette Hope describes it: ‘distinctly national forms of 
feasting have more significance for exiles than for those who remain in the 
home country’ and the cultural clash between the exiled and the home 
Scot (still not an uncommon event) was rarely far away.10 The St Andrew’s 
dinners were highly formal and tartanised and generally represented 
the highlight of the social year for many of Scottish social allegiance, 
mixing Highland and Lowland concepts within an American context. This 
sometimes created jarring tones, particularly around the identity and 
cause for celebration of the poet icon Robert Burns. One of the earliest 
Scots travellers to record his reaction to an American toast to Burns at St 
Andrew’s Night which was accompanied with recitation of his works was 
John Duncan of Glasgow in 1818.  Duncan’s rather ungracious diary note, 

7  Pennsylvania Packet, 25 December, 1790. Albany Spectator, 12 December 1804; Commercial 
Advertiser, 8 December 1804; and Albany Gazette, 6 December 1804.

8  Commonwealth, 25 March 1807.

9  Charleston Courier, 26 April 1832.

10  Alex Tyrrell, Patricia Hill and Diane Kirkby, ‘Feasting on National Identity: Whisky, Haggis and the 
Celebration of Scottishness in the Nineteenth Century’ In Dining on Turtles: Food Feasts and Drinking 
in History, Diane Kirkby and Tanja Lucking (eds.), (Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2007) pp.46 – 63, 
at p.52.
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picked on the local customs and accent set against familiar cultural effects: 
‘I was sadly mortified last night; - a miserably insipid mixture of Yankeeism 
and Land-of-Cakeism; neither one nor other, but both spoiled.’11

That criticism aside, and it should be remembered that these St 
Andrew’s and Caledonian societies are thriving today on essentially 
the same programme so they still cater to a particular need, there was 
a consideration that, as was happening in Scotland and throughout the 
British Isles, a free-standing commemoration of Burns and his life and 
works was called for. At one level, the exclusive membership requirements 
of the St Andrew’s Societies with regard to Scottish birth or ancestry cut off 
the wider American population from mainstream participation in the act 
of celebrating Burns, so a more open forum developed, albeit one which 
unconsciously absorbed some of the traditional tartan baggage from the 
older clubs. There was a need for a more open venue to enjoy and to praise 
Burns the Bard.

The holding of Burns Suppers in Alloway (arranged by the indefatigable 
Reverend Hamilton Paul) had been reported in the American press in some 
detail. Copied reports from the British papers, including the Ode in Paul’s 
characteristic style, appeared as early as 1803  and were repeatedly printed 
the following year and again in both 1806 and 1808.12 These reports 
seem to have been cross posted through other states and publications 
opening the concept of dining in memory of Burns around his birthday 
to the American market.13 Following peace in North America after the 
War of 1812 and the downfall of Napoleon in 1815, we find the formal 
memorialisation of Burns through the medium of dining expand through 
the British American colonies (including Jamaica) and equally through the 
USA, leaving the local Scottish charitable associations and communities to 
dine in November while the new Burnsians feasted in January. By the time 
of the London fundraising Burns Supper in 1818, Alexander Boswell was 
able to toast ‘the American Admirers of Burns,’ with Richard Rush, the US 
Minister to the Court of St James, responding heartily: 

11  John M. Duncan, Travels Through Part Of The United States And Canada In 1818 And 1819, (Glasgow, 
GU Press, 1820), vol ii, p.235.

12  The Balance and Columbian Repository 7 February 1804; Connecticut Gazette, 9 May 1804; Oracle 
Post (Portsmouth, NH), 15 May 1804 ; Oracle of Dauphin (Harrisburg, PA), 2 June 1804; National 
Intelligencer (Washington, DC), 23 April 1804; Port Folio [Philadelphia] NS 5 (2 January 1808) (quoting 
the Alloa’ Club’s 1806 meeting).

13  The Balance and Columbian Repository, 7 February 1804 (Hudson, NY), reporting the Port-Folio (n.d.); 
Port Folio [Philadelphia], 2 January 1808.
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Mr. RUSH begged leave to return his best thanks for the gratification 
which he felt in being admitted to the Meeting, and for the honour which 
had been done to the American Admirers of Burns. The Strains of Burns 
were alike intelligible to the people of all nations; and the representative of 
another nation might therefore, with perfect propriety, participate in the 
honours shewn to the memory of Burns.14 

In this reception and spread of interest through a community of 
‘admirers’ we can see clear influence of Hamilton Paul’s approach alongside 
the genre poetry of Scots immigrants, notably Paisley’s Alexander Wilson 
(1766 -1813, who emigrated to the US in 1794) and Ayrshire’s Hew Ainslie 
(1792 - 1878, emigrated 1822). In those early years then, the concept of 
the Burns Supper was not alien to the Americans and a combination of 
Freemasonic brotherhood and blood-brotherhood saw the adoption of 
the new Burns Supper format as part of the annual social cycle.  

Burns clubs [...] have been assembling since 1812 to celebrate the work 
and life of eighteenth-century Scottish poet Robert Burns, with copious 
documentation of the author’s writing, elaborate kilted dinners of haggis 
and whiskey [sic], musical performances, and dramatic readings of Burns’s 
poetry.15

There is talk of a Burns Supper in Baltimore in 1812, but no contemporary 
record has yet been discovered. The earliest newspaper report discovered 
to date points to a Philadelphia Burns Club which held its first dinner in 
January, 1817.16 That dinner is not reported, but the Club’s second supper 
is, and it makes an interesting read for, while the menu is not recorded and 
the toast list would be impossible for the twenty-first century posterior, it 
could only be a Burns Supper as we know it. Its format is clearly recognisable 
today, although with the appreciation of Burns in the form of a poem 
rather than a prose speech, an almost melancholy toast to Burns’s memory 
(this is the first recorded use of the exact phrase ‘the immortal memory’ in 
a toast to Burns),17 and a use of Burns’s songs and poems, interspersed with 
the works of other Scots writers. It is no different to the form of anniversary 
celebration that was seen in Scotland and England at that date. The New-

14  Caledonian Mercury, 1 June, 1818.

15  Richard Zumkhwala-Cook, ‘The Mark of Scottish America: Heritage Identity and the Tartan Monster’, 
Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies, vol. 14, No. 1, Spring 2005, pp.109-136, at p.121.

16  Poulson’s American Daily Advertise, 22 January 1817.

17  Paisley Burns Club calls William McLaren’s January 1805 speech ‘the first Immortal Memory’ which 
is not strictly accurate and may be seen as another example of the Burns Club mythology: the 
‘Memory of our Immortal Bard’ being in etiquette quite different to an ‘Immortal Memory’.
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York Daily Advertiser of 3 February 1818reported the proceedings at length 
including a 48 line poem composed for the occasion and the entire toast 
list;

BURNS CLUB
Thursday being the anniversary of the birth of the Scottish Bard, twenty 

gentlemen sat down to an elegant entertainment in Rubicam’s Hotel,
GAVIN HAMILTON Esq. In the Chair.
The day was spent in social glee and ‘weel timed daffin.’ The following 

Poem (omitted here Ed.) for the occasion from the pen of Mr. Pattison, was 
written for the occasion. 

TOASTS
1st. The Immortal Memory of Burns!
‘Fled like the sun eclips’d at noon appears
‘And left us darkling in a world of tears.’
   Song. – The Flowers o’ the Forest.
2d. The Land o’ Cakes.
‘Land of my sires! what mortal hand 
‘Can e’er untie the filial band
‘That knits me to thy rugged strand!’
       Song – ‘Their groves o’ sweet Myrtle.’
3d. The Kirk o’Scotland. Song – ‘Jean o’Caledonia.’ 
4th. Scotland’s Daughters!  Song –‘Green grow the Rashes.’
5th. The Land we live in, and the land we left – perpetual peace between 

them. Song – ‘When wild war’s deadly blast was blawn.’
6th. The memory of Buchanan, Lindsay, Ramsay, and Ferguson.
‘Auld Coila now may fidge fu’ fain,
‘She’s gotten poet’s o’her ain;
‘Chiefs wha their chanters winna hain,
         ‘But tune their lays,
     ‘Till echoes a’ resound again,
         ‘Her weel sung praise.’
7th. The immortal memory of Shakespeare. Song. – ‘O! Willie was a 

wanton wag.’
8th. The Scottish living poets: Campbell, Scott, Hogg and Wilson – may 

they long enjoy their well won bays. Song – ‘The Thistle of the North’
9th. Moore, Byron and Hunt, Song – ‘O! tell me no more. &c’.
10th. The immortal memory of Bruce and Wallace. Song –Scots wha 

hae wi’ Wallace bled.
11th. The immortal memory of General Washington. Song – Hail 

Columbia!
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12th. The Scottish Bar and John Clark of Elden: a man who, rising above 
all little affectation, is not afraid to ‘sprinkle’ his finest orations with the 
powerful and musical language of his fathers. Song – The Gaberlunzie Man.

13th. Scottish Pulpit oratory, and the Rev. Dr. Chalmers: a man (to make 
use of his own inimitable language) ‘whose wakeful sympathies overflows 
the field of his own immediate neighbourhood – to whom, the name of 
country comes up with all the omnipotence of a charm upon his heart, 
and with all the urgency of a most righteous and resistless claim upon its 
services; who never hears the name of Scotland sounded in his ears, but it 
stirs up all his enthusiasm in behalf of the worth and welfare of its people; 
who gives himself up, with all the devotedness of a passion, to the best 
and purest  objects of patriotism; and who spurning away from  him the 
vulgarities of party ambition, separates his life and his labours, in the fine 
pursuit of augmenting the science, and the virtue, and the subsequent 
prosperity of his nation.’ Song –‘Ye banks and braes and streams around’ 
&c.

14th. Scottish talent: as transcendently glorious in arms, as illustrious in 
poetry, history, philosophy and divinity. Song – ‘Garb of old Gaul.’

15th. The Scotsman’s creed: honor to the parent, respect to the aged, 
love to the fair, and laurels to the brave. Song – ‘Auld Lang Syne.’

16th. Auld Reekie – The Athens of Europe [sic!]
‘Thy sons, Edina, social, kind,  
  ‘With open arms the stranger hail;  
‘Their views enlarg’d, their liberal mind,  
  ‘Above the narrow, rural vale:-
 ‘Thy daughters bright thy walks adorn,        
  Gay as the gilded summer sky,  
Sweet as the dewy, milk-white thorn,  
  Dear as the raptur’d thrill of joy!
Song – ‘Within a mile of Edinboro’ Town.’
17th. The family of Burns; May Scotland tak’ tent of the Byke. Song – 

‘The meal was dear lang syne.’
18th. Scotsmen’s wives and Scotsmen’s bairns, & a wha lay in Scotsmen’s 

arms. Song – ‘My wife’s a winsome wee thing.’
19th. Highland Hospitality. Song – ‘The lass that made the bed.’
20th. Lady Glenorchy’s Garters. Song – ‘Whistle o’er the lave o’t.’18

18  New-York Daily Advertiser, 3 February 1818.
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The Philadelphia Burns Club held its next Supper in the Golden Eagle 
Inn under the chairmanship of John Pattison, the author of the Ode 
reported above, toasting its brethren in Dumfries who were instituting 
their new club that same night in 1819. This shows an interesting 
transatlantic correspondence in matters Burnsian: ‘Toast 16th. The Burns 
Club of Dumfries – which today, for the first time, celebrate the anniversary 
of the birth of their fellow townsman.’19 The Philadelphians exhibiting the 
brotherly love that their name implies, although definitively positioned as 
the elder brother to the Dumfriesians. Although there is no information 
about how formal or extensive the Club’s activities were, there are regular 
if not annual reports of Burns Suppers there from then through 1859 and 
thereafter.20  

The phenomenon grew more widespread just as it had at home. 
The chairman of the Burns Supper held in Paterson, NJ in January 1820 
described to his guests how he received the inspiration to arrange that 
event through the example of a friend in Jamaica who had ‘repeatedly 
attended’ anniversary suppers on that island. He saw their dinner as part 
of a wider party:

I am proud to remark, that the people of the United States with their 
wonted liberality, have not been the last to recognise and to do justice to 
[Burns’s] merits. An intelligent traveller in this country informs us, that in 
the state of Virginia, in particular, he found the people as conversant with 
Burns as the people of Ayrshire [...]

This evening thousands of his admirers are toasting his memory with 
enthusiasm in various parts of the world, from the Banks of the Ayr to the 
Banks of the Ganges. Let us join them with equal enthusiasm on the Banks 
of the Passaic.21

Burns Suppers were first held in New York City between 1822 and 1825 
where Anniversary Odes were published by the New Jersey lawyer and 
minor poet James B Sheys for ‘The Burns Club of New York at its Anniversary 
Dinners.’ 22 Sheys was a resident of Paterson, so is likely to have attended 
the 1820 dinner there and was moved to create a similar festival across 
the Hudson. He was to provide a regular supply of Immortal Memory odes 

19  Poulsons American Daily Advertiser, 5 February 1819.

20  Other than the above ghost reference to Baltimore in 1812. 

21  New York Daily Advertiser, 2 February 1820.

22  James B. Sheys, ‘Ode to the Memory of Burns, written for his Anniversary, Jan. 25th, 1822’,  Ladies’ 
Literary Cabinet, [New York] NS 5, 9 March 1822, p. 143; also James B. Sheys, ‘Burns. For the New York 
Burns Club,’ New England Galaxy #8, 4 February 1825.
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for that club (which, through various disputes common in the fissiparous 
world of Burns club life, still exists as The Burns Club of the City of New 
York.) His first works ends with a rousing call to fill and empty the glass:

Oh Scots’ wha’ in this westlin clime
Far frae your native heather,
Gie honor till the son o’ rhyme
Wha was fair virtue’s brither,
Come — toom the glass again — again
To him the Bard an a’ that,
Whase proud heart pour’d the noble strain—
‘A man’s a man for a’ that!’

These dinners in NYC were continued year-on-year by differing 
groups, such that in the late 1820s and 1830s there might be three or four 
independent Burns Suppers in the City and its environs, happily toasting 
each other’s efforts from the comfortable surroundings of The Blue Bonnet 
Inn, the Rob Roy Tavern, or the Upper Village.  The Burnsonian Club of 
Harsimus, NJ cheered its Manhattan co-celebrants to the rafters from 1826.

Other cities had runs of suppers from the 1820s: notable examples 
being Baltimore, MD (at least in 1825 then over a decade from 1828) or 
Greenwich, CT (from 1826 for at least three years) and also in Connecticut, 
the town of Tarriffvile (from 1833).  By the 1840s there were regularly 
around a dozen Burns Suppers reported in the USA compared to around 
thirty in Scotland.

The earliest records of a formalised haggis ceremony in a US Burnsian 
context come from around this time: in Philadelphia (1824) and Baltimore 
(1830):

The table was adorned with some Scotia’s favourite dishes, amongst 
which the Haggis, held a conspicuous place, and Burns’ celebrated address 
to the same, was recited in an appropriate manner.23

Amongst the other viands with which the table was plentifully spread, 
appeared in due time a Haggis, ‘Great Chieftain O’ the Pudding  Race’ over 
which was recited the Bard’s celebrated address. 24

There were also several important articles of review and analysis of the 
poet and his works. One such, ‘On the Poetry of Burns,’ by James F, Otis in 
1837 describes its origin as ‘being written at the request of a literary society 
of which the author was a member’ and describes itself as ‘an essay to be 

23  Georgian (Savannah), 18 February 1824.

24  Baltimore Gazette and Daily Advertiser, 1 February 1830.
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“read not printed”’ and certainly this work has the tone of a modern prose, 
immortal memory speech, if relatively long and erudite.25 As in the UK, the 
norm remained until the late 1840s for a poem to be the centrepiece of the 
evening.

Regular reports tend to come from the thirteen original states, but 
as the USA occupied its new territories pioneers carried the poems and 
celebration of Burns ever westward. Louisville, KY’s first celebration was 
held in 1838 and St Louis, MO followed in 1843. The first held in California 
was in January 1846 with repeated events in Ohio’s cities (Columbus, 
Cincinnati and Cleveland) from 1849. By the 1850s there were many, many 
events such as the anniversary dinner in Portage City, WI whose arrangers 
warned the public: 

Don’t forget the Burns’ festival at the Washington House This Evening 
[26 January 1852] -  A rich treat awaits all who attend.26

Most of these dinners were arranged by informal groups, some of 
whom called themselves a ‘club’ albeit one whose sole purpose was to have 
the annual Burns Supper, and so the formal club membership more often 
than not remained the remit of the St Andrew’s or Caledonian Society. As 
the Burns Literary And Social Club of Boston inaccurately described their 
perception of the historical position:

Prior to 1850, when the Club was first organised, parties had frequently 
met to celebrate the birthday of Burns; but these celebrations were the 
results of impulses begotten on occasion, and gratified, to be revivified or 
not as errant chance might suggest. We know of no associated Burns Club 
or society before our own had its origins although attempts were several 
times made to that end without permanence of result.27

This statement was challenged by Albany Burns Club who asserted 
that ‘as far as we can find out, our club is the oldest in the country’ and 
(with merit) based their claim on a series of celebrations which began with 
‘the anniversary of the birth day of the Scottish Poet Burns [on 25 January 
1829], was celebrated in Albany by a splendid gala at the Knickerbocker 
Hall. Nearly 400 ladies and gentlemen were present.28 (This was one of 
the earliest Burns Suppers which admitted women and men as equal 
participants.) From the reportage above, of course, Philadelphia, New 

25  Southern Literary Messenger, vol II, no IV March 1826 p. 238.

26  River Times (Fort Winnebago, WI), 26 January 1852.

27  Anon, Celebration of The Hundredth Anniversary of The Birth Of Burns: Boston Burns Club, January 25th, 
1859, (Boston, H.W. Dutton & Son, 1859), p.4.

28  Rhode-Island Republican, 5 February 1829.
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York or Baltimore had stronger credentials to be the oldest association.29 
Leaving aside controversy over who is the oldest Burns Club (a traditional 
pursuit common on this side of the pond, too), the analysis shows that 
despite the lack of robust and perennial club structure, the annual number 
of commemorations held across North America grew towards the 1859 
Centenary of the poet’s birth, not solely through the expanding Scots 
immigration, but due to the resonance of themes of the poet’s life and 
works with both the pioneering era in the USA and its increasing debate 
on democracy and human rights. The former was an all-encompassing part 
of the movement towards ‘Manifest Destiny,’ while the slavery question 
saw Burns equally lauded north and south of the Mason-Dixon Line. The 
anti-Slavery movement used set-piece dinners such as at the Burns Club of 
Rochester in 1849 where the leading abolitionist, Frederick Douglass gave 
the Immortal Memory speech on the theme of ‘a man’s a man,’ pointedly 
using Burns’s poetics in the context of Burns Supper fellowship and 
conviviality as a direct reproach to segregation: 

Though I am not a Scotchman, and have a colored skin, I am proud to 
be among you this evening. And if any think me out of my place on this 
occasion (pointing at the picture of Burns), I beg that the blame may be 
laid at the door of him who taught me that ‘a man’s a man for a’ that.’ 30

Yet their opponents, mainly in the Southern states had no difficulty 
in commemorating Robert Burns and using his life and works 
unselfconsciously while being waited on at dinner by chattel slaves. 

The expansion in participation was such that the 1859 Centenary year 
saw a total of 61 US Burns Suppers recorded in Ballantine’s Chronicle, with 
celebrations in 18 of the 33 admitted States (plus Washington DC) which is, 
in all likelihood, an understatement of the extent of the phenomenon.  The 
oldest clubs Albany, Baltimore, Boston, Cincinnati, Jersey City, New York 
and Philadelphia each organised its annual festival, joined by eight younger 
clubs but, as in Britain, the Burns Supper was no longer the preserve of the 
formal Burns Club as three-quarters of the dinners were events in a wider 
constituency. Similarly, only nine of the 61 were composed exclusively of 
‘Scotchmen’ – as the gathering at St Louis, MO heard:

It was not left to Scotchmen alone to commemorate the man. Burns 

29  David M. Kinnear, The Albany Burns Club, (Albany, Albany Burns Club, 1919), p.5.

30  Frederick Douglass, ‘On Robert Burns and Scotland: An Address Delivered in Rochester, New York 
on 25 January 1849’, in John W Blassingame (ed.), The Frederick Douglass Papers. Series One: Speeches, 
Debates and Interviews, 5 vols, (New Haven & London, Yale University Press, 1982), vol 2: 1847-54, 
pp.147-48.
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belongs to no nation. Humanity claims and loves him. The hundreds of 
Americans assembled, of a correct analysis of their estimate of Burns could 
be made, would find that deeper than their admiration of the unrivalled 
genius of the poet lay a home-like affection for the loving-hearted manly 
Robert Burns.31

The enthusiasm which drew anniversary poems from the pens of many 
of the greatest American poets, rhetoricians and litterateurs, of the time 
can be better understood in the context of a tradition of Burns Suppers 
stretching back for over forty years. While those decades had seen some 
lapses into Brigadoonism, such as the Chairman’s reported closing remarks 
in Newark in 1837:

The night drave on wi’ sangs and clatter, till the wee short hand ayond 
the twal; pointed to discretionary men, and ejaculated, time is wearing 
awa! – so up got the Chairman, and said, Gentlemen, you have spent a 
canty night together, your kytes hae been weel stowed wi’haggis, and 
plenty other dainties, - your thrapples have been weel anointed wi the 
mountain dew of Glenlivit, - your een hae witnessed laughing jollity, flitting 
and playing on ilka cheek, like the Aurora Borealis aboon your head; - your 
lugs hae drank in the simple, but sublime melodies of the immortal Burns; 
- in fact, your whole senses, hae been steeped in the gushing fountain of 
love and tenderness, and least ye tint the impression of this cheering night, 
you had better depart, in peace, and love and joy, be wi’ you a’.32

The driving force, as in other countries where the Burns Supper was 
adopted, was a combination of the performative works of Burns in a happy, 
convivial setting.  The life and works of Burns resonate with many historical 
periods and many cultures, evincing an essential humanity and bond. This 
was no exception in the USA.  The tradition of the Burns Supper is effectively 
as old in America as it is in Scotland and England, and slightly older than 
in Canada, the Antipodes or India. Several parts of the traditional format 
we enjoy today are heavily influenced from US interpretations of Scots 
culture. So when we analyse the reception of Robert Burns as a poet in 
American culture, we should do so in an appreciation that his poems and 
songs were heartily enjoyed around the table thousands of miles away just 
as they were around his birthplace. The conviviality worked at the Burns 
Suppers in America because the participants could feel that if Burns were 
still alive this festive evening of food and drink, toasts and songs would be 

31  Ballantine, James, Chronicle of the Hundredth Birthday of Robert Burns, Collected and Edited by 
James Ballantine, (Edinburgh & London, A. Fullerton & Co, 1859) p.604.

32  Newark Daily Advertiser, 31 January 1837.
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an evening he would enjoy: as Hamilton Paul said of the first Burns Supper 
in Alloway: ‘the party was such as Burns himself would have joined with 
heartfelt satisfaction.33 To cement that in the US context, he was, and still 
is, seen in some ways as an ‘honorary American’ as Oliver Wendell Holmes 
said:

Burns ought to have passed ten years of his life in America, for those 
words of his: 

‘a man’s a man for a’ that’
show that true American feeling belonged to 

him as much as if he had been in sight of the hill 
before me as I write – Bunker Hill.34

Which is why Americans have enjoyed commemorating Scotland’s bard 
in many ways, but notably in celebrating Burns Suppers for over 198 years.

       

33  Robert Burns, The Poems & Songs, With A Life Of The Author, Containing A Variety Of Particulars, Drawn 
From Sources Inaccessible By Former Biographers. To Which Is Subjoined, An Appendix, Consisting Of A 
Panegyrical Ode, And A Demonstration Of Burns’ Superiority To Every Other Poet As A Writer Of Songs.’ 
Hamilton Paul (ed.), (Ayr, Wilson McCormick & Carnie, 1819), p.295.

34  Quoted in Goodwille, Edward, The World’s Memorials of Robert Burns, (Detroit, Waverley, 1911), 
p.169. 
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The Burns Movement, 
the Chair of Scottish History and Literature 

at the University of Glasgow 
and the Study of Scottish Literature1

Gerard Carruthers
      In 1885 the Burns Federation, capitalising on the rapid development 

of Burns Clubs in the previous eight decades, is founded. Two of the main 
aims of the Federation were firstly (and obviously enough) to foster links 
between its many clubs and secondly, as efforts during its first quarter of a 
century demonstrate, the sponsorship of Scottish Literature. One strategy 
of the Federation here was the aim of founding a ‘Burns Lectureship’ at the 
University of Glasgow, where this lecturer’s remit was to include as well 
as teaching Burns, other poetry and literature that had been produced in 
Scotland.2 In the Glasgow and West of Scotland area, especially, Burnsians 
built a campaign for which William Freeland, editor of the Glasgow Evening 
Times, came to be the principal spokesman. Freeland and other members 
of the Federation codified a series of arguments that stood at the same 
time for the remit of a Burns lectureship:

Scottish is a living language and should be studied and taught in a 
manner to secure and maintain accuracy of form and purity of sound.

 That Scottish literature is rich in noble writings in prose and verse, and 
is therefore as worthy of being investigated and taught in Universities as 
English or Gaelic.

That Scottish History is of such vital interest that a clear knowledge 
of it should be held as imperative and indispensable in a sound Scottish 
education.

There are very few examples, I suspect, of a university lectureship 
being lobbied for in this way, by a ‘lay’ association. The campaign was 
unsuccessful in attracting funding from the Carnegie Foundation to whom 
the Federation applied. The Senate of the University of Glasgow was open 
in principle to the lectureship and helped at first by at least providing 
estimated costings for the project and by 1908 was communicating 
the message to the Federation that they would need £20,000 for the 
endowment of the post. That same year, 1908, also saw the foundation of 

1  This essay represents a shorter version of a chapter in a book currently being written, Robert Burns, 
Patronage and the People.

2  See James MacKay, The Burns Federation, 1885-1985 (The Burns Federation: Kilmarnock, 1985), see 
p.191-93.
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the Glasgow and District Burns Club Association, which widened the rubric 
of the Burns lectureship out to be a lectureship in Scottish Literature.

      The other major activist in the case of the Glasgow lectureship was 
George Eyre Todd. From the late 1880s Eyre-Todd had been a serious editor 
of Scottish literature of the medieval period, of the sixteenth-century, of 
the nineteenth century and of ballads and songs. He often also presented 
versions of such material in the context of travel-guides and middle-brow 
antiquarian articles for a popular audience. His ‘impact’ or ‘knowledge 
exchange’ in a present-day university academic would be a delight to 
university managers who have to account for the ‘public engagement’ of  
lecturers’ scholarship. Eyre Todd was also on the organising committee of 
the Scottish History, Art and Industry Exhibition held in Glasgow in 1911, 
from which energy unstoppably shot towards endowing a post at Glasgow 
University. Eyre Todd keenly felt the inadequacy of Scottish history as an 
aid to the study of Scottish Literature. English literary history at this time 
was flourishing due to men like George Saintsbury whose voluminous 
writing was doing much to inspire the rise of a canon of English literature, 
especially from the time of the Renaissance to the Romantic period. 
Similarly, Eyre Todd wanted to promote Scottish literary history and 
he sought in a practical way to emphasise a linkage between Scottish 
Literature and History by writing two plays himself for performance at the 
Exhibition, which was such a showcase for Scottish history. The plays’ box-
office receipts raised £700 for the endowment of the Glasgow post, which 
supplemented an existing sum of £400 raised a couple of years earlier 
by the Burns Federation from among its membership. The Federation 
now added another £2,000 on the back of the Exhibition towards the 
endowment of the Glasgow post.3 The original £400 had been raised 
specifically for the establishment of the ‘Lectureship in Scottish Literature.’ 
But once the Exhibition was up and running, Eyre Todd persuaded the 
Federation that this money should be put into a common pot towards 
the even wider provision of a professorship in Scottish History, and, as a 
quid pro quo, Eyre Todd and others of the Exhibition committee promised 
to advance a new rubric for the Chair to the authorities of the University 
of Glasgow: The Chair of Scottish History and Literature. The chair was 
inaugurated in 1913 and notwithstanding the establishment of a separate 
Chair of Scottish Literature at the Glasgow in 1995, with Douglas Gifford 
as first incumbent, this original rubric remains technically in place today.4  

3  See George Eyre-Todd,  Leaves from the Life of a Scottish Man of Letters (Brown, Son & Ferguson: 
Glasgow, 1934), pp.171-77.

4  See James MacKay, The Burns Federation, 1885-1985, p.192.
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        The substantial participation of the Burns Federation in helping 
establish the Glasgow chair, gives the lie to the characterisation of the 
‘Burns Cult’ as crassly narrow, a view so typically held by Hugh MacDiarmid 
writing in The Scottish Nation in 1923:

It is almost exclusively in non-literary circles, amongst people who 
seldom 

read poetry of any kind, that Burns is still enthusiastically acclaimed as a 
great poet. By the same sort of people, in short, who worship the prose 
style of Annie S. Swan, or delight in the tunes of Harry Lauder.5            
The three aims of the Burns Federation, as set out above, clearly show 

the desire for an expansively taught Scottish literature – all those ‘noble 
works’, as it is phrased. At the same time, it ought to be acknowledged that 
word ‘noble’ might sound slightly odd from the mouth of an organisation 
dedicated to the ‘people’s poet.’ Truly, ‘noble’ might be read simply as an 
abstract moral quality, but something a little bit more is going on. This 
word has to be read in the context of the Federation’s claim that the the 
nation’s literature is ‘as worthy as English or Gaelic’, and, at the same time, 
an anxiety therein. A chair of Celtic had been endowed at Edinburgh in 
1882; in Oxford such a chair had been established in 1874. There were 
those in the west of Scotland Gaelic diaspora who wanted Glasgow 
University to follow suit, though it would not, in fact, establish a Celtic 
Chair until 1956. We can infer that there were those within the Federation 
suspicious that lowland Scots language and literature was becoming the 
poor relation with regard to Gaelic as well as English Literature. There was 
also undoubtedly some prejudice in parts of Scottish society in the late 19th 
century against Gaelic. There were perhaps even some individuals, in line 
with arguments that had been advanced during the eighteenth century 
(and often with a considerable degree of credibility) that Scots was a true 
kind of Anglo-Saxon species, or at least Scoto-Saxon affair, unlike Gaelic 
with its associations with a frequently despised and actively marginalised 
culture in the highlands, related too to Irishness. 

‘English Studies’ at this time was also rapidly expanding.  There is a 
tendency to forget these days how new-fangled ‘English Studies’ was 
in Britain. There may have been courses in rhetoric and belle lettres in 
Aberdeen, Edinburgh & Glasgow from the Enlightenment period on. 
But English, as a new source of moral value as the authority of the Bible 
crumbled under the assaults of Darwinism and new political movements, 

5  Hugh MacDiarmid, The Raucle Tongue edited by Angus Calder, Glen Murray and Alan Riach 
(Carcanet: Manchester, 1996), pp.69-70.
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was largely the brainchild of the educationalist and poet, Matthew Arnold 
during the second part of the nineteenth century. The secular scripture of 
‘English Literature’ was given an added dash of spice by Arnold’s insistence 
on the strong presence of a Celtic sensibility in ‘English’ poetry. This led 
from the 1880s, especially, to a plethora of new books and essays on 
Scottish Literature in Scots, pleading that it too was a strong river of the 
Celtic sensibility. The precise arguments and how accurate these were 
don’t matter all that much for my purposes in this essay. The important 
point is that what was unleashed in the British Isles in the latter part of 
the nineteenth century was a varied set of ethnic and linguistic impetuses 
that all congregated in a way round describing ‘English Literature’ as a 
rich field, one as rewarding as the study of Greek or Latin. So, during this 
time, Anglo-Saxon, Gaelic language study and also Scots became less 
and less the province of eccentric antiquarians and more and more the 
province of university teachers. Scots was part of this ‘English’ or even 
‘British Studies’ field. It can be argued, then, that the Burns Federation in 
promoting Scottish Literature was doing a ‘British’ thing. But, in a sense this 
is beside the point because the new pluralistic, linguistically diverse British 
Studies with its subset of Scottish Studies was setting the agenda for an 
ever more confident agenda of cultural nationalism that in time, during 
the early twentieth century, would merge (for those who would want such 
an outcome) with the idea of political nationalism. 

What the foregoing has attempted to argue, all too briefly, is that 
undoubtedly while reactionary parts of the Burns movement have 
existed, the reactionary nature of the Burns movement in toto has been 
much exaggerated. This over-reading has been largely propelled by a 
line of criticism developing in the early twentieth century that lamented 
the absence of a Scottish literature which was wholly clarion-clear in its 
nationalism, political radicalism and in its clear blue water difference from 
British/English literature. Burns, the great poet of democracy, having his 
legacy managed by a politically and culturally conservative organisation 
is a tempting proposition for those whose reading of Scottish culture was 
one of gradual decline and eventual defeat. However, the Burns Federation 
comprised people in party political terms, in its early years, of Liberal 
and Tory persuasions, and, as time went by, of Socialist, Communist and 
Nationalist predispositions. Burnsians of all political shadings had a hand 
in the activism of the Federation. As well as the Burns lectureship/Scottish 
literature lectureship/Chair of Scottish History and Literature at the 
University of Glasgow, there was other such impressive cultural activism on 
the Federation’s part. For example, it was also one of the main encouragers of 
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the foundation of the Scottish Dialects Committee in 1908. The Federation 
continuously poured money into the Scottish Dialects Committee, even 
sometimes providing accommodation for SDC meetings, down to the 
1930s and the establishment of the Scottish National Dictionary. In late 
1928, we find the Federation essentially off its own bat appealing for 2,000 
subscribers to make a national Scottish dictionary a reality. Here, as in other 
areas including the Glasgow chair, we find the story of the Federation’s 
efforts in its minutes and memoranda (which really deserve a proper 
research project).6 The Federation’s activism is also to be gleaned in the 
Burns Chronicle founded in 1892 and still going strong today! Essentially 
this is the first specialised journal of Scottish Literature in the world, which 
covers within its pages not only Burns but many other aspects of Scottish 
literature. Such more or less obviously available evidence contradicting the 
baneful effect of the Burns Cult in Scotland has been overlooked because 
the cultural politics of twentieth-century Scottish criticism has seemed 
to fit altogether better with nationalist and leftist political predilections.  
Subtler historical examination that is much less driven by these political 
preferences has too often in the past been bludgeoned into silence. In the 
twenty-first century, Scottish criticism finally has to jettison crude notions 
of one singular (and quasi-political) tradition. It has to renew objective 
historical readings of aspects of Scottish literature and culture that do 
not over-read in politically systematic and idealistic ways. In other words, 
Scottish literary historians should be fearlessly looking at the facts on 
the ground before reaching for conclusions.  When we do this the Burns 
movement emerges with huge credit for its part in the rise of Scottish 
literary, historical and cultural studies, things that are so powerfully part of 
Scotland in the early twenty first century.

6  See Mackay, The Burns Federation 1885-1985, pp.193.



Burns Chronicle 2015 65

John Kelso Hunter, the Cobbler Artist,
President of Irvine Burns Club, 1862.

Jack Lovie

Self Portrait
‘By permission of East Ayrshire Council / East Ayrshire Leisure’

“The Cobbler Artist”, was born in Symington parish on 15th December, 
1802.  As a young boy he was employed as a herd on the Dankeith estate, 
and then served his apprenticeship as a shoemaker in Dundonald, moving 
to Kilmarnock to pursue that trade. There, a fellow-lodger, a young 
apprentice painter, fired Hunter’s ambition to be an artist. He bought a box 
of watercolours for fivepence “and to the bargain I received a camel hair 
pencil”. With these and no tuition whatsoever he set out to be a painter. His 
first recorded painting, when he was aged 17, of a watercolour landscape 
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was a complete disaster as he had no idea of perspective and also, perhaps, 
because he mixed his colours with spittle.  Throughout his artistic life he 
received no formal tuition or guidance and was entirely self-taught. 

Hunter’s first untutored attempts at painting landscapes were, 
unsurprisingly, not very successful and then he tried his hand at portraiture, 
both in watercolour and oil by copying portraits and techniques he 
studied in books in the library. His first commissioned oil portrait was also a 
disaster, but the sitter kept it for the amusement of his dinner party guests. 

Nevertheless, Hunter was single minded in his intention to become an 
artist and especially a portrait painter and spent his spare time practising 
using his workmates as sitters, copying the work of established artists.

In Kilmarnock at this time there were a number of men who shared an 
interest in painting and, in 1820 John Ingram opened a class for drawing 
and painting, a further class was held by a Mr Clooney from Ireland.  This 
led the Kilmarnock painters to propose an academy be set up in the town 
and, in 1831 J K Hunter called the first meeting of the Kilmarnock Drawing 
Academy, twelve people attended. An early task was the making of flags 
for the procession following the passing of The Reform Bill.  Until the 
Academy was wound up due to a cholera outbreak in July 1832 Hunter 
was its most enthusiastic and industrious member leading to a mention of 
him in the local press; “visit the Academy during daylight and you will find the 
shoemaker a devoted student of Titian; and at night go to his dwelling, and 
there you will find him the hard working son of Crispin; instead of delineating 
with a pencil the devine features of the human face, he is beating out the soles 
of a pair of shoes with his hammer – labouring to support a wife and family”.

In 1838 Hunter moved to Glasgow where he doggedly pursued the 
profession of portrait painting, returning to shoemaking when times were 
hard to support his large family (in 1868, of his 15 children, seven were still 
alive; he had remarried when his first wife died). In his own words “I had 
always looked on cobbling as the foundation of my independence. I had been 
often beat in attempting to live by art, but the cobbling never failed me. Many 
a man and woman I had set on a steady footing in the world. Almost every 
patron in the shoe trade had two feet, but in art only one head.  Thus the feet 
gave two chances to one and necessity was on my side in the lower stratum: 
while often in the lofty walk, means as well as taste were at a discount”.

His first wife having died, he married for a second time and in total had 
15 children.  At the time of writing his autobiography, at age 65, his second 
wife and seven of his children were alive.

During his life in Glasgow he dabbled in politics, tried his hand at 
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lecturing and journalism, writing for the “Kilmarnock Chronicle”, the 
“Glasgow Sentinel”, the “Greenock Telegraph” the Falkirk Herald and, at 
the invitation of Arthur Guthrie, contributed articles to the “Ardrossan and 
Saltcoats Herald”.  He was a determined self-publicist and wrote extravagant 
adverts for his work, “his Vesuvius-like power, whose eruptions must fall on the 
connoisseurs with such irresistible evidence . . . a Phoenix-like figure to restore 
art to its primeval splendour”  and on his calling card he described himself 
as “F.R.S. & C. (First-rate Shoemaker & Cobbler), Professor and President of the 
Cobbler’s School of Art”. He must have been very personable because he 
managed to raise some influential patronage which enabled him to visit 
Belfast and, on two occasions, London where he was received by a number 
of the London Scots nobility.

John Kelso Hunter though largely self educated and without any 
formal tuition in painting, painted scores of individuals in the West of 
Scotland (and several beyond) and a number of works were accepted for 
exhibition at the Royal Scottish Academy. His self-portrait was accepted 
by the Royal Academy for their 1847 exhibition and over the years 1861-
1872 he had several works accepted by the Royal Glasgow Institute of the 
Fine Arts and the Royal Scottish Academy exhibited a number of his works 
in 1849, 1858, 1868 and 1872.  In 1854he painted a portrait of Elizabeth 
Thomson - Betty Burns - Robert Burns’ daughter by Anna Park, then 
resident in Glasgow. This portrait is now in the care of The Robert Burns 
World Federation, bequeathed to the Federation by the descendants of 
Betty. The Dick Institute in Kilmarnock hold a number of his works, there 
are two in the session room of Dundonald Church and a few are known in 
private collections.

In Irvine, Hunter made many friends including Maxwell Dick, printer, 
publisher and entrepreneur. On visits to the town, he painted many 
portraits, a number of landscapes (incl. views of Eglinton Castle), and 
enjoyed life in the town, incl. even night visits to the town jail to cheer 
up the unfortunate inmates. He wrote: “I set the society of Irvine above 
that of any place I have ever seen. I was admitted at once into good society, 
and there received many acts of personal kindness”. In 1861 he was invited 
to the Burns Club Annual Dinner, where he was elected a member and 
appointed Chairman for the following year; at the 1861 meeting, on 
the proposal of Maxwell Dick, those present contributed payment to 
commission a full-length portrait of Hugh Conn, chairman on the occasion 
of the centenary of the Bard’s birth in 1859. Hunter recorded that “It was 
the most ambitious work of my art life, and in its power and truth had the 
approval of all visitors”; it is described in Wylie’s “History of the Mother Lodge 
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of Kilwinning”; unfortunately, the portrait seems to have been destroyed 
in the 1970s due to wood infestation.  Hunter made several visits to Irvine 
to seek commissions and to sell paintings by “raffle”. One visit extended to 
fifty-seven weeks during which he was employed executing one portrait a 
week and he held several Raffle sales of his work. 

In addition to portraits he painted a number of landscapes including 
views of Eglington Castle.  It was not all work, as Hunter tells it; “I used to 
visit the jail at nights. It was tenanted mostly by people who were scarce of 
sma’ change. I was in one night when some of the debtors thought that a glass 
of whisky would do them no harm. I was intrusted to bring the medicine, and 
not being acquainted with the laws of the jail, I asked the decent old jailor 
where I could get the whisky. He said ‘There’s no drink allowed to come in here, 
sir. Go to Mr Wallace’s at the foot of the stair, get the best, keep it out of sight 
else I’ll take it from you’. I did as I was bidden. The bottle was soon swallowed, 
and two others to keep it down.  The old jailor, true to his trust, shut his eyes the 
time it was going round, and no fewer than seven glasses came to his share, 
the which he held out his hand most ingeniously for, and found the way to his 
mouth like one whose sight was of the most acute sort. Three of the prisoners 
played the fiddle, they had a dance amang themselves that night, and having 
cried names from the windows to some lieges in authority whom they saw in 
the street, were put under a month’s non-admittance of friends”.  As well as 
documenting his own time in Irvine, Hunter incorporated into his book a 
number of fascinating anecdotes about life and times of the town.  There 
is a passage in his autobiography regarding the Burns Club; “I was invited in 
1861 to come to Irvine and dine with the Burns Club. I did so, and was elected a 
member of the club and also chairman for the ensuing year. There were great 
hearts among the members. Poetry seemed to impress them with the spirit of 
man to man being brothers all the world over.  Although it was not in their 
programme, during the night a proposal was made by William McJannet that 
a full length portrait of Hugh Conn, Kilwinning, be painted by me, between 
that time and the next meeting, a year hence. Mr Connhad been chairman at 
the centenary meeting, and seemed a favourite. The proposal was carried by 
acclamation. Mr McJannet took it in hand to collect the cash. The first thing 
to do was to get Mr Conn’s consent. I asked him if he were agreeable to stand? 
To stand before me for such a purpose he was willing. When the light of spring 
came on Mr Conn and I were at our work in Adela Cottage. We had the benefit 
of the room for the painting in which the portrait now hangs. We passed five 
weeks of as agreeable art connection as I experienced in the whole of my 
artistic pilgrimage. The likeness was good. It was one look, embracing much 
of the past history of the man, with emblems of the pastimes he had taken 
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part in and excelled in. He stood as in the act of studying the speech which 
he had delivered to the centenary meeting in 1859. The stand-point was by 
the banks of the Garnock. The background stretched as far out and up as the 
highest peaks of Goatfell. An ideal stream swelled into a loch in one corner of 
the picture, on the icy surface of which a pair of curling stones sat, with which 
he played at some great match. His white hat, in which was a red napkin, was 
flung back into the opposite corner. The bow and arrows rested against a rock 
and shrub clay bank. The putting stones, quoits, bowls, and fishing rod lay on 
the ground near his feet. The man rose mild and life-like over the emblems of 
his past life. It was the most ambitious work of my art life, and in its power and 
truth had the approval of all visitors, as well as of the club”. An account of the 
presentation of the portrait to Hugh Conn by the Directors of Irvine Burns 
Club is given in the history of the Mother Lodge of Kilwinning.  On Hugh 
Conn’s death, the portrait was bequeathed to the Lodge and was displayed 
for many years. Unfortunately due to serious deterioration the portrait was 
destroyed in the 1970’s.

As mentioned above John Kelso Hunter contributed articles to several 
newspapers and wrote two books, his autobiography “Retrospect of an 
Artist’s Life” in addition to biographical details gives interesting accounts of 
mid-nineteenth century life in the Dundonald and Kilmarnock areas and of 
Glasgow. “Life Studies of Character” is an account of the characters, mainly 
in the Glasgow area, whom Hunter came across during his stay there; it is 
also of value for its references to Robert Burns.
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Tracking Down the Rosebud.
David Purdie

  Robert Burns’s heroines lie at rest across the nation: Jean Armour 
beside him in the mausoleum in St Michael’s kirkyard, Dumfries; ‘Clarinda’ 
Craig McLehose in the Canongate kirkyard in Edinburgh; Maria Riddell 
in London. But where was The Rosebud? Students of the poet’s Life & 
Works will recall his letters to his close friend William Cruikshanks. He 
was a Classics master - and hence a colleague of Willie Nicol - at the High 
School of Edinburgh. These letters almost never close without a request 
that he be remembered to Mrs Cruikshanks – and to the Rosebud. For 
thus had Burns christened the family’s only child, their daughter Jean. 
The tone of affection is very strong; and with good reason, as we shall see.  
  Jean Cruickshanks was 12 years old when Burns came to lodge with the 
family in St James’s Square in Edinburgh’s New Town. This was during his 
second winter there - the ‘Clarinda Winter’ of 1787-88, following his tours 
of Scotland the previous summer and autumn. Jean was by all accounts 
a bonny girl and, despite her age, already a proficient harpsichordist and 
singer. This would have been of great interest to the poet. Indeed, it may 
well have been one of the reasons he braved the potential wrath of Nicol 
by not staying at his Buccleuch St. home, or elsewhere in the city. For Burns 
had specific work to do, for which he would need considerable help from a 
musician with a keyboard – and a voice.

 Back from his Tours he had brought many of the vernacular folksongs 
of Scotland, later to be published in James Johnson’s Scots Musical Museum 
and in James Thomson’s Select Scottish Airs. On his travels Burns had found 
that many of our old songs still had their tunes, or airs, but many had lost 
either some or all of their words or lyrics. Indeed, in many cases only the 
very title of the song gave any clue as to what had been the subject matter.  
The poet saw it as his patriotic duty to provide these beautiful airs with 
words; conserving and expanding those where some words survived, but 
providing completely new lyrics where they did not. 

The poet’s ability to arrange a marriage between the air and the lyric 
is one of the wonders of his art. Only in the hands of a truly virtuoso 
songwriter, such as Franz Schubert, Hugo Wolf or Burns himself, does the 
union of tune and words blend into a whole far greater than the sum of 
the parts. Our poet worked always in the same direction; he moved from 
the air to the words; never in the reverse direction. This was a fact of 
considerable interest to Beethoven, Joseph Haydn and Felix Mendelssohn, 
the composers who would later arrange his songs for piano or orchestral 
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accompaniment. He set out his modus operandi  in a letter of September 
1793 to his Edinburgh publisher George Thomson: 

‘My way is: I consider the poetic sentiment, correspondent to my idea of 
the musical expression, then chuse my theme, begin one stanza, when that 
is composed - which is generally the most difficult part of the business -I walk 
out, sit down now and then, look out for objects in nature around me that are 
in unison or harmony with the cogitations of my fancy and workings of my 
bosom, humming every now and then the air with the verses I have framed.                                                        

When I feel my Muse beginning to jade, I retire to the solitary fireside of my 
study, and there commit my effusions to paper, swinging, at intervals, on the 
hind-legs of my elbow chair, by way of calling forth my own critical strictures, 
as my pen goes…’

This sets the background for the actual scene observed by Josiah 
Walker at the Cruikshanks’ home when he called there to visit Burns. He 
was politely denied entrance to the drawing room because, he was told 
simply – ‘They are working…’ He did however describe  this scene in his Life 
of Burns of 1811; Jean, seated at her harpsichord playing and singing an air 
over and over; Burns, near her at a table strewn with papers, drafting, re-
drafting and crafting the words until they fitted the air with the precision 
of a lady’s hand in a silken glove. Thus there came to birth some of the 
greatest songs in our national heritage - and indeed in the musical archive 
of Mankind.

Burns never forgot a kindness done to him; he always paid his dues. No 
man or woman either who did him a favour, lived to regret the day. Burns 
and the Rosebud were clearly great chums; his letters to her scholarly 
father never closing without a reference to her.  He repaid Jean’s musical 
services to his song-writing with a signed copy of the second, or Edinburgh 
Edition of his Poems dedicated, ‘To Miss Cruikshanks – a very young Lady.’  
He also gave her the finest gift that lay in his power - a great song. It was 
A Rosebud by my early Walk, set to a version of an old tune ‘The Shepherd’s 
Wife’ by his friend David Sillar, schoolmaster at Irvine. In the penultimate 
verse, Burns foresees Jean’s future. The rosebud will mature; she will 
‘beauteous blaze upon the Day…’ 

And he was right. He did not live to see it, but she did indeed 
blaze beauteous upon the day; the rosebud became the rose… 
Tracking her down took quite a while, but eventually the elements 
of her history came to light, not in Edinburgh but in the Borders.  
In 1804 the rose gave her hand to James Henderson, a lawyer from the 
town of Jedburgh, itself celebrated by Burns on his visit there in 1787. 
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Together they raised a large and successful family of five sons and three 
daughters. Jean predeceased her husband by five years, dying in Jedburgh 
in 1835 and being laid to rest in the kirkyard of Jedburgh Abbey beneath 
a gravestone of fine Aberdeen granite .Time and weathering will never 
efface such a stone, nor will time erode the image of the Rosebud from all 
who care for the poet’s immortal memory. 

Time and weather did, however, efface the colour from the words 
inscribed on her stone, rendering them all but illegible. It was thus decided 
by the Edinburgh Burns Club that we would restore those words, written 
by the children of her third son Dr Andrew Henderson, surgeon in Berwick. 
The Club then faced the question of the procedures which would have 
to be followed to restore a gravesite in consecrated ground, managed by 
Historic Scotland – and with no known member of the family available 
to give consent. As Chairman, I put the delicate question of permissions 
to my friend Alasdair Hutton, then Chairman of Borders Council. Where 
should we start on what promised to be a long and tortuous process? I 
need not have worried:

    “David,” said Alasdair when I called him, “Listen to me and proceed 
as follows. Find a competent painter of gravestones in Jedburgh. Engage 
him to do the work. Pay him and tell him to get on with it – and if anyone 
objects, refer them to me…”

And so it came to pass that the grave of Jean Cruikshanks Henderson is 
as pristine now as when it was erected over one hundred and seventy years 
ago.  So, the next time you visit the old Town and ‘Jed’s clear streams’ as Burns 
described the Jedwater, the Abbey’s curator will direct you to the stone.  
You can’t miss it, for in the plot in front of it, someone has planted a 
Rosebud…
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Newcastle Parks to Re-erect Burns Statue
The statue of Robert Burns, sculpted by DW Stevenson, was erected in 

Walker Park, Newcastle, under the auspices of Walker on Tyne Burns Club, 
(most of whose members were Scots who had moved to Newcastle to work 
in the shipyards and other heavy industries) and unveiled on 13th July 
1901.  Due to vandalism at Walker, it was moved to Heaton Park in 1975 but 
only survived a few years before further vandalism caused severe damage 
and it was taken from public view.    Sunderland Burns enthusiast, Ann 
Donnan, conducted a prolonged hunt for the disappeared statue with a 
view to campaigning for its restoration to public view and was triumphant 
in the search but dismayed at the fractured state of the remains in a Parks 
Department storage shed.

 
Remnants of the statue lying in store after having been removed from Heaton Park 

The pressure of this campaign has born some fruit, albeit with a few 
years in abeyance. There was always a will within the council to re-erect 
the sculpture, but financial stringencies had curtailed that ambition.  Now 
a firm plan is in place to restore the statue to its original locale of Walker 
Park as part of a major upgrade to the  park environs and facilities with 
assistance of £1.8million from the Heritage Lottery Fund. 



74 Burns Chronicle 2015

Visualisation of the proposed Robert Burns Garden  
with the statue at the heart.

The statue is to be re-erected  along a restored Memorial Way on 
an increased height of plinth and may in fact be replaced in entirety if 
restoration of the original proves too costly.  Work is due to commence 
in April and we look forward to reporting on a successful conclusion in a 
future Chronicle.
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There ’s a hand, my trusty fiere!

The refurbished statue in Alloway.

The dustjacket illustration for this, 2015, edition of the Burns Chronicle 
is from the photo, shown above, of the statue recently rescued, mainly 
by the efforts of Gordon Ashley, from South Africa and 
just arrived back in Scotland. Gordon became aware of 
the statue from Imogen Gibbon at the Scottish National 
Portrait Gallery who had received an enquiry from 
Patrick Maile in Cape Town, South Africa, who at that 
time owned the statue.  Gordon’s attention was grabbed 
by several features, unusually the figure of Burns had his 
right arm outstretched, the images suggested there was 
rust which indicated the fabric was ferrous, and it was 
located in South Africa.  The outstretched arm is strange 
for Burns statuary, the only known examples being the 
damaged and lost statue in Newcastle’s Walker Park, and Showing signs of 

weathering
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a maquette made by DW Stevenson for the Kilmarnock statue competition 
in 1877.  The ferrous construction gives another link to Newcastle as it was 
the only known statue of Burns to be of cast iron.  Gordon’s investigations 
led him to an architectural historian who gave information on a cast iron 
statue of this type in the sale catalogue of Macfarlane & Co, formerly of 
Saracen Works, Possilpark, Glasgow who manufactured all manner of 
goods for a global market. There can be no doubt that the Cape Town statue 
was manufactured by Macfarlane as the three line quotation on the statue 
base can be clearly seen in the company’s catalogue of 1906. Through their 

catalogue Macfarlane offered a wide range of CI products from run of the 
mill household items through to balustrades, bandstands, rotundas, and 
drinking fountains, all exported world-wide including a great deal into 
South Africa.  This confirmed another link to Newcastle as their statue 
had stood centre of a fountain. There a numerous similarities between 
the Newcastle and Cape Town statues, above that of the extended right 
arm, shoe, coat, waistcoat and necktie appear identical and measurements 
taken at three pairs of points have only measurement tolerances.

The statue’s owner, Patrick Maile, had been seeking interest in the 
statue to conserve it, initially in the hope that it would remain in South 
Africa, but with the reservation that it might return to Scotland to be cared 
for.  Gordon contacted friends of his who frequently visit South Africa, Paul 
and Alexandra Morris to make contact with Patrick, initially to simply view 
the statue and obtain more of the story. While there was some interest in 
the statue in South Africa, no suitable home for it could be secured and on 
a second visit Paul and Alex reached an agreement with Patrick to buy the 
statue and repatriate it with a view to having it sited at the Robert Burns 
Birthplace Museum as their gift to Alloway.

The statue has been in the Maile family for more than fifty years, 
having been found in a compost heap in the garden of a house purchased 
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by Patrick’s father.  Being aware of the significance, the statue has been 
lovingly tended over the years with annual coats of paint and has been 
well admired by many visitors to the home where it stood in pride of place 
at the front of the house. 

There are statues of Burns the world over but none, despite the heavy 
Scots influences, in South Africa.  This serendipitous rediscovery has a 
mixed conclusion, it is sad that the unique artefact is lost to South Africa 
but joyous that it is conserved and located where it will be seen by so many.

The above has been heavily edited from an extensive and detailed report submitted to 
the Burns Chronicle by Gordon Ashley.

©2014 – Gordon Ashley

A Tale of Twin Statues
As every true Scot will know, June 24, 2014 was the 700th anniversary 

of the Battle of Bannockburn. Ceremonies to mark the event were held 
in many parts of Scotland - Bannockburn in particular, of course - and in 
diverse locations across the globe where Scots (and those who would like 
to be) still embrace and honour their heritage. One such location was the 
city of Calgary, in the province of Alberta, Canada. But Calgary has a very 
special contemporary connection with this particular event in history.

Most Burnsians in particular are aware of the Robert the Bruce statue 
located at Bannockburn. But how many know of its connection to Calgary?  
For those who have read it, a dedication plaque on the monument itself 
does shed some light on that. The major funding for the statue was 
provided by a Calgary businessman and generous philanthropist, Eric 
Harvie. It is uncertain what proportions of the monies needed to cast the 
statue were provided by Mr Harvie, but every indication is that it was the 
lion’s share. Eric Harvie was very good to the City of Calgary, and indeed to 
the province of Alberta in the many public service projects he planned and 
financed. Among these was the founding of the city’s Glenbow Museum. 
He was also a great patron of the arts, and was very proud of his Scottish 
ancestry, for which Calgary and Scotland can be grateful in the form of 
these two magnificent statues.
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The sculptor selected for the work was Charles D’Orville Pillington 
Jackson - a one-time student at the new Edinburgh Art College - and 
the Bruce statue is considered perhaps his finest work. Harvey’s initial 
intent was to assist (indeed rescue) the flagging fundraising campaign for 
the Scottish monument, but at some point during the design phase he 
decided to commission an identical statue which he planned to present 
to his adopted and much loved city of Calgary. Given their common 
provenance, it can be argued that the two works of art should be thought 
of as ‘twins’ rather than as an original and a copy. The twin to that now 
at Bannockburn sits proudly and majestically on a rise facing the Rocky 
Mountains in the west and overlooking the centre of the city, a reminder 
to Calgary of its special connection to a land so far away, yet with so many 
shared identities. 

Like many towns and cities in Canada, Calgary has an historic association 
with Scotland. Fort Calgary was first established as an outpost of the newly-
formed North-West Mounted Police, later to become part of The Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police. The commander of the force in 1875 in that part 
of Canada’s Northwest Territories (now mostly covered by the Province of 
Alberta) was a Scottish-born lawyer and part-time soldier, Colonel James 
Farquarson Macleod. It was he who named the new outpost Fort Calgary 
after one of his favourite places on the Isle of Mull, and as Macleod and his 
pioneer police troupe brought law and order to the developing western 
territory, Calgary grew and prospered into a thriving urban community 
in the shadow of the Fort. Colonel Macleod and his family settled in the 
North-West Territories (and eventually in Calgary) and he was appointed a 
magistrate for the territory and later a judge of its Supreme Court. 
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Since the mid-1960’s the city of now well over a million people - and 
the centre of Canada’s thriving energy industry - has served as proud host 
to the Bruce statue monument, a reminder of Scotland’s glorious past and 
its struggle for freedom and nationhood. And like its familial double at 
Bannockburn, it too was given a sprucing up that was completed just in 
time for the 700th anniversary.

In honour of the occasion, the Calgary Burns Club received permission 
from the City to attach a commemorative bronze plaque to the monument, 
and to hold a rededication ceremony there in June. Because of scheduling 
limitations, the event had to be postponed to June 29th rather than being 
held on the precise anniversary date. A large number of people attended 
the ceremony and the reception that followed, including Mayor Naheed 
Nenshi, the local members of the federal and provincial legislatures, as 
well as city councilors. Most of the members of the Calgary Burns Club 
and spouses attended along with representatives of the various Scottish 
societies active in and around the city of Calgary.

A bronze plaque displaying the full wording of ‘Scots Wha Hae’ by 
Scotland’s Bard, Robert Burns, was unveiled. Unfortunately Eric Harvie is 
no longer with us, but one of his grandchildren was on hand to unveil the 
plaque. 

Past President Paul Kane with  
Ian Denness, President of Calgary Burns Club

Brief addresses were made by a number of speakers and the Calgary 
Burns Club bard, Jim McLaughlin, recited a ballad  composed especially to 
commemorate the anniversary. 
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National Burns Memorial Homes
Joe Harkins

Burns and Mauchline are synonymous. In March of 1784 the Burns family 
came to Mossgiel Farm, near Mauchline and whilst the farm building itself 
was a simple one, it provided an attic room for the poet to write his verses. 
The window of that room overlooked the ground now occupied by the 
National Burns Memorial Homes. From here he wrote of the plight of the 
field mouse compared to his own; the death of his pet lamb, the turning 
over of the ‘Wee, modest, crimson-tipped flow’r’, verses that are still as fresh, 
meaningful and alive today. He made many friends in Mauchline, enjoyed 
the limited social scene, scanned his expert eye over the ‘unco guid’’   and 
the hypocrisy of the ‘Auld Lichts’ running the Kirk, with their vengeful God 
of fire and brimstone. He railed against the inequality of inherited wealth 
and privilege whilst the hardworking common people, Burns’ “noblest 
work of God”, struggled to get by. He fell in love with Jean Armour, the one 
constant in his life, whom he married in 1788. They resided in Mauchline’s 
Castle Street, having gone through the agony of losing three of their 
children in infancy. The Kilmarnock Edition was published whilst Burns was 
at Mossgiel. He truly did live in and around Mauchline.



Burns Chronicle 2015 Memorial Homes 81

On the 10th February 1888 – 126 years ago - the Glasgow Mauchline 
Society was formed at a meeting in the Alexandra Hotel, Glasgow, attended 
by a large number of people connected with Mauchline, either by birth or 
residence. By 1895, the Society was such that the Directors decided to build 
a museum in the shape of a tower to celebrate the life of Burns, together 
with 6 cottage homes for deserving elderly people who had fallen on 
hard times. This was intended as a permanent living memorial to Burns – 
symbolising his humanity and his sympathy for the genuinely unfortunate. 
The site chosen was in land that was just a short walk from Mossgiel where 
so many important occasions of his life took place. For the Directors, this 
was an opportunity to provide safe and secure accommodation for those 
whose working days in a rural environment, much like Burns himself, had 
come to an end. These cottages weren’t meant to be Alms Houses but 
more a living memorial to a great man.

On the 4th July 1896, as the Centenary of the poets’ death approached, 
President Gemmill cut the first sod and on the 23rd July he presided over 
a gathering of more than 10,000 as the foundation stone was laid with full 
Masonic Honours by Hugh Wallace, the Provincial Grand Master. Among 
those present were Miss Annie Burns and Miss Margaret Burns Hutchison, 
the daughter and granddaughter of the fourth son of the poet, Lt Col James 
Glencairn Burns. The tower and cottages were completed the following 
year. A further 14 cottages were added to the complex between 1909 and 
1937 and the Burns connection was maintained. Mrs Annie Burns Gowring, 
the poets’ great granddaughter cut the first sod for five of the cottages on 
the east wing in June 1930 and her son George Burns Gowring officially 
opened these cottages the following year.

The Glasgow Mauchline Society became known as the National 
Burns Memorial and Cottage Homes in 1932 and this was shortened to 
its present name – the National Burns Memorial Homes. In 1933 the 
Duke and Duchess of York agreed to become Patrons of the Homes. 
They were succeeded by Princess Alice, Duchess of Gloucester who in 
turn was succeeded by the current Patron Richard Cole-Hamilton CBE. 
  In 1982 the cost of maintaining the tower was diverting funds from 
the central task of looking after the cottages and modernising the 
accommodation, so the opportunity was taken to hand this over to the 
local authority, now East Ayrshire Council, for use as an exhibition centre. 
The Trustees have loaned the exhibits in the Tower to the Council on a long 
term basis, so the Tower will always have a strong Burns influence and a 
close link with the Homes. 
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As a result of recent conversion there are now 18 cottages in total and 
thus the work of the Homes continues to perpetuate the wish of the original 
founders to maintain a living memorial to Scotland’s National Poet. Today, 
the cottages of the National Burns Memorial Homes look out on the same 
landscape of Burns’s time, the village of Mauchline and its surroundings 
being full of the scenes and locations he wrote about so beautifully. No 
other memorial reflects the spirit of Robert Burns in such a unique way! 

The majority of the cottages are for couples, with a lesser number for 
single occupancy. If desired by a cottager, a small garden plot is made 
available for personal use, and those who are able and willing help Darren 
the Warden to keep the grounds in order. Every effort is made to avoid 
an ‘institutional’ atmosphere. The cottages are treated as the occupants’ 
private homes where they come and go as they please and have their own 
family and friends visit them at will. 

The bowling green, the pavilion and grounds provide facilities for 
the cottagers to meet amongst themselves and the close-knit design of 
the complex together with a policy of encouraging communication and 
inclusion results in a strong communal spirit. This is of course something 
Burns himself always promoted.

Since the cottages were built the facilities have been constantly 
improved and extended, the Trustees having an ongoing policy of 
maintaining the cottages to a high standard.

From 2010 onwards a programme has been running to replace all 
the cottages’ doors and windows, in addition to renewing all the boilers, 
now approaching the end of their useful lives. More recently, due to the 
dramatic weather change, the Trustees have embarked on a drive to make 
each and every chimney wind and waterproof. The Warden, Darren and 
his partner Heather, live in one of the cottages, thus providing 24-hour 
security for the safety and comfort of the cottagers.

  The National Burns Memorial Homes is a registered Scottish Charity 
(Charity number SCO01850) and as such we receive no funding from the 
Government, Regional or Local Council. We rely entirely on donations, 
legacies and the fundraising efforts of the Trustees and General Committee 
members.

Four Committee members: Joe Harkins, John Shirkie, Bob Baillie, Gavin 
Barrie have recently formed a Fundraising Committee to publicise the 
Homes and the living memorial that they embody; and to raise funds to 
ensure the ongoing existence of the National Burns Memorial Homes.

  Our near neighbours, the Jean Armour Houses Ltd, were officially 
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opened on 20th June 1959, the bicentenary of Burns birth. They became 
a limited company in 1994. In the 1990’s and 2000’s diminishing income 
from donations and increased costs in the upkeep of the Houses led to the 
owners ; the Glasgow and District Association of Burns Clubs, taking the 
difficult decision to offer the Houses for sale to East Ayrshire Council;. This 
sale was completed in July 2012 when the Council became the owners of 
the Jean Armour Houses Ltd. 

This means that our National Burns Memorial Homes are the only 
homes in Mauchline funded solely by public charity – your charity. We 
would like to appeal to all Robert Burns devotees to get behind us and 
contribute to our Registered Charity either by

Holding a special collection for the National Burns Memorial Homes at 
your annual Burns Supper, 

By joining us individually by becoming a “Friend of the National 
Burns Memorial Homes” and contributing a couple of pounds per month 
under our Regular Giving Gift Aid scheme. Regular Giving forms can 
be downloaded from our recently updated website. Call or email us for 
multiple copies to distribute to your Burns Club, Masonic Lodge or Club 
members.

Becoming a sponsor to raise money for our ongoing improvement and 
development programme

Please join us in keeping the living memorial to Robert Burns alive and 
healthy. Donations can be sent to: George Ross, Secretary, National Burns 
Memorial Homes, Bower Cottage, Balfron, Glasgow G63 0RW or phone 
01360 440751 or email grandegeo@hotmail.com.
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Conflicted Responses: 
Marion Bernstein and Robert Burns

Patrick Scott

Frontispiece portrait of Marion Bernstein
From Mirren’s Musings (Glasgow,1876)

G. Ross Roy Collection, University of South Carolina Libraries

Until twenty years ago, almost no one had heard of the Glaswegian 
feminist poet Marion Bernstein (1846-1906).  Like most other late Victorian 
Scottish writers, Bernstein was not exempt from the idealization of Robert 
Burns that characterized the period, but she also had a distinctive, feisty 
independence in some of what she wrote about his work.  A recently-
published book, the first collected edition of Bernstein’s poetry, makes it 
possible for the first time to examine the full range of her responses to 
Burns. 

Marion Bernstein was born in London, the second child of a German 
immigrant father and a well-brought-up English mother. Following an 
unnamed childhood illness, she wrote, “I grew up to womanhood feeble 
and lame,” doomed to spend “years on my couch.” Her father’s business 
failure, growing debt, and mental breakdown led to his death in 1861, 
leaving the mother and family to scrape together a living running a 



Burns Chronicle 2015 Marion Bernstien 85

lodging house, and eventually moving to Glasgow in 1874, where the 
invalid Marion taught music and began publishing poetry. Over the next 
thirty years, she published nearly 200 poems, and one of her poems was 
included in D.H. Edwards’s multivolume anthology Modern Scottish Poets, 
vol. 1 (1880).  Over time, however, Bernstein’s poetry, locally published in 
ephemeral format, became more or less invisible.  

Current awareness of Bernstein’s writings began when Tom Leonard 
included a few of her poems in his anthology Radical Renfrew (1990), and 
since then interest has grown steadily.  Other Scottish anthologists have 
followed Leonard’s lead; significant articles about or including Bernstein 
have been published by Edward H. Cohen and Linda Fleming, Florence 
Boos, Valentina Bold, and others; and she has been at least mentioned in 
several recent Scottish literary histories. Her scathing reaction to domestic 
violence, male complacency, and economic exploitation both in Glasgow 
and during the Clearances has rightly attracted critical attention.  Often 
her poems seem almost impromptu responses to something in the 
newspaper, as with her “Wanted A Husband,” a satirical rewrite on the 
conventional idealized Victorian wife:    

Wanted a husband who doesn’t suppose, 
That all earthly employments one feminine knows- 
That she’ll scrub, do the cleaning, and cooking, and baking, 
And plain needlework, hats and caps, and dressmaking. 
Do the family washing, yet always look neat, 
Mind the bairns, with a temper unchangeably sweet,... 
Men expecting as much, one may easily see, 
But they’re not what is wanted, at least not by me.

(Song of Glasgow Town, p. 28)

In 1875, long before the Suffragette Movement, Bernstein offered a 
vision of a woman-dominated, and much improved, political future:

I dreamt that the nineteenth century
 Had entirely passed away,
And had given place to a more advanced
 And very much brighter day. ...
There were female chiefs in the cabinet,
 (Much better than males I’m sure)
And the Commons were three-parts feminine,
 While the Lords were seen no more.

(Song of Glasgow Town, p. 53; and cf. p. 76).



86 Patrick Scott Burns Chronicle 2015

However, despite the increased interest in Bernstein, it has remained 
very difficult to get hold of her poetry. Most of it was originally published 
in Scottish newspapers, chiefly during the 1870s in the Glasgow Weekly 
Herald and Glasgow Weekly Mail, and almost half the newspaper poems 
have never been reprinted. Bernstein collected many of her earlier poems 
in her only book, Mirren’s Musings (1876), but copies are exceedingly rare.  
The international bibliographical database WorldCat lists copies of the 
book only in the British Library and the National Library of Scotland, so that 
Ross Roy was overjoyed when a couple of years ago Ken Simpson found 
him one that he could add to the Roy Collection.  

Marion Bernstein’s only book (Glasgow, 1876)
From the G. Ross Roy Collection

That there was still much more of Bernstein’s writing to be discovered 
was made clear in 2009 when an article by Prof. Cohen and Dr. Fleming 
reprinted twelve poems that Bernstein had not included in her book, 
and Cohen and Fleming followed up in 2010 with the first full account of 
Bernstein’s life.    Now the same scholars, with Ann Fertig, have edited the 
very first collected edition of Bernstein’s poems, under the title A Song of 
Glasgow Town.  With over three hundred pages, nearly 200 poems, a thirty-
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page introduction, and bibliographical information, it allows examination 
for the first time of the full range of Bernstein’s work.

A Song of Glasgow Town: 
The Collected Poems of Marion Bernstein

edited by Edward H. Cohen, Anne R. Fertig, and Linda Fleming

One aspect of Bernstein’s work that the new collection makes much 
more visible is her continuing interest in Robert Burns and his poetry.  
The poems Bernstein wrote directly about Burns are perhaps less original 
than those in which she engaged with what he was saying, and wrote 
back in answer to him, just as she had written verses in answer to her 
contemporaries. None of them are well known to Burnsians, and it seems 
worth examining them one by one.  

Bernstein’s two poems directly about Burns himself were both written 
too late for inclusion in Mirren’s Musings.  Both are interesting as spirited 
defenses of Burns against Victorian adulation and detraction, but neither 
shows her at her poetic best: I have been ruthless in excerpting them here. 
The first, published in the People’s Journal (February 3, 1883), contrasts 
the financial struggles of Burns in his lifetime with the amount that her 
Victorian contemporaries spent on commemorating him. The ASLS editors 
comment acutely that she is writing as much about her own sense of being 
neglected as about Burns:
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While others will tell of thy triumphs, 
 Thy genius, and thy fame, 
I can only think of thy sorrows
 Whene’er I hear thy name. 

I think of the heart of a poet
 Always unfit to bear 
Sad poverty’s heavy burden
 Of sordid, ceaseless care. 

Poor Burns! how thy sensitive nature
 Fretted beneath the strain
Of want and debt and dependence,
 A threefold, galling chain. …

Ah! the price of thy meanest statue
 Might then have changed thy fate; 
Dost thou see the wealth that is lavished
 Over thy grave, too late? 

Dost thou witness how oft the poet 
 Is deemed of little worth 
Till the voice of the minstrel is silent, 
 And the spirit passed from earth? … 

 (Song of Glasgow Town, p. 158)

Bernstein’s second poem about Burns, published in the Glasgow Weekly 
Herald (January 29, 1887), confronts Victorian criticism of Burns’s sexual 
behavior, charitably arguing that Burns repented of his sins (by marrying 
Jean), and that his critics should accept his sincerity:

Oft it moves my indignation
 That the envious eye discerns
Nought of holy exaltation
 In the life of Robert Burns.
On his faults will many dwell,
His repentance few will tell. …

Those who love the Psalms of David
 Should not sneer at Robert Burns;
Each has sinned, and each is savéd,
 Each to God repentant turns;
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And God never hides His face
From a soul that seeks His grace. …

Thus hath Scotland’s sweetest poet
 Been defamed and slandered long;
Those who love him best should show it
 Nor permit this cruel wrong.
Suffer not reproach to rest
On the mem’ry of our best.

Now let Scotland’s justice waken
 For the Bard whose songs she sings;
Let detraction’s dust be shaken
 Off, as from an angel’s wings.
Even God would ne’er rebuke
Any sins his saints forsook. …

 (Song of Glasgow Town, pp. 183-185)

Burns’s poems were among the touchstones that Bernstein used 
when the poetry editor of the Weekly Mail decided to exclude “amatory 
verses.”  She wrote no less than three poetic attacks on this policy, one on 
the grounds that it would have excluded too many poems that everyone 
admires, including, of course, poems by Robert Burns: 

For the Editor thinks love alarming, 
 And for lovers professes disdain; 
He’d deny that there’s anything charming
 In ‘Sweet Jessie, the Flower o’ Dunblane.’

 He would sternly refuse ‘Annie Laurie,’
 Drive the bold ‘Duncan Gray’ to despair, 
And quite scornfully scoff at the lassie 
 Who is pining for ‘Robin Adair.’ 

I don’t even believe ‘Highland Mary’ 
 His frigidity ever could move; 
He has shown himself wond’rously wary
 In avoiding ‘The Power of Love’! 

  (Song of Glasgow Town, p. 32)

Much more distinctive, however, and more characteristic of Bernstein’s 
general poetic voice, are two poems that she wrote, not about Burns, but 
in reaction against two of his best-known poems.  Burns’s poems have 
always provoked dialogue from other poets or versifiers. In his own time, 



90 Patrick Scott Burns Chronicle 2015

his “Address to the De’il” was soon met with Ebenezer Picken’s “The De’el’s 
Answer   to his Verra Worthy Friend R. Burns,” and indeed several other 
similar attempts.  More recently, there have been replies to Burns’s “Tam 
o’ Shanter” from the viewpoint of Tam’s longsuffering wife Kate, by the 
Canadian mathematician Colin Blyth, and to Burns’s “To a Mouse” from the 
mouse’s viewpoint, by the Scottish poet Liz Lochhead.  

The very first of Bernstein’s published poems had been a riposte to 
Burns. Her poem “On hearing ‘Auld Lang Syne’” was first published in the 
Glasgow Weekly Mail (February 28, 1874), and then included in her book 
Mirren’s Musings. Bernstein, severely handicapped from childhood, losing 
her father to insanity as a teenager, and struggling throughout her life 
against illhealth to make a living as a music teacher, finds that Burns’s 
appeal to boyhood happiness and adult friendship simply doesn’t match 
her own experience:

Oh! tell me not of auld lang syne, 
 For I would fain forget 
Those bygone days, whose memory
 Brings nothing but regret. 

For I have far outlived the time
 When thoughts of days gone by 
Could call the smile upon my lip,
 The light into mine eye . 

Ah! now ’tis not with smiles, but tears, 
 That I can call to mind 
The vanished joys of bygone years,
 The years of auld lang syne. 

The joys of auld lang syne are fled. 
 My early hopes have flown, 
The friends who have not changed are dead, 
 And I am left alone. 

 (Song of Glasgow Town, p. 3)

Towards the end of her life, Bernstein took on another of Burns’s songs, 
this time in protest against the destructive effects of alcoholism in the 
Glasgow and Scotland of her time.  This was a rewriting of Burns’s “Willie 
brew’d a peck o’ maut,” from the Scots Musical Museum (Kinsley I:476-477). 
Bernstein’s version appeared in the Glasgow Weekly Herald (February 8, 
1902), changing the reiterated protest of Burns’s drinkers, “We are na’ fou’”  
into the abstainers’ refrain “We are na fools”: 
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Willie brewed a peck o’ maut,
 An’ ca’d the neebors ben tae pree, 
Noo, Willie wisna’ worth his saut,
 He lo’ed o’er weel the barley bree. 
As canny Jock met Donald Clyde,
 ‘Are ye gaun ben tae Will’s?’ said he. 
Said Donald, ‘Na, we’d better bide
 Awa’ frae ony drucken spree. 
  We are na fools, we’re no sic fools 
   As waste guid siller on the spree; 
  Let folly think there’s joy in drink,
   But I’ll no taste the barley bree.
 Will winna work, an’ canna play,
 A drucken ne’er-dae-weel is he. 
His wife gangs oot tae work a’ day,
 While Willie tastes the barley bree. 
He has the makin’s o’ a man, 
 But ne’er made up, it seems tae me. 
An ass is wiser, if he can 
 Hae sense tae leave the barley bree. 
  We are na fools, we’re no sic fools 
   As waste guid siller on the spree; 
  Let folly think there’s joy in drink, 
   But I’ll no taste the barley bree. 
Willie spent fu’ half the nicht
 Drink, drinkin’ wi’ the folk aroun’, 
An’ at the blink o’ mornin’ licht
 He lay in sleep sae still an’ soun’, 
He’ll wake nae mair till Judgment Day, 
 An’ O, what will the wakin’ be? 
Wae’s me, tae live sae far astray, 
 An’ sic a waefu’ death tae dee! 
  We are na fools, we’re no sic fools
   As waste guid siller on the spree; 
  Let folly think there’s joy in drink, 
   But I’ll no taste the barley bree.’

(Song of Glasgow Town, p. 214)

While the idea of a temperance rewriting of Burns sounds a sure loser, 
it takes both knowledge of the original song and an acute ear for Burns’s 
language and rhythms to carry the idea off, as Bernstein does, with such 
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verve and aplomb. To my mind, improbably, this last example is the best, 
because the most Burnsian, of Bernstein’s Burns poems. 

Bernstein’s writing about Robert Burns is certainly not what has led to 
the modern revival of interest in her writing.  That rests on her scathing 
social observation of late Victorian Scotland urban life, her proto-feminist 
vision, and her strong moral commitment to fairness and equality.  But 
Bernstein’s writing about Burns gives an interesting and individual insight 
into the way Burns was perceived, idealized and often distorted, in the 
period when his achievements were most widely recognized. 
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Robert Burns and John Muir
Will Colin

1
Fellow Mortals

Christmas Eve 2014 sees the centenary of the death of the man 
recognised as the Father of America’s National Parks, one of the founders 
of the world conservation movement, and someone voted the most 
important Californian of all time.  In 2005 his image appeared on California’s 
‘state quarter’ struck by the US Mint to commemorate California becoming 
the Union’s 31st state.  He was John Muir, born in Dunbar, East Lothian on 
21 April 1838.

Nearly 11 years later, he became part of the great Scottish Diaspora of 
the mid-19th century.  In 1849, John’s father Daniel uprooted his family – 
wife and seven bairns – and transplanted them into the US frontier state 
of Wisconsin.  There, it is said, young John discovered his Scottishness, 
surrounded as the Muirs eventually were largely by fellow Scottish 
emigrants.  Of course many brought with them books about Scotland 
or by Scots and John, initially denied all books except the Bible by his 
authoritarian father, was able to borrow them freely from his neighbours 
to be read in secret.

His love of nature and the works of Robert Burns had been awakened in 
Dunbar, the former chiefly by his maternal grandfather David Gilrye and the 
latter by the singing of his poetry-loving mother Ann.  Both came together 
in the Wisconsin countryside as evidenced by the Burns quotations Muir 
used in the first part of his autobiography, ‘The Story of My Boyhood and 
Youth’1.  Here are a couple of examples:

“... Of the many advantages of farm life for boys one of the greatest is 
gaining a real knowledge of animals as fellow-mortals, learning to respect 
them and love them, and even to win some of their love...”2 

 “... Surely a better time must be drawing nigh when godlike human 
beings will become truly humane, and learn to put their animal fellow 
mortals in their hearts instead of on their backs or in their dinners....”3 

Muir frequently quoted from Burns in his writings, showing a wide 
and varied knowledge of the poet’s works.  In ‘Boyhood and Youth’ he 
described his elation in awakening five hours earlier than normal, with his 

1  ‘The Story of My Boyhood and Youth’, John Muir, Houghton Mifflin Co, Boston, 1913.

2  ibid, chapter 3, ‘Life on a Wisconsin Farm’.

3  ibid, chapter 5, ‘Young Hunters’.
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father’s hard-won permission, to read. “... I simply felt that I was rich beyond 
anything I could have dreamed or hoped for.  I was far more than happy.  
Like Tam O’ Shanter I was glorious, ‘O’er a’ the ills o’ life victorious.’”4

This first ‘early rising’ was not to be a unique occurrence.  So that he 
would not oversleep, he even invented a machine to eject him from bed 
at a preset time.  When it was too cold to sit and read he used the time to 
turn his notional invention into reality only to have it discovered by his 
domineering father.  “This fine invention  seemed doomed to destruction 
before its time-ticking commenced, though I thought it handsome, had 
so long carried it in my mind, and like the nest of Burns’s wee mousie it 
had cost me mony a weary whittling nibble.”5  In the event, Daniel Muir, 
reluctantly, was rather proud of his eldest son’s accomplishment, perhaps 
because is was intended to prevent oversleeping.

Muir left home in 1862, spending time at the University of Wisconsin 
and then in Canada before returning to the US and setting out on the first 
leg of a journey to South America on 1 September 1867.  After a short train 
ride, he began walking south from Louisville, Kentucky, heading for the 
Gulf of Mexico.  Muir travelled light but found space in his shoulder sack 
for a copy of the New Testament and one of Burns’ poetry.  The American 
Civil War had ended but the southern states were in as much of a turmoil as 
was Muir’s mind.  Friends and fellow students had been killed and maimed 
and he was questioning the values instilled in him by a father who saw the 
world only through the pages of the Bible.

He also packed a journal and from its pages, subsequently the basis for 
his ‘A Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf’6, we learn of his quest for a new ‘truth’ 
and the beginnings at least of answers.  Rejected were the Victorian beliefs 
in ‘Lord Man’ as the supreme being; instead he was seeing Creation in much 
the same way as Burns.  “How narrow we selfish, conceited creatures are in 
our sympathies!” he wrote, “how blind to the rights of all the rest of creation! 
With what dismal irreverence we speak of our fellow mortals!”7.  Then later, 
he added, “From the dust of the earth, from the common elementary fund, 
the Creator has made Lord Homo.  From the same material he has made 
every other creature, however noxious and insignificant to us.  They are 
earth-born companions and our fellow mortals.”8

4  ‘Boyhood and Youth’, chapter 7, ‘Knowledge and Inventions’.

5  ibid.

6  ‘A Thousand Mile Walk to the Gulf’, John Muir, Houghton Mifflin, 1916.

7  ibid, chapter 5, ‘Through Florida Swamps and Forests’.

8  ibid, chapter 6, ‘Cedar Keys’.
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Burns, of course, used ‘fellow-mortals’ in the second verse of ‘To a 
Mouse’. The ‘Shorter Oxford Dictionary’ (1933) gives the first recorded use 
of ‘fellow-creature’, meaning ‘a production of the same Creator’, as 1648.  
By the early 20th century, its use was almost exclusively with reference 
to humans. ‘Fellow-mortal’, with or without the hyphen, does not appear 
in that dictionary or any other consulted by this writer.  Henry McKenzie 
(1745-1831) used ‘fellow-mortal’ in ‘Man of Feeling’, published in 1771.  Burns 
would be very familiar with that work as the novel was among his favourite 
books.  However, McKenzie restricted its meaning to cover humans only.  
That remains the case in the few occasions the term is used nowadays.

But Burns meant much more and emphasised that by not only linking 
‘fellow-mortals’ with ‘earth-born companions’ but also reversing the 
expected order of priority.  Burns was the mouse’s “earth-born companion 
and fellow-mortal” rather than the other way round, thereby reducing 
man’s importance.  The phrase made a huge impression on Muir and was 
to become a Muir mantra.  It appears in full or as ‘fellow mortals’ again and 
again in at least seven of his books, from his first, ‘Mountains of California’, 
published in 1894, to ‘Steep Trails, which was published posthumously in 
1916, as well as in letters and magazine articles.  Indeed, so often did he 
use it that some consider it a Muir ‘original’9, perhaps ignorant of its source 
and influence on Muir.

2
Thoughts written on the Birthday of Robert Burns

In early June 1905, 67-years-old John Muir went with his daughters 
Wanda and Helen to Adamana, Arizona, in the hope that the dry desert air 
would improve Helen’s health.  Within a few weeks he and Wanda returned 
home to Martinez when they received word that Muir’s wife Louie was 
seriously ill.  She died on 6 August and Muir was devastated.  He effectively 
retired from public life, maintaining contact only with family and close 
friends.  Then, on 25 January 1906, he sat at his desk in his ‘scribble den’ 
and penned the following essay:

“It is surely a fine thing to stop now and then in the throng of our 
common everyday tasks to contemplate the works and ways of God’s great 

9 The following is taken from ‘The Ecstasy of John Muir’, Robert Pogue Harrison’s review of ‘A Passion 
for Nature: The Life of John Muir’ (Donald Worster, OUP, 2009) published in ‘The New York Review 
of Books’, March 2009:  “In short, Muir became a pantheist. Rejecting once and for all his father’s 
fundamentalist Presbyterianism, he found in its stead the “gospel of natural theology”, which held 
that all things, as Muir put it, “are our earth-born companions and fellow mortals”. 
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men, sent down from time to time to guide and bless mankind.  And it is 
glorious to know that one of the greatest men who appeared in the last 
century was a Scotsman, Robert Burns … His lessons of divine love and 
sympathy to humanity, which he preached in his poems and sent forth 
white-hot from his heart, have gone ringing and singing round the globe, 
stirring the heart of every nation and race.

And yet what a hard, sad life he had in his own Scotland, amang his 
ain folk.  “The largest soul of all the British Isles,” said Carlyle, and perhaps no 
man had so false a reception from his fellowmen.  Wae’s me that Scotsmen 
let our best Scotsman starve.  And though now he has love and honour 
beyond bounds, and noble mountains to his worth are rising in every land 
on the globe, the idea of Burns forlorn and starving in Scotland blinds us 
with tears.  He died a hundred and ten years ago in a storm of trouble 
and pain, full of despairing care about his wife and bairns, deserted by his 
canny fault-finding friends.

But in the midst of it all he knew something of the worth of his short 
life’s work … When lying forsaken in the shadow of death, he said to his 
despairing wife, “Never mind, I’ll be more respected a hundred years after I’m 
dead than I am now.”  How gloriously this prophecy has been fulfilled!  His 
fame began to grow from the day of his death, and year on year it has 
grown higher and brighter, cheering and enriching all mankind.  In the 
halls of fame there are none like his.  “The birthday of no other human being 
is so universally celebrated”; and, as Lord Rosebery well says, ”He reigns over 
a greater dominion than any empire the world has yet seen, and his name 
excites a more enthusiastic worship than that of any saint in the calendar.”  
And this marvellous ever-growing admiring devotion is perfectly natural.  
Could Burns have seen, how glad he would have been!

What is the secret of it all?  It is his inspiring genius derived from heaven, 
glowing with all-embracing sympathy.  The man of science, the naturalist, 
too often loses sight of the essential oneness of all living beings in seeking 
to classify them in kingdoms, orders, families, genera, species, etc., taking 
notes of the kind of arrangement of limbs, teeth, toes, scales, hair, feathers, 
etc., measured and set forth in meters, centimeters, and millimeters, 
while the eyes of the Poet, the Seer, never closes on the kinship of God’s 
creatures, and his heart ever beats in sympathy with great and small alike 
as “earth-born companions and fellow mortals” equally dependent on 
Heaven’s eternal love.  As far as I know, none in all the world so clearly 
recognized the loving fatherhood of God as our ain Robert Burns, and 
there has been none in whose heart there flowed so quick and kind and 
universal a sympathy.
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One calls to mind his field mouse, “Wee sleekit, cowrin’, tim’rous beastie,” 
turned out of house and home, its store of food scattered and cold winter 
coming on; the tender pity for silly sheep and cattle, and ilk hopping bird, 
“wee helpless thing” shelterless in a winter snowstorm; the wounded hare 
crying like a child; the unfortunate daisy, “wee, modest, crimson-tippèd 
flower” crushed amang the stour.  He extended pity and sympathy even to 
the deil, entering into his feelings and hoping he might perhaps be able to 
repent and escape from his gloomy den.

  Hear me, Auld Hangie, for a wee,
  An’ let poor damnèd bodies be;
  I’m sure sma’ pleasure it can gie,
   Ev’n to a deil,
  To skelp an scaud’ poor dogs like me
   An’ hear us squeel …
  But fare-you-weel, Auld Nickie-Ben!
  O, wad ye tak a thought an’ men’!
  Ye aiblin might – I dinna ken –
   Still hae a stake:
  I’m wae to think upo’ yon den,
   Ev’n for your sake!

But Scotland’s debt is in several ways peculiar.  He brought her forward 
into a bright light and made her great among the nations, and he saved 
the grand Scottish language when it was in danger of sinking into English.  
Though unfit for science it is wonderfully rich in love-words for telling “a’ 
the pleasures o’ the heart, the lover and the friend.”  And since Burns’ poems 
are enshrined in gude braid Scots, the world will never allow it to perish.

None in this land of plenty can realize the hardships under which Burns’ 
immortal work was accomplished.  Of what we call education he had 
almost nothing - he was brought up on the Bible in his father’s auld clay 
biggin.  This was his school and college, his poor neighbours and the fields 
and the sky his university.  He sang untrained like a stream or a bird, while 
under the crushing weight of doure unchangeable poverty - a kind of 
poverty unknown in America, where doors open everywhere to affluence 
and ease.  When he was in the fullness and strength of early manhood, 
standing five foot ten, his great eyes flashing, such eyes as Walter Scott 
said he had never seen in any other countenance, as bold and brave and 
bonnie a chiel as ever trod yird, he toiled from daybreak till dark, digging, 
plowing, reaping, thrashing for three dollars a month!
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On my long lonely walks I have often thought how fine it would be to 
have the company of Burns.  And indeed he was always with me, for I had 
him by heart.  On my first long walk from Indiana to the Gulf of Mexico I 
carried (little but) a copy of Burns’s poems and sang them all the way.  All 
the whole country and the people, beasts and birds, seemed to like them.  
In the Sierra I sang and whistled them to the squirrels and birds, and they 
were charmed out of fear and gathered close about me.  So real was his 
companionship, he oftentimes seemed to be with me in the flesh, however 
wild and strange the places where I wandered – the Arctic tundras so like 
the heathery muirlands of Scotland, the leafy Alleghanies, icy Alps and 
Himalayas, Manchuria, Siberia, Australia, New Zealand – everywhere Burns 
seemed at home and his poems fitted everybody.

Wherever a Scotsman goes, there goes Burns.  His grand whole, catholic 
soul squares with the good of all; therefore we find him in everything 
everywhere.  Throughout these last hundred and ten years, thousands of 
good men have been telling God’s love; but the man who has done most 
to warm human hearts and bring to light the kinship of the world is Burns, 
Robert Burns, the Scotsman.

[ ‘Pasadena Evening Star’, 26 January 1907]
A year after writing the above, John Muir was invited to address a 

supper held in honour of Scotland’s bard in Pasadena, a town he visited 
often and the home of a very close friend, Theodore P Luckens, president 
of the Pasadena National Bank.  Luckens was a member of the Sierra Club 
and the two men had met in Yosemite Valley in 1895.  Unable to attend, 
Muir wrote to Luckens as follows:

Martinez, Jan. 22, 1907
Dear Mr Luckens,
As you suggested I have written a letter for the meeting to celebrate Burns’ 

birthday & have sent it today by registered mail to Mr McDonald.  If it is to be 
read at the meeting I hope the reader has a gude Scots tongue in his head.

 With best wishes,
 Faithfully yours,
 John Muir
The letter contained a copy of the above essay.  A report of the evening 

appeared in the ‘Pasadena Evening Star’ of 26 January.  Under the headlines
Should Auld Acquaintance Be Forgot and Never Brought to Mind

Memory of Burns Is Fittingly Honoured by Local Scots
there appeared Muir’s essay of 25 January 1906.  It has to be assumed 

that one of the “local Scots” would read Muir’s text in the way he intended.
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I Don’t Like Poetry
Ronnie O’Byrne

I have a confession to make – I used to have a great dislike for poetry – 
and even worse – Robert Burns.

It had to so with that shortbread tin image of him. The only time I used 
to see anything of Burns was in the tartan gift shop in Auchtermuchty or a 
service station on the A74.

School was a bit of a disaster – the “English” teacher said something 
like - We will now deal with the Scot’s poet Robert Burns – Burns wrote 
love poems and poems about nature – one of his most famous was “To a 
Mouse” – I would like you all to read this for homework and we’ll discuss it 
again next week.

Some of my mates were having difficulty reading the Beano – so 
understanding the old Scot’s language - was just a tad above their 
processing capabilities.

I can remember being up the back of the bike shed at school saying – as 
we were about to take a double period of English that I didn’t like poetry.

I have to say - I kept that attitude with me well into my 20s.
Then one night found myself at Pumpherston Golf Culbs Burns Supper.  

I watched in admiration guys like Tam Jenkins, Willie Kirk and Alan Devlin 
perform poetry and song in a way that I had never seen or heard before.

Tam o’Shanter – came to life for me. The satire of Holy Willies Prayer 
filled me with pride ……… I was intrigued…..  ….that something so 
powerful - could be written in my native tongue.

I was so impressed that I took it upon myself to try and learn a little. This 
poem commemorates the journey from school - to present times.

I don’t like poetry !      As I used to say at school
I don’t like poetry
It‘s glib and droll

It always talks about the soul
That love and bittersweet control

ower imaged minds
For scholars worship tae enroll

as school bells chime
As we grow up they teach us Keats

Shakespeare, Byron lines from Bates
We classified, interpret Yates

and other lads
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Whose inner thoughts we’d conjugate
wae critic jabs.

When men suggested - ”read some Burns”
The thoucht wid make ma stomach churn

Tae read aboot wee mice and turns  
near Afton Brae,

Or birds wae flappin’ wings a’ hurrin
in nature’s way……

Naw, naw, - tae me - that’s nancy speak
It widna mak’ a tough boy sweet

Us lads came frae that ither street  
whare smart guys stay

Who knew it all and never met 
a better way.

But then one nicht I did attend
A Burns supper richt tae the end
I listened keen tae comprehend

oor  auld  Scots  tongue
And wondered how this bardies bend

was so well sung
So what’s this tale of Shanter Tam

Of markets, drink and Carrick farms
They say he spied a witch’s charm

near some auld Kirk
An’ came within a bridges span

o’ meeting Nick
An’ tell me more aboot thon Willie
O’ how I thoucht him very funny

Tae see him screech an’ him sae holy
wae pious pout

And how the bard cleansed out his soul
with satire’s clout

These sparked a flame, I read some more
Epistles, letters, songs and poems

I practiced lines, some speeches prose
And even learned wee turns

and now I’m asked tae bid propose
The Memory o’ Burns……………

BUT ….  I don’t like poetry !
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The Editor’s Opinion; 
My opening comment in my Editorial for the last edition remarked 

on 12 years that had passed since the last annual Burns Chronicle. A very 
kind reviewer expressed surprise that it was only 12 years since he had first 
missed the Annual Burns Chronicle on his bookshelves, of course there 
have some annual editions between 1995 and 2001 but the reviewer was 
quite correct in his recollection as the Chronicle in traditional format really 
dropped off the scene over 20 years ago to be replaced by the periodical 
which carried so much more club news and ephemeral content, a role now 
fulfilled by the Newsletter, with the Burns Chronicle now re-established for 
recording developments in Burns knowledge and research and reporting 
of the more significant and singular happenings in worldwide appreciation 
and memorialisation. 

There has been some little feedback from the readership, mostly 
congratulatory, on the 2014 Burns Chronicle, its format and the content, 
and so the readers will discern little change for this edition as the Chronicle 
standardises. It is my intention to maintain a regular style of Chronicle, in 
both fashion and subject matter under examination, but I am restricted 
to the interesting features which writers are good enough to send to me.  
I continue to cast the net widely in the search for contributions, however 
those unsolicited are particularly welcome, and hopefully a miscellany of 
content which satisfies the discerning student of Burns can be maintained. 

Many of the feedback responses to the revived annual Burns Chronicle 
stated that the volume should contain true representations of the Poet’s life 
and accurate use of his works. The Robert Burns World Federation is regarded 
as a leading authority on the Bard’s life and Works and must therefore have 
defined accuracy in all of its output; I will strive to achieve this in the Burns 
Chronicle. As Editor, I adhere to a few personal rules for content, I strive for 
this accuracy in the Chronicle, although contributed articles are generally 
only touched with a very light Editor’s pen, even if these contain views which 
are open to question and some barely supported opinions.  

Quotations from the works are a simpler matter as there is generally a 
defined reference source with which to collate.  For many years I have used 
the commonly recognised authoritative reference for Burns works “The 
Poems and Songs of Robert Burns” edited by James Kinsley, Clarendon 
Press 1968,   although for popular titles I refer to James Mackay’s Federation 
Bicentenary Edition for a title in place of the simple “Song” often used by 
Burns. Letters are collated with the Clarendon edition “The Letters of Robert 
Burns” of 1985 edited by G. Ross Roy, Titles of poems and songs are very 
frequently misquoted in popular reference and while I accept many popular 
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song titles I will draw the line at adaptions to titles such as Address added 
before “To a Haggis”.  

Spurious and dubious works ascribed to the Poet are a more thorny issue, 
again I defer to the authority of Kinsley.  I took a breath when the President 
quoted “The Tree of Liberty” in her message in last Chronicle as there is 
some controversy over the attribution of this revolutionary song, More 
straightforward are a number of other suspicious poems and songs and 
incorrect attribtions which have attached to the canon, such as “Why Should 
We Idly Waste Our Prime” and notably the several included in James Barke’s 
collection of 1955 and spurious additions in the discredited “Lost Poems” by 
Patrick Scott Hogg. I look forward to fresh judgements from the new OUP 
edition, but meantime anything outwith the proven canon is excluded.

Related to my above rule, is the accuracy of spelling and punctuation of 
the works quoted. I shirk from the popularisation such as the subjects of the 
title of the tale of ‘The Twa Dogs’ being written as ‘dugs’, and certainly old 
lang zyne etc., The Cotter’s Saturday Night will not morph into the Cottars 
Seterday Nicht and we, in all Federation output, should strive for accuracy 
and encourage our Members to give similar attention to the detail in their 
celebration programmes and other productions.  I may seem pedantic, but 
even punctuation can affect the reading of the work and Burns was himself 
quite pedantic and accurate in his punctuation to ensure that absolutely the 
correct meaning was conveyed. It is therefore quite wrong of us to apply our 
own emphasis or change punctuation to a line of Burns in the absence of 
some definitive source demonstrating that this is authorial.  I recently had 
a discussion with a senior Federation figure about the placing of brackets 
around the line “as come it will, for a’ that” on the Federation website and 
he argued that it was presented in this manner in Henley and Henderson’s 
edition of 1896. If Henley and Henderson ever had a manuscript source for 
this, none is given and so I stick with the style as Burns wrote it, per Kinsley’s 
edition.  I was accused of getting on my high horse, but this is in fact a position 
I constantly inhabit.  Similarly the positioning of the apostrophe is frequently 
the subject of abuse;.   there is the possessive ‘s which it is often omitted 
implying pluralisation, or indeed the insertion of an apostrophe implying 
abbreviation. And there is the shifting of the apostrophised word to link with 
the adjacent. Sometimes the apostrophe is missed out altogether and the 
abbreviated letter re-inserted, upsetting the timbre and meter of the line. 
Try variations on;-

“Wee, sleeket, cowran, tim’rous beastie,
O, what a panic ’s in thy breastie!”
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And of course there is the very widespread, because of its popularity, 
mis-spelling of Tam o’ Shanter; the middle o’ of course is the abbreviation for 
“of” and often is popularly capitalised and attached to the following word, 
ascribing Irish origins to Thomas of Shanter farm.  Even collections of the 
Poet’s works published by some who should know better carry the error on, 
capitalising the O’ and/or attaching it to Shanter.

The forthcoming Oxford Edition of Robert Burns will bring fresh insight 
into many works generated from careful collation of all manuscript and 
early sources and this new definitive edition may cause a revision in my own 
usage which will migrate to the Chronicle. This Editor’s position will remain 
to use the best available source to verify quotations of Burns works or letters 
in the Burns Chronicle.  

The Chronicle will continue to refer to Robert Burns by his proper name 
or one of the variants which he supported. The Burns Chronicle will not 
knowingly give space to the misnaming of Robert Burns, particularly  the 
mispronounced Robbie as if it were spelled with an ‘a’, even though as I am 
told old Ayrshire dialect leads towards that form of pronunciation. This ‘ah’ 
style and habit crept in during the mid 19thcentury and prevails very widely 
today, even within Federation circles. I recall the deathly intake of breath 
that would go round a Federation meeting, or indeed a Club gathering, if 
someone allowed a slip of the tongue and uttered the misnomer, not so 
much now, but that does not mean the Burns Chronicle should support the 
error. 

There is substantial ongoing study and work and a great number of books 
are being published on all this research, both from academic institutions and 
individual enthusiasts. An almost overwhelming number of these books 
have been forwarded to the Federation for our attention and this Chronicle 
has several reviews.  This aspect of Chronicle endeavour will perhaps have 
to be scrutinised and a more detailed editorial policy devised to sort the 
numerous publications submitted to the Federation into suitability for a 
Chronicle review.

Similarly and sadly this edition carries many obituary tributes for some 
of our number we have lost this last while, and more than one notable 
academic who have made marked contributions to the field of Burns studies 
and to our better understanding and enjoyment of the Poet.  I will not be 
altering my policy in this field, but will continue to pay tribute to those who 
have contributed so much and are now moved on.

Bill Dawson
Editor
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The Oxford Edition of the Works of Robert Burns, 
Vol 1: Commonplace Books, Tour Journals and Miscellaneous Prose.

Edited by Nigel Leask
This is a most outstanding book and a must 

for serious Burns enthusiasts. Individuals and 
Club libraries will need to have this work to give 
a comprehensive view on Robert Burns’ prose 
and associate writings all cross referenced with 
his poetry and correspondence. 

This first volume in Oxford’s new edition of 
the works of Robert Burns, comprising Robert 
Burns’ Commonplace Books, Tours Journals 
and Miscellaneous Prose Works, is a major 
contribution to our understanding of the life and 
Works of Robert Burns. The Commonplace Books 
and other prose writings offer a glimpse into Burns’s creative workshop, 
they permit a new understanding of his unique relationship to the literary 
and social culture of late eighteenth-century Scotland. 

The items included have never before been published complete in one 
volume (some are published for the first time), this new edition is largely 
based on fresh transcriptions of Burns manuscripts.

All students and scholars with an interest in Robert Burns will find this 
volume a most invaluable addition to their library.

This substantial work by Editor Nigel Leask  has chapters on Burns 
Commonplace Books, including the Glenriddell Manuscripts, the Tour  
Journals, and rare transcriptions of the Manual of Religious Belief originated 
by his father, Regulations for the Tarbolton Bachelors’ Club, dedications to 
poems, arrangements of the Monkland Friendly Society, various fragments, 
and Letters to the Press, each of the 11 chapters introduced by a detailed 
Introduction giving the background, interpretation, and full details of the 
work being examined. It may be at the higher end of the price range of 
Burns Books, but this is exceedingly great value for the level of insight and 
understanding imparted.

Oxford University Press
ISBN 978-0-19-960317-6
£ 125.00
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The Language of Robert Burns;  
Style, Ideology, and Identity.

Alex Broadhead
I read through this book with the pre-conception 

that I knew, as a native Scots speaker, most of what is 
being reviewed, but realised that this is a significant 
academic appraisal of Burns use of language and 
will be most beneficial to those whose first language 
is not English with the benefit of a Scots upbringing. 
On reaching the end of the book I realise that I had 
missed much of the analysis with my preconception 
that I spoke in a language not totally removed from 
18thC Burnsian. 

This is a very good analysis of the language that 
Burns used and the changes and pressures it was 
under in his lifetime.  It gives an insight into the nuances and idiom of the 
day and the variations in linguistics he encountered and used in his works.

The Burns who emerges from this book is not the figure of marginal 
old accounts, but rather a well informed thinker who, more than his 
contemporaries, embodies the creative linguistic spirit of the eighteenth 
century. Alex Broadhead offers a radical reconceptualisation of the 
relationship between the poetics and practice of Robert Burns and 
revaluates the nature of his role in the history of Scots language.

The examination of Burns use of a language ranging from Scottish 
Standard English to Broad Scots is taken at a degree that all will understand 
and many will benefit in their grasp of Burns after a period with this book.

Bucknell University Press
ISBN 978-1-61148-528-8
£ 46.50
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Robert Fergusson and the Scottish Periodical Press
Dr Rhona Brown

Dr Brown has produced a new academic 
work on the writings of Robert Fergusson 
with reference to Walter Ruddiman who 
was proprietor and publisher of the Weekly 
Magazine. Between 1771 and 1774 the Magazine 
carried the poetry of Fergusson and the popular 
reaction to the work caused Ruddiman to 
publish Poems by Robert Fergusson.

Dr Brown starts with Fergusson’s Pastorals 
and explaining how these followed the early 
career of Alexander Pope and then moved on 
to other styles.  She begins in 1771 and ends, 
unsurprisingly, with the death of Fergusson in 
1774 and the responses to his passing.

Dr Brown has a gift for dissecting and explaining the works of Fergusson 
that enables the reader of her book to fully understand the meaning 
intended by the poet. This ability allows her to challenge the long held 
assumption that Fergusson was backward looking and nostalgic, and in 
my opinion she does this most successfully.

There are far too many useful exposures in the book to mention here 
but I particularly enjoyed her explanation of the violence perpetrated by 
the city guards on unruly citizens in the poem The Hallow Fair.

Like most Burnsians I came to read Fergusson through the poems of 
Robert Burns.  The fact that Burns admired Fergusson and his works is 
well known given that Burns draws from Fergusson in poems such as the 
Cotters Saturday Night and Epistle to J Lapraik.  This led me to purchasing 
a copy of ‘Robert Fergusson’s Scottish Poems’ sometime ago which I read 
infrequently as the mood took me.

After reading Dr Brown I have re-read the work with a much different 
interpretation of the poems than I did before.  This book is much more than 
an appreciation or academic critique on the life and works of Fergusson, 
it is an in depth examination of how these works fit with a contemporary 
Edinburgh society including it’s culture.

I found it fascinating and if you have an interest in Fergusson or even a 
desire for a better grasp of Scotland’s social history of the mid 18th century, 
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The Parritch and the Partridge: The Reception of Robert 
Burns in Germany.   A History,   2nd edition.

Rosemary Anne Selle
This book sets out to explore the reception of 

Robert Burns in Germany, beginning with Burns’ 
contemporaries in Germany when instant fame of 
international authors was yet to develop. Rosemary 
Anne Selle traces Burns growing popularity and 
demonstrates how a single line from a foreigner’s 
poem could become the motto of a generation 
of German revolutionists. Works such as “Tam o’ 
Shanter” or A red, red Rose” are analysed in translation 
through the ages. This is all complemented by a 
short contemporary view on the reception of Burns. 

The Scottish Studies Centre Johannes Gutenberg-Universitat Mainz in 
Germersheim
ISBN 978-3-631-64176-7
£ 65.00

particularly that of the capital, then I would thoroughly recommend this 
book to you.

Jim Thomson 
Ashgate Publishing Ltd
ISBN 978-1-4094-2023-1
£ 58.50
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Studies in Scottish Literature, volume 40
Edited by Patrick Scott and Tony Jarrells

Studies in Scottish Literature, published from the University of South 
Carolina, continues to thrive, with each new volume offering several fresh 
and interesting articles on Robert Burns and other Scottish topics. The 
latest addition, volume 40, is no exception, containing eleven articles, 
a symposium on Scottish writing, and book reviews.  Articles of Burns 
interest include one by me, from my time spent at USC in Spring 2014 as 
a visiting research fellow on the W. Ormiston Roy Fellowship.  My piece 
examines the earliest publication of ‘Tam o’ Shanter’ and upsets the 
popularly-held understanding, revealing that the poem did first appear 
in Grose’s Antiquities but earlier than the April 1791 date usually bandied 
around and earlier than the two publications in the newspapers of March 
1791.  A second Burns article, by Patrick Scott, describes (and illustrates) a 
previously-unstudied autograph manuscript of Burns’s song ‘Afton Braes’ 
(‘Flow gently, clear Afton’), and several other items of Burns interest are 
included in the reviews section.

Current and recent volumes of Studies in Scottish Literature are 
available as print-on-demand paperbacks, purchasable through such 
channels as Amazon. No subscriptions for this format should be mailed 
to the University or editors. The list price for the print edition (unchanged 
since 1977) remains just $16.00 (£12 or Є14.50) per volume, plus shipping. 
Copies for the UK and Europe are printed in the UK, greatly reducing 
shipping costs and time. Since March this year, the full series of the journal, 
including recent volumes and the two special Burns volumes (SSL 30 
and SSL 37), has also been available on the Web in digital form (at http://
scholarcommons.sc.edu/ssl).    
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Growling in the Kennel of Justice
Allan Nicolson

The author pulls on his background in 
the Edinburgh legal establishment to tell the 
story of Burns various touches with his legal 
establishment through the voices of 22 lawyers 
from Burns era, telling a tale which frequently 
verges into unfamiliar territory and discloses 
many supposedly new facts turned up from his 
researches through actual legal documents and 
his reconstructions of lost document based on 
what can be surmised and filling between the 
lines with his own legal expertise. The stories 
are told in the voices of legal contemporaries of 
Burns dealing with many important episodes 
of his life. . Personal accounts of their recollections of the poet are provided 
by a range of lawyers all of whom knew Burns including judges, advocates, 
including Sir Walter Scott, through to local solicitors in provincial towns.  
The narratives cover bank failures, land disputes, bankruptcies, threats of 
dismissal, court actions for breach of copyright etc. and allude strongly 
to the grip of the upper classes on Scottish society of that time through 
judicial bias and political patronage.  This book is a useful addition to the 
Burns library, there are few on Burns relationships with the legal profession 
and while it is a work of historical fiction there is perhaps some educational 
element. 

Allan Nicolson graduated in law in 1970, after which he became a 
solicitor in practice in Glasgow. In 1982, he was admitted to the Faculty of 
Advocates, but later returned to practice as a solicitor until 2006 when he 
retired. It was after attending a course on Burns at Edinburgh University 
that he was inspired to begin this work.

Troubador Publishing Ltd
ISBN 978-1-78306-462-5
£ 25.00
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A Brush with Burns 
Professor Ian Campbell has chosen 

poems and extracts of Burns, many of 
them very familiar, to be illustrated by 
the Queen’s Limner in Scotland, Dame 
Elizabeth Blackadder.  I will not say a great 
deal about the selection, or the variations 
in the text from the definitive, however this 
is a nice little book of Burns popular verses, 
with very complimentary and colourful 
illustrations.  You would not use this for 
a personal reference but it will make a very nice gift to pass to someone 
reflecting your interest in the Poet.

Renaissance Press 
ISBN 9780954396152 
£9.99

Filthy Creatures
In the Publishing world, the Burns Chronicle is regarded as a journal 

featuring Poetry and we are often sent notice of recent publications of 
new works.  Most recently, Filthy Creatures by David Williams came to 
the Editor’s desk.   The verses are based on a selection of animals with 
all manner of rude habits whose stories are told in random form without 
any recognisable stanza construction.  This is not a volume I would 
normally trouble you with, but I know that within club circles there are 
those raconteurs who will often regale us with what they consider to be 
humorous ditties of questionable double entendre and this volume may 
supply them with much needed new material for their tired repertoires.

Oort Publications
ISBN 978-0992771904
£9.99
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Burns at the Edinburgh Fringe
‘Rabbie’

Only two Robert Burns events at the Fringe this year: Burns for Beginners 
(which I missed) and ‘Rabbie’, tucked away in the Musical/ Opera section 
of the giant Fringe programme and the venue likewise distant from the 
City Centre. “Rabbie” (slight misnomer but no mistaking the subject) was a 
superb presentation at and by St. George’s School for Girls ably assisted by 
students from a number of other schools in the city under the title – Third 
Degree Youth Theatre.

For three performances packed audiences enjoyed a musical 
extravaganza of the best of Burns from the cast, ably assisted by an adult 
quartet of piano, fiddle, flute and bass guitar under musical Director Peter 
Thomson.    Particularly noteworthy were some excellent choral items, 
all to Burns tunes, some with new words, with Scots Wha Hae and Auld 
Lang Syne to the original air especial delights. Excellently costumed, the 
large cast clearly enjoyed their participation in the story of Scotland’s most 
famous son. 

The portrayal of the poet’s life was hugely shortened to manageable 
proportions but included the essentials, particularly as one would expect, 
the Edinburgh episodes with Creech, Clarinda and Lord Glencairn’s 
introduction of the Bard to polite society. There were several inaccuracies 
in the storyline, such as the poet resigning from the Excise owing to his 
revolutionary indiscretions. 

There was one highly amusing diversion mid way through: the 
performers staged an X Factor with Adam Motion (Burns) taking on the 
role of an 18th century Simon Cowell before whom appeared several 
contestants including a personified huge Macsween Haggis.   A coincidence 
that the Director of ‘Rabbie’ was, one Kate Macsween. 

Ronnie Crichton. 
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Kenneth G Simpson
February 14, 1943 - September 28, 2013.

Kenneth Simpson – better known to his many friends as Ken or Kenny 
(my preference, and as I knew him for more than forty years) - was a 
distinguished scholar, and an authority on eighteenth century Scottish 
literature. But his best work was on Robert Burns, even if Scotland’s bard 
had to fight hard with Laurence Sterne for Ken’s attention and admiration 
as a man of words. Like Burns, Kenny’s roots were set deep in Ayrshire. He 
was born in Kilwinning, and spent his boyhood years in nearby Saltcoats, 
moving a few miles along the coast to West Kilbride on his marriage. 
Throughout, his beloved island of Arran was never far from view. His family 
could trace connections with the poet, whose songs Kenny was introduced 
to by his grandparents. In first hearing Burns rather than reading him, 
Kenny’s induction followed a long oral tradition that dates back to the later 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It was how many people - not 
least the future president of the United States, Abraham Lincoln – were 
introduced to Burns’s songs and poems. 

Following his school years at Ardrossan Academy Kenny studied at 
the University of Glasgow, graduating in 1965. Thereafter he spent a year 
at what was then Jordanhill College, on a secondary teaching training 
course, which, allied to Kenny’s inherent qualities as a lecturer who was 
always engaging and often inspiring, served him well for the rest of his 
life. In 1969 he was appointed to a Lectureship in English at the newly 
established University of Strathclyde, which was then in the process of 
recruiting a group of highly talented, energetic academics in the arts and 
social sciences; for undergraduate students of my generation, this was 
Richmond Street’s very own ‘hotbed of genius’. 

For many devotees of Burns, their acquaintance with Kenny began 
by attending the annual Burns international conferences he pioneered 
with Andrew Noble. Kenny was in the vanguard of public engagement – 
before (quite rightly) it became a requirement for academic researchers. 
He was the driving force behind the conferences for which he managed 
to persuade Strathclyde and the Glasgow Herald to be the main sponsors. 
From their inauguration in 1990 these well-attended and lively occasions 
brought together academic researchers and Burns enthusiasts from the 
west of Scotland and indeed the wider world. Kenny continued in the role 
of director of the conference until 2004, when the event moved to the 
Mitchell Library, with Ken as co-director. For most of this time he was also 
(founding) director of the university’s Centre for Scottish Cultural Studies. 
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Organising the Burns conferences required enormous effort, not just in 
securing sponsors, but also in cajoling potential speakers from across 
Scotland as well as from abroad, to fill programmes that were always rich 
in their mix of scholarly expertise and the knowledge and enthusiasm that 
non-academics brought. Ably assisted by Cath Wales and others, Kenny 
succeeded in establishing the conference as one of Scotland’s major cultural 
landmarks with prestige sufficient to attract leading Burns authorities 
from the UK and well beyond. Never the stuffy, dry, introverted events that 
some academic conferences can be, Kenny drew together star-studded 
casts of writers, broadcasters, actors and artists and commentators – who 
offered fresh insights and different perspectives on Burns. One of the most 
compelling presentations came from Professor Tom Sutherland, a Beirut 
hostage from 1985 until 1991, whose captivity was made bearable by his 
ability to recall and recite Burns, even in his darkest hours. 

The legacy of the conferences endures, not only in the fond and 
deeply etched memories of attendees, but also in the form of published 
collections of the papers from some of them, which Kenny edited (Burns 
Now, 1994, and Love & Liberty: Robert Burns, A Bicentenary Celebration, 
1997). These are testament not only to Kenny’s ability to put together 
impressive teams of speakers for the two conferences the books’ content 
is based upon, but also, in their sprightly introductions, to his ability as 
a highly engaging writer. The conferences continue, although now under 
the auspices of the University of Glasgow’s Centre for Robert Burns Studies 
(led by Kenny’s one-time protégé Gerry Carruthers) where in 2008 after 
retiring from Strathclyde, he was appointed as the first Honorary Professor 
in Burns Studies - a post he held until 2011. Fittingly January 2104’s Burns 
conference – the 24th since 1990 – was dedicated to Kenny.                 

The award of such a prestigious professorial post was recognition of 
Kenny’s contribution to Burns studies, but not just as a persuasive and 
tireless conference organiser. Ken was above all a serious scholar whose 
readings of Burns and analysis of his life and writings added enormously to 
our understanding of the national poet. Kenny could be uncompromising 
in his views and firm – to say he least - in some of his opinions, but he was 
always scrupulous in basing what he had to say on a forensic approach 
to the language and form of Burns’s poems and songs, as well as his 
encyclopaedic knowledge of Burn’s letters, an annotated collection of 
which he was working on in the years prior to his death. An example of his 
approach is the opening page of his study of Burns in the Association for 
Scottish Literary Studies Scotnotes series, written twenty years ago but still 
an essential introduction to Burns’s life and work. Here Ken distinguishes 
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the popular Burns – ‘apostle of the brotherhood of mankind’, which is very 
much how Burns was celebrated in the second half of the nineteenth 
century as well as, often, nowadays – from Burns as revealed in some of 
his letters. Burns here distances himself from much of mankind – or at last 
that part of it which formed what Burns called the ‘foolish, headstrong, 
credulous, unthinking Mob’. Yet even this dichotomy was over-simplistic 
for Ken whose relish for challenging accepted wisdom, which, like his 
dislike of easy generalisation – the ‘constant need for qualification when 
dealing with Burns’ – ran through so much of his writing and his best 
lectures. Acknowledging in his Scotnotes pamphlet his debt to Edwin 
Muir, Hugh MacDiarmid and Thomas Crawford, Kenny emphasised (as well 
as providing an even more compelling explanation for), the many facets 
of Burns, who was ‘essentially a chameleon’. These were the range of his 
poetic voices (which Kenny was keen to emphasise were not always Burn’s 
own but rather persona he adopted), and his charismatic personality as a 
man of apparent – and real - contradictions. Kenny’s Burns could be both 
rational and romantic, a man of feeling overwhelmed by compassion for a 
flower the stem of which was severed by his plough, an unlearned rustic 
and an avid reader, but also a nationalist Jacobite and a Whig unionist, as 
well as being a merciless satirist. This was the thrust of Kenny’s chapter on 
Burns in his The Protean Scot: The Crisis of Identity in Eighteenth Century 
Scottish Literature, published in 1988, a seminal work that drew on his 
Strathclyde PhD thesis which he completed in 1984.

Kenny’s CV is light on books written solely by himself. This is no criticism, 
although several of us who knew Kenny regret that with his premature 
death, went an unrivalled store of knowledge, unique insight and 
illumination of Burns that in other circumstances would have been written 
up for the benefit of posterity. Kenny’s metier however was the shorter 
work – the telling essay or academic article. He was also a punctilious 
editor of the work of others.  For me one of the best papers was his eleven-
page piece in Studies in Scottish Literature (Vol 26, 1991), on ‘The Legacy 
of Flyting’.  In this Kenny confirms the place of flyting (which he defined 
as ‘a contest in insult or vilification’) as a distinctive feature of Scottish life 
and writing, and traced its use from the Makars of the sixteenth century 
through to MacDiarmid and even Rab C Nesbitt in the twentieth century. 
His focus though is on the eighteenth century – Ramsay, Fergusson and 
above all Burns, masterful in his use of flyting – or raillery – in several guises. 
What Kenny’s essay explores – and reveals – are the particular conditions 
of Scottish society that made the ‘expressive energy’ of flyting an especially 
important literary device; the same paper initiates one of the key themes of 
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many of Kenny’s presentations on Burns, the notion of words as weapons. 
These, in everything he wrote, Kenny also used to telling effect.

During the past twenty five years Kenny’s reputation as a Burns 
authority spread not only throughout Scotland but also reached the USA 
and Russia – where in 2006, in St Petersburg, he shared a platform at a 
Burns conference with William McIlvanney. He held prestigious visiting 
posts in the universities of South Carolina and Connecticut both of which 
he travelled to on several occasions, as well as giving one-off lectures 
elsewhere in the US and Canada. 

But like Burns who once declared that his primary aim was to ‘please 
my Compeers, the rustic Inmates of the Hamlet’, Kenny never forgot the 
people. He delighted in performing for public audiences, his apparent 
modesty – and his endearing habit of stroking his beard, philosopher-
like - concealing his deep learning, a wry wit, a gentle but telling sense of 
irony and a deeply held commitment to humane values. Accordingly he 
was much in demand as a speaker at and proud to be invited to venerable 
Burns clubs such as those in Greenock, Irvine and Perth. He is vividly 
remembered in Dundee too, having appeared in 2006 as narrator at the 
Repertory Theatre in a double-act with Eddi Reader. His only regret was that 
as Reader was a singer, his audience wasn’t going to hear his two favourite 
Burns poems, ‘Holy Willie’s Prayer’ and ‘Tam O’Shanter’. His accessible style 
of writing has taken Burns into hundreds of Scotland’s classrooms while his 
Robert Burns (2005), with illustrations by Colin  Baxter, opened up Burns to 
yet another audience.  

Kenny’s move across the city of Glasgow after retiring from Strathclyde 
in 2003 induced a fresh bout of academic endeavour resulting in a stream 
of papers on Burns, James Macpherson and Robert Louis Stevenson. He 
also co-edited (with Patrick Scott) a book of essays in honour of Ken’s 
brother-in-arms in Burns studies and much-loved companion, the late 
G Ross Roy of the University of South Carolina and, with Carruthers, an 
online edition of the letters of James Currie, Burns’s first editor. The flow 
continued, with his most recent publication, a typically penetrating but 
at the same time enormously informative examination of the personal, 
political and intellectual influences on Burns as he prepared the first, 
Kilmarnock (1786) edition of his poems, appearing in Studies in Scottish 
Literature (Vol 39, 2013). The respect in which he was held by academics 
across the disciplines and from many countries was demonstrated in his 
election as President of the Eighteenth-Century Scottish Studies Society 
for 2008-9. 



116 In Memoriam Burns Chronicle 2015

Kenny had a wide circle of colleagues and friends and many more 
admirers amongst the general public, and particularly the Burns 
fraternity, than is usual amongst academics. This owes much to the critical 
ambassadorial role he played in bridging what had become something 
of a gulf between the Burns Federation and Burns scholarship in the 
universities. It is due too to Kenny’s exceptional talent in revealing to his 
readers and those who had the privilege of listening to him, the force and 
expression of Burns’s language allied to his apt choice of poetic form. Kenny 
opened afresh our eyes and ears. He will be sorely missed by one and all. 
In spite of the esteem in which he was held he was always courteous and 
considerate. Burnsians everywhere will miss him. 

Christopher A Whatley
Emeritus Professor of History, University of Dundee

Henryk Minc
1919 - 2013

Honorary President of The Robert Burns World Federation Henryk Minc, 
passed away peacefully on July 15, 2013 in Santa Barbara, California, age 
93. 

Henryk was born in Lodz, Poland on November 12, 1919. He escaped 
Poland during World War II and joined a Polish army unit of the British 
Army. While stationed in Tayport, Scotland, he met Catherine Duncan and 
they were married in 1943. After the war, he studied at the University of 
Edinburgh, gaining a PhD in mathematics.

He taught at several universities, latterly U.C. Santa Barbara. He was 
a leading theoretical mathematician and wrote or co-authored many 
textbooks and numerous research publications in the area of advanced 
mathematics. Additionally, he published many scholarly articles for the 
Biblical Archaeologist and the Bulletin of the Institute for Antiquity and 
Christianity and he was a frequent contributor of studious articles to the 
Burns Chronicle.

Henryk enthusiastically pursued many hobbles becoming highly 
expert in several fields. He spoke at least 5 languages and was able to 
read and understand several ancient languages. He was a skilled musician 
and played several instruments, including the harpsichord, recorder and 
bagpipes. An avid swimmer, he swam about a mile a day for forty years. 
He developed a passion for all things Scottish and a love for Robert Burns, 
collecting many books and several manuscripts.
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Thomas Crawford
1920 -2014

Thomas Crawford who wrote what is probably still the finest critical 
study of Burns died in Aberdeen in March 2014 at the age of 93.

Burns: a Study of the Poems and Songs 
first appeared in 1960; a second edition 
appeared in 1965 with further reprints in 
1978 and 1994: four editions of a work of 
criticism is extraordinary, and is testimony 
to both our continuing fascination with 
Burns and the quality of Crawford’s 
insights. 

In the introductory statement to the 
second edition he states ‘this book largely 
excludes biography’. Even the great David 
Daiches in his Robert Burns (1950) had 
found it necessary ‘to be drawn to some 
degree into biography’ when explaining 
Burns’s ‘development as a poet’; Crawford 
examined that development in terms of his 
poetic achievement. The most important 
feature of his study is his handling of the 
‘language question’. In his introduction he distinguishes between the 
diachronic and the synchronic discussion of Scots; the diachronic traces 
the history of Scots and its Anglicisation in seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, while the synchronic considers the varieties of language in use 
at any particular time. From the first came the endlessly repeated view that 
‘a profound dissociation of reason and emotion was irrevocably linked to 
the linguistic split: henceforth the rule was—think in English, feel in Scots, 
and never the twain shall meet’. Crawford damns this position in the faint 
praise of his observation that it was ‘no doubt very useful at the time when 
it became popular’. He observes that the varieties of language available 
to Burns allowed him to switch register and voice to great rhetorical 
effect. And he adds: ‘Like most writers of his century, Burns was aware of 
decorum, of the need to suit his words to his audience and his matter; and 
he was also aware of kind—that each class of work, the song, the ode, the 
satire, the familiar epistle, the “rustic brawl,” the mock-heroic, the lower-
class genre piece, had its own stylistic features’. This understanding, which 
has still not been fully assimilated by critics of Scottish literature, underlies 
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Crawford’s brilliant commentary on individual poems where he is fully 
alive to the changes of point of view and of tone achieved by the mixing of 
styles and idiolects. And his criticism is at its very best when he deals with 
‘Tam o’ Shanter’, a poem where the varying of voices is superbly deployed, 
in a way that is at once wise and comic, and which proposes the responses 
of a whole community to a drunken lecher.

 Burns: a Study of the Poems and Songs is not primarily an argument, 
although an argument underlies it: it is a work of detailed criticism in which 
proceeds from poem to poem. There are many magnificent comments in 
the bygoing: for example when talking of a little-known piece ‘To Colonel 
De Peyster’ Crawford talks of Burns’s ‘savagely jocular recognition of a 
special bond between himself and Satan’. The section on the songs, the 
longest in the book, is highly important, for although he does not engage 
in music criticism he considers the songs as songs—words and music—
and treats them not only as a culmination of a Scottish tradition in folk 
song, but the basis for the high lieder of Schubert and Wolf. This is a great 
work of criticism: it is very readable although a trifle old-fashioned; it is 
intellectually wide-ranging and tackles a great variety of experience; and 
its insight into Burns’s poetry enhances every reader’s appreciation of what 
Burns achieved.

 Thomas Crawford’s first work was a brief publication entitled 
The Edinburgh Review and Romantic Poetry, 1802–29 (1955). His Scott 
appeared in 1965, and again in a revised edition in 1982. It was superbly 
suggestive at a time when Scott’s reputation was at its nadir; perhaps to 
justify his rash claim that ‘Scott’s longer poems are beginning to receive 
fresh critical attention’ his anthology Sir Walter Scott: Selected Poems, 
published by OUP, appeared in 1972, the first proper edition of Scott’s 
poetry since Logie Robertson’s of 1904. The next time the anthology 
preceded the critical work: Love Labour and Liberty: the Eighteenth-
Century Scottish Lyric was published Carcanet in 1976, and was followed 
by Society and the Lyric in 1979. Both the anthology and the book develop 
the song section of his Burns and are designed to ‘demonstrate conclusively 
that Burns was the apogee of the whole lyric tradition’. But of course 
Crawford was also concerned with the social function of song-writing and 
song-performance. For instance he says of work-songs that they ‘aid and 
sweeten labour, and suggest the repetitive choruses of dance-carols and 
of certain folk-ballads, which may well have been danced’. His later work 
focussed on Boswell and culminated in his edition of the first volume of 
The Correspondence of James Boswell and William Johnson Temple 1756-
1795 (1997) in the Yale Boswell edition. To have been asked to undertake 
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this was an honour, but of course it fitted well Crawford’s interests in 
the literature of late eighteenth-century sex and politics. But he was not 
confined to the eighteenth century. He produced the first scholarly edition 
of A Scots Quair for Canongate (1995), and established for the first time a 
reliable text which eliminated many significant errors.

 Thomas Crawford was born in Dundee in July 1920; he was 
educated in Dunfermline High School and the University of Edinburgh. 
Accompanied by his new wife Jean he went to the University of Auckland, 
where he was Lecturer in English from 1953–60, Senior Lecturer 1960–62, 
and Associate Professor 1963–65. He spent a short time in Edinburgh and 
in Hamilton, Ontario, and was appointed Senior Lecturer in English in the 
University of Aberdeen in 1967. He stayed in Aberdeen, being promoted 
to Reader in due course, and retired in 1985. He never became Professor: 
this was unjust for Crawford was a superb scholar, but the study of Scottish 
literature was young, and in his time there was a strong prejudice in 
British universities against this subject area. But Crawford knew what he 
was up against, and recognised that the promotion of Scottish literary 
studies required a collective effort. He and the late Alex Scott were the 
moving spirits in establishing the Association for Scottish Literary Studies 
in 1970. He was the first secretary, and later was elected President of the 
Association; he founded and was the first editor of Scottish Literary Journal. 
The standing of Scottish literary studies now owes much to his efforts, and 
this was recognised by the Association when he was elected a Fellow on 
the establishment of the fellowship in 2010. 

 Tom Crawford occasionally raged against university authorities, 
but was never bitter. This was partly due to his own enjoyment of life, and 
the width of his sympathies. Society and the Lyric was dedicated to the 
memory of the great folk-singer Jeannie Robertson, whom he frequently 
visited and entertained; yet he was also passionately fond of lieder, and had 
a considerable knowledge of the classical music repertoire as it was in the 
70s and 80s. The committee of the ASLS conducted hard-headed business 
at its meetings, but always ended convivially in a pub. He laughed a lot, 
and when excited would circle his right arm as though he were waving a 
football rattle. It was almost as though Tom were recreating the spirit of the 
literature to which he devoted his life. 

 Tom Crawford was a great critic. He was also great fun.
David Hewitt, 

Regius Chalmers Professor of English Literature Emeritus,  
University of Aberdeen
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 Jean Redpath
1937–2014

The passing of Jean Redpath raised echoes of sadness throughout the 
Burns community across the globe, In the press worldwide there were many 
obituaries. Robert Burns Lives! www.electricscotland.com/familytree/frank/
burns_lives206.htm  has an extensive tribute from long time colleague and 
fellow musicologist Dr Kirsteen McCue, preceded by this simple note of 
sorrow from Frank Shaw;

“Sadly singer Jean Redpath has passed away. I knew Jean for only a short 
while, like a wisp of wind blowing refreshingly through the night. I met her 
at one of Ross Roy’s conferences on Robert Burns in Columbia, SC a few years 
ago, and as I sat during her concert that evening listening to the beautiful 
renditions of several of Burns’ songs, I marvelled at how calmly she explained 
the songs before singing them. I had learned from listening to her CDs just 
how wonderfully she sang, and even had some friends tell me to prepare for 
a masterpiece. They were correct. I mourn with her friends on their loss and 
remember the many times her name came up during conversations.” 

Coming too late for a full obituary in this Chronicle it is only minimally 
mentioned here and an adequate tribute will come in the 2016 edition. 

Ed.

  On August 21, 2014, Scotland lost 
one of her greatest folk singers and an 
outstanding ambassador for Scottish 
culture around the world.  Jean 
Redpath was seventy-seven years old 
when she passed way at a hospice 
in Phoenix, Arizona, after a two-year 
battle with cancer. 

Born in Edinburgh, and raised 
in Leven on the Fife coast, Redpath 
asserted until very late in life that 
she had never had “a real job.”  From 
one chance meeting to another, with 
the likes of Hamish Henderson, Bob 
Dylan, Garrison Keillor and Serge 
Hovey, among others, she followed 
her singing career wherever it took her. 

Although it was to take her across the globe, she never failed to return 

“Photo courtesy of Lynda Ciolek”
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to Scotland to sing, teach, and live.  From the time she first travelled to 
the United States in 1961, the longest period of time Jean was away from 
Scotland was the last two years in Arizona; indeed returned home to spend 
the better part of this summer in Fife.

  A reviewer from the Edinburgh Evening News once observed 
that characterizing Jean Redpath as a folk singer was, “a bit like calling 
Michelangelo an Italian interior decorator!” Untrained as a singer, she never 
learned to read music and yet she possessed a combination of talent, 
humour, and integrity that kept her in demand as a singer, recording artist 
and teacher. Redpath was artist in residence at Wesleyan University (1972-
76), and taught Traditional Scottish Music at the University of Stirling (1979-
89). She received honorary doctorates from the Universities of Stirling, 
Glasgow, St Andrews, and the Royal Scottish Academy.

Over a period of fifty years, from 1962 through 2012, she recorded forty 
albums of traditional Scottish songs. With eleven of those albums devoted 
entirely to the songs of Robert Burns, Redpath holds the distinction of 
recording more Burns songs, 180, than any other single artist. Her recordings, 
singing tours, and radio appearances are credited with contributing to the 
revival of interest in the songs of Burns over the last thirty years.  

  Jean Redpath’s ashes were interred next to the graves of her parents in 
Fife on September 9.   

Thomas Keith

Anne Donnan
Anne Donnan, a beacon for Burns in the North East of England, passed 

away on 7th May 2014.
Attendees at Federation quarterly meetings and conferences will fondly 

remember Anne brightening up any gathering she joined.  Her ready 
performance of Burns or other songs was always a joy, her virtuosity on the 
piano graced many occasions. 

Many will remember Anne’s passionate pursuit of the statue which 
was lost from Walker Park, Newcastle.  Anne expended considerable time 
and energy in the hunt for the missing statue and frequently reported to 
Federation Executive with the results and frustrations of her meticulous 
searches.  I am sure she had much pride in finally tracking down this lost 
and damaged treasure and after further campaigning, against all the odds, 
learning that it will be restored and reinstated to public display; this will be 
some small lasting memorial to this most remarkable lady.

Bill Dawson.
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Helen Waddell
Helen Waddell, known to all her friends as Nellie, passed away on 

Wednesday 19th February 2014. 
An active Member and participant of several Burns Clubs including 

Allanton Jolly Beggars where she was secretary for 22 years, Nellie was 
a stalwart of the Lanarkshire Association of Burns Clubs and a most 
enthusiastic participant in the Schools Committee of the Robert Burns 
World Federation.  She worked tirelessly for the local, area and national 
Schools Festivals. Nellie was also an enthusiastic trustee of the St. 
Petersburg Forum and had travelled to Russia on several occasions for the 
annual Knowledge of Scotland competition. She welcomed the Russian 
winners to Scotland and was a key part of the group hosting, funding 
and organising the programme of events for these young visitors.  In 
recognition of her years of service Nellie was recognised with Honorary 
Membership of the Federation at last year’s RBWF Conference

Patricia Leslie
 

Harry Hutchison
Harry Hutchison, born Dumfries and educated at Dumfries Academy 

and did his National Service in the Military Police.  On returning home, he 
joined the Burns Howff Club and was elected to the Executive Committee 
in the Bi Centenary Year of 1959. Harry wanted to join the police but was 
not tall enough for the local force and moved to Dover where he joined 
Kent Constabulary. He met and married Molly and they had a son Graham 
and daughters Brenda and Janet.   Harry continued his keen interest in 
Robert Burns and was active in the Dover and East Kent Scottish Society 
serving as President on several occasions. For many years he represented 
the region on the Burns Federation Executive, regularly attended the 
quarterly meetings, was a familiar figure at the annual conference and 
contributed to the Burns Chronicle.  Harry retained his membership of the 
Burns Howff Club and returned to his home town as often as he could to 
support his beloved “Queen of the South” and to attend the Howff Club’s 
Anniversary Dinner. He proposed the “Immortal Memory” at the club’s 
Dinner in the Globe Inn in 2005 and was awarded Honorary Membership. 
In recent years, Harry and Molly did not enjoy the best of health which 
restricted travelling but he maintained contact with many of his Dumfries 
and Burns friends in Scotland and in the south of England.

David Smith
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The Robert Burns World Federation
President 2014-2015

Jim Thomson
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A Message from the President
  It can only be described as a great privilege to be elected President of 

the Robert Burns World Federation. As I was being invested with the Chain 
of Office by Jane Brown at Conference, I was acutely aware of the honour, 
accompanied as it was by a very real sense of responsibility.

  I first met Robert Burns as a 14 year- old in Ayr Road, Cumnock. There 
I was introduced to him by two stalwarts of the English Department of 
Cumnock Academy, Jimmy McCallum and Ian Hogg.  They had such 
passion for the works of Burns that it was infectious - and within a short 
time I became an admirer as well.  Like most young people in those days 
I fell away from the poet as I started work, married and started a family. 
However, I still had a miniature book of his poems which I would often 
read.

  As time passed, I was drawn back to the life and works of our National 
Bard via Burns Suppers and eventually I joined New Cumnock Burns Club, 
the village of my birth. I later became a member of Kilmarnock Howff Burns 
Club, where I have lived all my adult life. I also joined Greenock Burns Club 
as I strongly believe the Mother Club should be championed by Burnsians 
from all over Scotland, not just in its home town.  I am, and will remain, a 
staunch supporter of the Ayrshire Association of Burns Clubs.

  During these years I have been fortunate to meet an enormous 
number of lovely people from all over the world. To me, the greatest thing 
about the Burns movement is the friendship and fellowship that seems to 
just flow from our gatherings.

  I now look forward with great anticipation to the coming year and 
having the chance to meet old friends and make new ones.  Sheena and 
I hope to travel to the RBANA Conference in Calgary in May. I also look 
forward to meeting many of our members as my duties take me across 
Scotland and further afield.

  I would like to conclude by thanking the Membership for giving 
me this opportunity. I can assure you all that I will make every effort to 
represent you and our Federation as you would expect from someone 
honoured with the Office of the President.

Jim Thomson
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Conference 2014 Synopsis
The 2014 Robert Burns World Federation AGM & Conference was held 

at Menzies Hotel, Irvine, on 12th – 14th September 2014.
Celebrations began on Thursday evening with the President’s 

Gathering in the form of a Quiz with a number of our International guests 
in attendance.  Jimmy Gibson was quiz-master and led six rounds of 
questions with the winners, the Ayrshire Past Presidents team, receiving 
medals from President Jane Brown.  Entertainment between rounds was 
provided by the guests with a special rendition of Tam o’ Shanter by local 
school pupil, Lewis Drummond.  Attendees enjoyed a light supper which 
included local delicacy, mini Killie pies!!

Just over 200 delegates attended this year.  Friday evening’s dinners 
was informal, as usual, and we were entertained by local band Luath led by 
Bruce Kennedy.  Several delegates also provided entertainment which was 
greatly enjoyed by the audience.

President Jane Brown welcomed a large number of delegates to the 
AGM on Saturday morning, with a special welcome to Irvine from Cllr Joan 
Sturgeon, Provost of North Ayrshire.  Overseas delegates were introduced 
and received a warm welcome.

Obituaries were read out, unfortunately a rather lengthy list this year, 
and a one-minute silence was observed in their memory.

Jim Thomson, as acting Finance Director, spoke on the current financial 
situation which, at present is not very healthy.  However, he explained 
the contributing factors which accounted for the loss and advised the 
members that a new 12-point finance plan was now in place to help steer 
the Federation forward.  He welcomed any ideas the members may have 
to assist with financial income and confirmed that the Federation had 
negotiated a 2-year extension to the School Competition sponsorship 
with Tunnock’s and also a new 3-year contract with Isle of Arran Distillers, 
together with various funding applications to external organisations.  New 
Treasurer, Accountant Scott McPherson, has volunteered to assist the 
Finance Committee regarding future RBWF finances.

Together with an update on all the published reports, President Jane 
noted that she had travelled over 80,000 miles during her Presidential 
year.  Feedback from around the globe confirmed that Jane had been an 
excellent ambassador for the Federation, entertaining all she met and 
continuing the wonderful fraternity and the friendships formed within the 
Burns Federation which often last for life.
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Chief Executive, Alison Tait, confirmed that the Federation would be 
moving from the Dower House within the next 6 months to new, larger, 
premises nearer Kilmarnock town centre, courtesy of East Ayrshire Council 
who, very kindly, continue to support RBWF and its work.

Marketing Director, Murdo Morrison, noted that the Year of the Haggis 
was coming to a close; however, this had brought many smiles to faces and 
lots of publicity.  We are hoping to continue working with SFMTA (Scottish 
Federation of Meat Traders Association) next year.

Bill Dawson, Editor of the Burns Chronicle, added that the 2015 edition 
of the Chronicle is in the final stages of production.  A recent survey 
showed that the quality, hard-back, format had been well received and will 
therefore continue.  Bill reiterated his request to have articles submitted as 
early as possible.  Works of a broad nature are much appreciated.

CEO Alison confirmed that website updates are on-going and we 
continue to add to our offering via the Federation online shop.  Alison 
asked delegates to help promote the shop as much as possible.  The 
Federation is now represented on Social Media via LinkedIn, Facebook, 
Twitter & Instagram.

Canadian Director, Ronnie O’Byrne confirmed that Calgary will host 
the RBANA (Robert Burns Association of North America) Conference in 
2015, Texas in 2016, and 2017 will be in Medicine Hat.  The 2014 RBANA 
Conference made a surplus this year of which RBWF will receive a third.

Jim O’Lone, Pacific Rim Director, confirmed that, for the first time, the 
Pacific Rim Conference had been held in New Zealand on the previous 
weekend with two new members coming along from Dunedin and 
Auckland.  Great support has been received, as always, in Melbourne and 
Bendigo.

Election of Office Bearers:
President – Jim Thomson
Senior Vice President – Dr Peter Hughes
Junior Vice President – Bobby Kane
Director for Canada – Ronnie O’Byrne
Director for U.S.A. – Leslie Strachan
Director for Pacific Rim – Jim O’Lone
Election of Conveners:
Archivist – Bill Dawson
Conference – Jimmy Gibson
Heritage – John Skilling
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Literature – Mike Duguid
Marketing – Murdo Morrison
Schools – Isa Hanley
Editor, Bill Dawson, continues as appointed by the Board.
Conference Convener, Jimmy Gibson, announced that the 2015 RBWF 

AGM & Conference will be held from 4th – 6th September 2015 at Peebles 
Hydro.

A variety of seminars, workshops and entertainment were on offer 
during the weekend, with thanks to Irvine Burns Club and Irvine Lasses 
Burns Club for their input including Wellwood Burns Museum being 
open for delegates all weekend, tours of Irvine Harbourside (and lots 
more).  St Michael’s Theatre Group performed in the ballroom, Gordon 
Ashley presented in the Irvine Suite and Murdo Morrison showed the Irish 
production on Robert Burns from Dearcan Media, also in the Irvine Suite.

Chains of office were exchanged on Saturday evening with Jim 
Thomson receiving his Presidential Chain of Office from Jane Brown before 
he presented Jane with her Past President’s medal.  Short speeches were 
made by both Jim & Jane.  Peter Hughes presented Bobby Kane with the 
Junior Vice President Chain before received the Senior Vice President’s 
Chain from Jim Thomson.

Toasts were made as follows:
The Queen and Her Majesty’s Forces – Jim Thomson, President, RBWF
Toast to Irvine & The Burns Clubs of Irvine - Peter Hughes, Senior Vice 

President, RBWF
Reply - Rev. Robert Travers, President, Irvine Burns Club
Toast to the Robert Burns World Federation – Cllr Joan Sturgeon, 

Provost of North Ayrshire
Reply - Jim Thomson, President, RBWF
Vote of Thanks - Bobby Kane, Junior Vice President, RBWF
Following dinner and speeches, delegates were invited to take the 

floor, accompanied by the Andy Kain Band.  The singing of Auld Lang Syne 
brought to a close a very successful conference.

Sunday Service this year was held in Irvine Old Parish Church, led by 
the Rev. Robert Travers, current President of Irvine Burns Club.  This was 
preceded by a Civic Parade from Irvine Town House to the Church and 
followed by wreath-laying at Burns’ Statue on Irvine Moor.
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The Robert Burns World Federation 2014

Patrons
East Ayrshire Council
Isle of Arran Distillers
Thomas Tunnock Ltd

Honorary Members
James Boyd
Robert Dalziel
Dumfries and Galloway Council
Allan & Moira Dunsmore
Patricia Ferguson MSP
Anne Gaw
Grange Academy
Mac Irvin
May McGuffog
Helen McIlwraith
St Petersburg Gymnasium. 
University of Glasgow Crichton Campus.
Peter & Ann Westwood

275  no. Individual Members

Clubs
Ayrshire
Afton Lily Burns Club (Cumnock)
Alloway Burns Club
Ayr Burns Club 
Ayr Police Burns Supper
Ayrshire Association of Burns Clubs
Barr & District Burns Club
Barrmill Jolly Beggars B C
Cumbrae Burns Club
Cumnock Cronies Burns Club
Cumnock Jolly Beggars BC
Dailly Jolly Beggars
Dalry Burns Club
Dundonald Burns Club
Garnock Burns Club
Howff Burns Club (Kilmarnock)
Irvine Burns Club
Irvine Lasses Burns Club 
Kilbirnie Rosebery Burns Club
Kilmarnock Burns Club
Kilwinning Burns Club
Largs Cronies Burns Club
Largs St Columba Burns Supper
Lodge Royal Arch West Kilbride 
Logangate Burns Club (Cumnock)

Honorary Presidents
George & Enez Anderson
Shirley Bell
John Cairney
Joe Campbell
Alex & May Crawley
Alistair Gowans
John MacMillan
Murdo Morrison
James Todd, Provost of East Ayrshire

Corporate Members
National Burns Memorial Homes
National Library of Scotland
Robert Burns Birthplace Museum
Robert Burns Quiz
West Sound Radio

95 no. Family Members

Lugton Burns Club 
Mauchline Burns Club
New Cumnock Burns Club
Newmilns Burns Club
Prestwick Burns Club
Skelmorlie “Poosie Nansie’s” Burns Club
West Kilbride Burns Club

Schools
Ayr Grammar PS BC
Ayr & District Youth RBC
Alloway Primary School
Braehead PS
Beith Primary School
Burns Bairns
Caledonia Primary School
Catrine Primary School
Dalry Primary School
Doon Academy Robert BC 
Doonfoot PS Robert Burns Club
Greenmill Primary School
Holmston Primary School
Kyle Academy Robert BC
Kilmaurs Primary School
Loanhead Primary School
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Mauchline Primary School 
Muirkirk Primary School 
New Cumnock Primary School
New Farm Primary School
Patna Primary School, 
Sacred Heart Primary School
St Patrick’s Primary School
Sorn Primary School
Wellington School

Dumfries & Galloway
Annan Ladies Burns Club
Dalbeattie & District Burns Club
Dumfries Burns Club
Dumfries Burns Howff Club
Dumfries Ladies Burns Club No. 1
Friends of Ellisland
Gatehouse of Fleet Burns Club
Hole I’ The Wa’ Burns Club (Dumfries)
Kirkcudbright Burns Club
Langholm Ladies’ Burns Club
Newton Stewart Burns Club
Sanquhar Black Joan Club
Solway Burns Club (Annan)
Southern Scottish Counties Assoc.
St Michael’s Burns Club (Dumfries)
Stranraer & District Burns Club 
Thornhill & District Burns Club
Whithorn & Dist Burns Club

Schools
Kirkinner Primary School

Glasgow
Blane Valley Burns Club
Bridgeton Burns Club
Clarinda Burns Circle
Cotter’s Burns Club
Glasgow & District Burns Assoc
Glasgow Haggis Club
Lodge Robert Burns 440
Ouplaymuir Burns Club
Partick Burns Club
Sandyford Burns Club
Thistle Burns Club

Schools
Busby Primary School
James Aiton Primary School
Eaglesham Primary School

Edinburgh & The Lothians
Airts Burns Club (Musselburgh)
Armadale Bessie Burns Club
Balerno Burns Club
Edinburgh Burns Club
Edinburgh District BC Assoc
Fauldhouse & Crofthead B C
Grants Braes Burns Club
Harburn Men’s Rural Institute Burns Club
Liberton “Top O’The Hill”
Lodge Liberton
Marchbank Burns Club
Newton Lads Burns Club
Portobello Burns Club
Scottish Parliament No 1 BC
Seton Burns Club
Tranent 25 Burns Club
Thorntree Mystic Burns Club

Schools
George Watson’s College
Balgreen Primary School
Cockenzie Primary School
Dean Park Primary School
Linlithgow Bridge Primary School
Stoneyhill Primary School
Royal High School Primary School
Tynewater Primary School
Winyknowe Primary School

Renfrewshire
Alamo Burns Club (Paisley)
Erskine Trusty Fieres Burns Club 
Gourock Burns Club
Gourock Jolly Beggars Burns Club 
Greenock Burns Club
Kilbarchan U C Burns Society
Lodge Greenock St John’s No175
Paisley Burns Club
Renfrewshire Assoc of BC

Schools
Aileymill Primary School
Houston Primary School
Ralston Primary School
Ravenscraig Primary School
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Dumbarton, Argyll and Bute
Alexandria Burns Club
Dumbarton Burns Club
Helensburgh Burns Club
Lochgoilhead Burns Club

Schools
Colquhoun Park Primary School
Craigdhu Primary School
Drymen Primary School
Whitecrook Primary School
St Machan’s Primary School

Lanarkshire
Airdrie Burns Club
Allanton Jolly Beggars BC
Hamilton Burns Club
Kilbryde Burns Club 
Lanarkshire Association of Burns Clubs
Larkhall Burns Club
Larkhall Prof & Businessmen
Lodge Blantyre Kilwinning
Lodge Bothwell Brig No.1229
Ravenscraig Burns Club
Uddingston Masonic Burns Club
Whifflet Burns Club

Schools
Carbrain Primary School
Carluke Primary School

Stirling, Clackmannan, & West Perthshire
Ben Cleuch Burns Club (Tillicoultry)
Denny Cross Burns Club
Dollar Burns Club
Falkirk Burns Club
Friday Night B C, (Falkirk)
Greenloaning Burns Club
Higginsneuk Burns Club 
Morton Family Burns Club 
Sauchie Burns Club
Stirling Burns Club
Stirling Clack & W Perth. Assoc
Wheatsheaf Burns Club (Falkirk)

Schools
Alva Primary School
Bainsford Primary School
Deanburn Primary School
Dunblane Centre Youth BC
Strathdevon Primary School
Whitecross Primary School

Fife
Adastral Burns Club (Kingskettle)
Auchterderran Jolly  Beggars Burns Club
Balmullo Burns Club
Bowhill People’s BC  (Cardenden) 
Cupar Burns Club
Dunfermline United Burns Club
Earlsferry Burns Club
Fife Association of BC
Lodge Coupar o’ Fife No 19
Markinch Burns Club
Pittenweem Burns Club
St Andrews Burns Club
The Poosie Nansie Ladies BC (Kirkcaldy)

Schools
Auchtermuchty Primary School
Cairneyhill Primary School
Carleton Primary School
Coaltown of Balgownie School 
Dulloch Primary School
Kennoway Primary & Community School
Park Road Primary School
Pitteuchar Primary School
South Park Primary School
Torbain Primary School

Tayside
Arbroath Burns Club
Burns Club of Abernethy 
Dundee Burns Club
Kinross Jolly Beggars 
Lodge Camperdown 317 (Dundee)
Montrose Burns Club
Perth Burns Club
Robert Burns Lodge of Dundee
Strathearn Burns Club

Schools
Abernethy Primary School
Ancrum Road Primary School
Moncreiffe Primary School
Warddykes Primary School

Scottish Borders
Borders Association of BC
Coldstream Burns Club
Eyemouth Clachan Burns Club
Galashiels Burns Club
Hawick Burns Club
Kelso Burns Club
Peebles Burns Club
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North of Scotland
Aberdeen Burns Club
Elgin Burns Club
Ellon Burns Club
Fettercairn Burns Club
Fraserburgh Burns Club
Inveraray Burns Club
Inverness Burns Club
Peterhead Burns Club
Rosehearty Burns Club
Stonehaven (Fatherland) BC 
Strathpeffer Burns Club
The Enthusiasts Burns Club (Inverness)
The Stick Lum Street BC (Rosehearty)
Wester Ross Burns Club

Schools
Banff Primary School
Bervie Primary School
Bracoden School
Buchanhaven Primary School
Clerkhill Primary School
Duncan Forbes Primary School
Dunnottar Primary School
Ellon Primary School
Hatton of Fintray Primary School
Lairhillock School
Laurencekirk Primary School
Lhanbryde Primary School
New Elgin Primary School
New Deer Primary School
Ordiquhill Primary School
Port Erroll School
Whitehills Primary School

England - North
Barleycornians Burns Club (Blyth)
Barnsley & Dist Scot Soc
Burns Federation, Yorkshire 
Caledonian Society of Sheffield
Caledonian Society of Doncaster
Chester Caledonian Association
Clumber BC  
Corby Grampian Burns Club 
Corby Stewarts & Lloyd’s BC
Durham & District Cal Soc 
Huddersfield St Andrew Soc 
Hull Scots Soc of St Andrew
Humberside Burns Soc
Grimsby & Dist Caledonian Society
Leeds Caledonian Society
St Andrew’s Soc of Bradford.
St Andrew Soc of York
Wakefield Cal. Soc.
Whiteadder Burns Club
 
England - Midlands
Birmingham & Midlands Scot Soc 
Coventry Jolly Beggars Burns Club
Chesterfield & District Cal Assoc
Derby Scottish Assoc & Burns Club
Nottingham Scottish Assoc.
Leicester Caledonian Soc.
Tamworth & Dist Scottish Soc.
Walsall & Dist Scottish Soc.
Wolverhampton & Dist. Cal Soc.

London and South England
Burns Club of London
Cal Soc of Colchester & District
Caledonian Society of London
Caledonian Club Trust Ltd
Cheltenham Scottish Society
Dover & East Kent Scottish Society 
Harrow & District Caledonian Soc
Herefordshire Burns Club 
Robert Burns Clubs of Guildford
RT Burns Club (Dagenham)
Swindon & Dist Cal Soc
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Ireland
Belfast Burns Association
Stephenstown Pond Trust Ltd
The Dublin Burns Club

Rest of Europe
The Clansmen E.V.
Robert Burns Society of Maastricht 
The Scottish Society of Jersey

Schools
Kyiv School N.56 
Junior Burns Club of Secondary School of 
Plosk “Young Ukrainian Burnsians”

Rest of World
Auckland Robert Burns Association
Bendigo & Dist Caledonian Soc Inc
Buenos Aires Tartan Army
Burns Club of Launceston
Canberra Highland Society &  Burns Club
Dubai Caledonian Society
Dunedin Burns Club
Fremantle Burns Club 
Robert Burns Club of Melbourne 
Robert Burns Assoc of the Pacific Rim.
Wanganui River City Robert Burns Club
Western Viti Levu (Fiji) Burns  Club

Canada & U.S.A.
Ayr (Canada) Burns Society
Burns Club of Atlanta
Burns Club of Vancouver
Burns Society of the City of New York
Calgary Burns Club
Detroit Burns Club
Edmonton Burns Club
Halifax Burns Club
Halton/Peel Burns Club 
Medicine Hat Burns Club
Heather & Thistle Society (Houston TX)
Nanaimo Burns Club
Niagara Falls (Canada) BC
Ottawa Burns Club
Robert Burns Association of North America
Robert Burns Soc of Annapolis 
Robert Burns Soc of Kilmarnock, Canada
Robert Burns Soc of Midlands(SC)
Schiehallion Scottish Heritage 
Society( Calgary AB)
Winnipeg Robert Burns Club

Non-Geographic Clubs
Association of Past Presidents
Robert Burns Guild of Speakers
Robert Burns Guild of Performers
Scottish Fire & Rescue Services BC
Scottish Presidents’ Assoc  (England)



www.rbwf.org.uk 

ISBN 978-1-907931-41-3 9 781907 931413

ISBN 978-1-907931-41-3

BU
RN

S 
CH

RO
N

IC
LE

  
20

15

The mission of the 

Chronicle remains the 

furtherance of knowledge 

about Robert Burns and 

its publication in a form 

that is both academically 

responsible and clearly 

communicated for 

the broader Burnsian 

community.

Bill Dawson

EDITOR

Price 

£30.00

2015
Burns Chronicle

BLENDED SCOTCH
WHISKY ALSO
AVAILABLE.

Distillery & Visitor Centre, Lochranza, Isle of Arran KA27 8HJ
Tel: +44 (0) 1770 830264

        robertburnswhisky     www.robertburnswhisky.com

Arran BurnsAd DRAM 210x265mm 090914.indd   1 09/09/2014   11:53




